
The President and the Pandemic

Question: 

How would the three presidents who are ranked the most highly by historians have handled the 
current coronavirus pandemic? Pick one and discuss how you think they would have responded 
to the current crisis in America and the world? 

* Washington
* Lincoln
* FDR

Each of the presidents listed above had their own experiences with epidemic disease. Below are 
some helpful anecdotes about their experiences and what might shape their responses.

George Washington-

In the early years of the American Revolution, George Washington faced an invisible killer that he had once battled 
as a teenager. While the earlier fight had threatened only his life, at stake in this confrontation were thousands, 
including military and civilian alike, the continued viability of Washington's army, and the success of the war for 
independence from Britain.

The unseen killer was smallpox, which Washington described in 1777 as a potentially greater threat "than…the 
Sword of the Enemy." Smallpox was typically brought to eighteen-century America by either English immigrants or 
recently-arrived slaves. Unlike in Europe, however, the majority of the American population led relatively isolated 
lives on farms and plantations. Outside of the coastal cities of Boston, Philadelphia, and Charleston, there was little 
chance of acquiring the disease. For example, there were no smallpox epidemics in the colony of Virginia prior to 
1747.

In fact, very few Virginians were exposed to smallpox prior to the American Revolution. One of the few Virginians 
who was exposed was George Washington, who contracted the disease during his only trip away from the 
American mainland while visiting Barbados  in November of 1751. Washington was only nineteen years old at the 
time and the illness, which lasted nearly a month, left him only with slight scarring. The brush with smallpox, 
however, did provide Washington with immunity from further attacks of the disease, the benefits of which would 
not become apparent until many years later.

The coming of the American Revolution, however, made the spread of smallpox more widespread. Soldiers arriving 
from England and Germany  frequently brought smallpox to American shores. In addition, recruits from all over 
North America joined the Continental Army, increasing the scope of the disease. Within days of taking command of 
the army at Cambridge, Massachusetts during the summer of 1775, Washington wrote to assure the President of 
the Continental Congress that he had been "particularly attentive to the least Symptoms of the Small Pox," 
quarantining anyone suspected of having the disease in a special hospital. Washington further promised that he 
would "continue the utmost Vigilance against this most dangerous enemy."

By the fall of 1775 Boston--which was under British occupation--suffered from a widespread smallpox epidemic 
that threatened to spread throughout the ranks of Washington's army. Reports even surfaced that the British 
deliberately sent infected people out of the city to expand the epidemic into American lines. In response, 
Washington forbade refugees from Boston to come near the American camp in order to avoid the risk of 
exposure. After the British left the city in March of 1776, Washington sent in a force of 1,000 smallpox-immune 
American troops to occupy Boston in order to avoid further spread of the disease. Smallpox continued to plague 
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the Continental Army as well as the civilian population. Epidemics broke out in both Boston and Philadelphia in the 
summer of 1776, and the retreat of an American force sent to take Quebec was blamed on a number of factors 
including the high prevalence of smallpox amongst soldiers.

While Washington believed wholeheartedly in the efficacy of inoculation, in May of 1776 he ordered that no one in 
his army be inoculated; violations of this order would result in severe punishment. The summer campaigns were 
about to begin and Washington could not afford to have a large number of his men incapacitated for a month, 
vulnerable to attack by the British. Washington eventually instituted a system where new recruits would be 
inoculated with smallpox immediately upon enlistment. As a result soldiers would contract the milder form of the 
disease at the same time that they were being outfitted with uniforms and weapons. Soldiers would consequently 
be completely healed, inoculated, and supplied by the time they left to join the army.
 
Mary V. Thompson 
Research Historian 
Mount Vernon Estate and Gardens

Abraham Lincoln and The Death of His Son- by Brady Dennis

The wind and rain swirling outside the White House on Feb. 24, 1862, seemed fitting given the darkness that had 
descended inside its walls. 

The Civil War was gathering steam. Jefferson Davis had just been inaugurated president of the Confederacy. Bloody 
battles and long months of uncertainty lay ahead. On that dreary Monday afternoon, however, those troubles took a 
back seat to a more personal tragedy that had befallen the first family. 

The body of Willie Lincoln, 11 years old, blue-eyed and good-natured, the most treasured child of Abraham and 
Mary Todd Lincoln, lay downstairs in the Green Room. He had died days earlier after a struggle with typhoid fever, 
probably contracted from contaminated water that supplied the White House. 

It had been an agonizing stretch for the president and his wife, who had kept vigil day after day after Willie and his 
younger brother, Tad, fell ill. (Tad eventually would recover.) “The days dragged wearily by, and he grew weaker and 
more shadow-like,” Elizabeth Keckley, a former slave who had become Mary Lincoln’s seamstress and confidante, 
later wrote. “He was his mother’s favorite child.” 

Keckley recalled one particularly poignant evening when the president and Mrs. Lincoln hosted a lavish reception in 
the White House. The first lady repeatedly left the party and traipsed upstairs in her white satin dress to check on 
her dying son. The worried president forbade dancing. Keckley, who sat by Willie’s bedside, recalled how “the rich 
notes of the Marine Band in the apartments below came to the sickroom in soft, subdued murmurs, like the wild, 
faint sobbing of far-off spirits.” 

Within days, Willie succumbed to the disease. 

Gone was the only Lincoln child who possessed the amiable demeanor of his father, the one a family friend called 
“the most lovable boy I ever knew, bright, sensible, sweet-tempered and gentle-mannered.” Gone was the boy who 
had shown his father’s command of language in a poem he had submitted to the National Republican newspaper 
about the death of a family friend who had died in battle. 

The Lincolns had lost another son, Edward, in 1850, just before his fourth birthday and only months before Willie 
was born. But the loss of Willie plunged them into an altogether deeper grief and cast a pall over the White House 
that would linger throughout the war. President Lincoln often turned inward, concealing his sadness and carrying on 
with the job at hand. Mary Lincoln wore her pain outwardly, like an albatross. 

Upon first seeing his dead son, President Lincoln murmured, “My poor boy. He was too good for this earth. God 
has called him home. I know that he is much better off in heaven, but then we loved him so. It is hard, hard to have 
him die!” He buried his head in his hands, Keckley recalled, and his tall frame convulsed with emotion. “I stood at 
the foot of the bed, my eyes full of tears, looking at the man in silent, awe-stricken wonder,” she wrote. “His grief 
unnerved him, and made him a weak, passive child. I did not dream that his rugged nature could be so moved.” 
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The first lady fared even worse. “Mrs. Lincoln’s grief is inconsolable,” Keckley wrote. During one of her fits of grief, 
the president led her to a window and pointed toward the insane asylum, later known as St. Elizabeths Hospital. 
“Mother, do you see that large white building on the hill yonder?” he said. “Try and control your grief, or it will 
drive you mad, and we may have to send you there.” 

On the day of the funeral, “a great many friends of the family called to take a last look at the little favorite, who had 
endeared himself to all guests of the family,” reported the Washington Evening Star. “The body was clothed in the 
usual every-day attire of youths of his age, consisting of pants and jacket with white stockings and low shoes — the 
white collar and wristbands being turned over the black cloth of the jacket.” 

His right hand held a small bouquet of flowers that later would be given to his mother, who remained upstairs to 
grieve in solitude. His plain metallic coffin bore a simple inscription on a square silver plate: William Wallace Lincoln. 
Born December 21st, 1850. Died February 20th, 1862. 

The remains of Willie Lincoln lay in the marble vault, locked behind an iron gate, for more than three years. On 
numerous occasions, author James L. Swanson wrote, “his ever-mourning father returned to visit him, to remember, 
and to weep,” even as he tried to hold the country together.  After Lincoln’s assassination in April 1865, Willie’s 
casket was exhumed and placed aboard the presidential funeral train for the journey back to Illinois. Father and son 
headed home together.  To walk through the gates of Oak Hill today is to slip back in time. Down the winding stone 
paths, past towering oaks and faded headstones, on a hilltop overlooking Rock Creek sits the weathered vault in 
the farthest corner of the cemetery. There is no sign that Willie Lincoln ever was here, no name carved into the 
marble, no marker to commemorate the dark days of winter 1862. 

But the black iron gate still guards the entrance, and just beyond it lies the darkened vault where a president 
dealing with a nation’s sorrows could come and be a father dealing with his own. 
 
This story was included in a Washington Post special section, “Civil War 150: Ripples of War.” See more 
stories on the Civil War. 

FDR— From the FDR Presidential Library and Museum by Amy Berish

Introduction

Franklin D. Roosevelt was the 32nd President of the United States. Not only did he serve an unprecedented four 
terms in office, but he was also the first president with a significant physical disability. FDR was diagnosed with 
infantile paralysis, better known as polio, in 1921, at the age of 39. Although dealing with this crippling disease was 
difficult, many believe that his personal struggles helped shape FDR, both as a man and as a president.

Polio Strikes

Coming from a wealthy family, FDR was privileged to enjoy his summers at the Campobello Island family cottage 
that was purchased by his parents in New Brunswick, Canada. It was at this site that FDR manifested the symptoms 
of “the insidious and deadly enemy” known as infantile paralysis. No one is certain of the circumstances leading to 
his contraction of polio, many believe he was exposed to the virus at a Boy Scout camp in New York just prior to 
going to Campobello.

During the summer of 1921, FDR was enjoying a day of sailing on his yacht when he suddenly fell overboard into 
the icy waters of the Bay of Fundy, which ironically felt paralyzing to his body. The following day, FDR complained of 
lower back pain and went for a swim in hopes to ease the soreness. As the day progressed, he could feel his legs 
becoming weaker and by the third day, he could no longer hold his own weight. His skin quickly became very 
sensitive and eventually even a slight breeze across his body caused great distress.

Eleanor, who couldn’t bear to see her husband in such anguish, began to contact a handful of doctors, hoping one of 
them would be able to find a remedy to his unknown infirmity. One of these doctors was Dr. Keen who insisted 
the issue stemmed from a blood clot located in the lower spinal cord and recommended that he receive lumbar 
massages daily in order to help circulation. Days later, FDR was notified by Dr. Keen that his earlier diagnosis was 
incorrect and instead he claimed the distress was being caused by spinal lesion. The massage therapy continued but 
did not prove to be successful in curing the paralysis.



On August 25, 1921, another physician, Dr. Robert Lovett, diagnosed FDR with infantile paralysis (i.e. polio). At that 
time, polio had no known cure and often resulted in full or partial paralysis and the erosion of one’s motor skills. 
Lovett, who was an expert on the disease, insisted Franklin stop the massages, as they were not helping the 
situation and possibly making it worse; he instead suggested that he take hot baths.

Both FDR and Eleanor were surprised by this verdict, as it was uncommon for a middle aged person to contract 
polio. Most cases of the disease were acquired during infancy, but most children become immune to the disease by 
the age of four. Lovett explained that in order for a person to combat poliomyelitis, they must be in good emotional 
and physical health and have a healthy immune system. This made FDR rethink the actuality of having the disease 
since he could recall frequently becoming ill as a young boy, but for the past few years he had been leading a 
stressful life in politics that may have weakened his immunity. At the young age of thirty-nine, FDR became a victim 
of infantile paralysis.

Recovery and Rehabilitation

It was during fall of 1921, when FDR made the decision to remove himself from political life in order to begin his 
rehabilitation process at his home in Hyde Park, New York. For several years, his main focus shifted from politics to 
recovering from his paralysis. FDR began routinely swimming three times a week in the Astor pool and in the pond. 
He had realized that his legs could support the weight of his body in water with ease and used swimming as his 
main exercise. By the winter of that year, his arms regained strength, his nervous system was functioning normally, 
and his stomach and lower back were getting stronger (Gallagher 23).

In January 1922, FDR was fit with braces that locked in at the knee and continued the length of his leg, and by the 
spring of that year he could stand with assistance. FDR made a plan that one day he would walk the length of his 
driveway, which was a quarter-mile long. Although he never accomplished the task, he used it as a training 
procedure, working himself to the bone in hopes that he would be able to walk again if he continued exercising.

Due to his bright personality, FDR insisted that he be surrounded by “good cheer” throughout his rehab process. 
He was known for exercising constantly, even when he was surrounded by friends. He would often have people 
watch him and provide company as he exercised and would carry out a conversation with them despite devoting all 
his effort to moving.

FDR also involved his children and family with his daily exercise rituals. At first, his children were heartbroken 
seeing their father in such a vulnerable state, struggling to move. Eventually they became comfortable around his 
condition and were proactive in helping him and involving themselves with his rehabilitation process. Eleanor 
recalled, “The perfect naturalness with which the children accepted his limitations though they had always known 
him as an active person, helped him tremendously in his own acceptance of them” (Roosevelt, Autobiography 142).
Warm Springs, Georgia

During his rehabilitation process, FDR was contacted by George Foster Peabody, a friend who knew of his recent 
polio attack. Peabody recently learned of an incident where a young man by the name of Louis Joseph, who was 
stricken by infantile paralysis, was cured by the “healing waters” of Warm Springs. After hearing of this story, he 
recommended the Warm Springs facility to FDR, hoping he too would become miraculously cured by its medicinal 
waters.

In 1924, FDR made a trip to the Georgia resort with high hopes that the mineral water in the springs could treat 
his paralysis. The spring’s water came from Pine Mountain and was known to be rich in mineral content and 
extremely pure. Although the waters did not restore FDR to ultimate health, his continued visits throughout his 
political life resulted in an increase in the resort’s popularity and business.  

In 1926, Warm Springs was having financial issues. As its favorite visitor, FDR couldn’t allow the facility to close 
down; instead, he bought the facility for $200,000 and transformed it into a rehabilitation center for polio patients 
like himself. The following year, the Warm Springs Foundation was considered a permanent hydrotherapeutic center 
by the American Orthopedic Association.



Living with Disability

In private, FDR used a special wheelchair he designed himself. He refused to use a “regular” wheelchair because the 
chairs of the time were one-size-fits-all, bulky and a nuisance to get around in. Most buildings during his era were 
not wheelchair accessible; therefore Roosevelt needed something small, appealing, efficient, and discreet. To 
accomplish this, he used a dining chair and replaced the legs with bicycle-like wheels. The chair was small and could 
move around tight corners and narrow hallways with ease. His wheelchair did not call a lot of attention since it was 
made out of something people were used to seeing in their own homes.

Although FDR’s disability did not directly interfere with his role as President, he was not completely comfortable 
being open about his situation.

Masking his disability in his home was one thing, but the real challenge arose when he was asked to appear in public 
or deliver a speech. Often he was required to navigate to a podium or area in which he would greet listeners. Of 
course FDR could have simply chosen to remain in his wheelchair during public events, but he wanted to assure 
America that he was capable. He never wanted Americans to get the impression that he was helpless, so it was 
important to him to at least seem as if he could walk.

FDR devised a method of “walking” in which he used a cane and the arm of his son or advisor for balance. He 
would maneuver his hips and swing is legs forward in a swaying motion to make it appear as if he was walking. 
Stairs were also a challenge for FDR, he learned to support his weight with just his arms, holding himself up as if he 
were on parallel bars, and swing his way down toward the next step.

FDR requested that the press avoid photographing him walking, maneuvering, or being transferred from his car. The 
stipulation was accepted by most reporters and photographers but periodically someone would not comply. The 
Secret Service was assigned to purposely interfere with anyone who tried to snap a photo of FDR in a “disabled or 
weak” state (Gallagher 94).

Legacy

Although FDR made the choice to put his paralysis on the back burner in order to return to political life, he never 
gave up on the cause. Throughout his presidency, FDR made sure that he put effort into assisting those who 
suffered from polio.

After ten years of setting up Warm Springs so that it became the prime place for polio patients to receive therapy, 
FDR faced funding issues with the foundation. The first Birthday Ball in 1934 was held in commemoration of FDR’s 
birthday. He urged people in his honor to make monetary donations to the facility and ended up raising one million 
dollars for the Georgia Warm Springs Foundation.

The Birthday Balls continued in order to support both Warm Springs and FDR’s National Foundation for Infantile 
Paralysis which he created four years later in 1938. The fundraising for the National Foundation evolved into what 
we now know as the March of Dimes. This was a fund-raiser in which all of its proceeds went to the National 
Foundation for Infantile Paralysis. The annual continuation of this occasion eventually funded the research for the 
Salk vaccine to treat polio; unfortunately FDR never lived to see it. 

FDR’s disability was often called a “blessing in disguise” by his wife. Eleanor had a way of looking at the big picture 
instead of worrying over the small stuff. She understood that the battles her husband fought in life were often more 
than what they seemed.

FDR’s illness threw him into a category frowned upon by most of the American population. The way he viewed 
himself as a person, father and politician despite his limitations helped others to change the way they viewed others 
crippled by disease or disability. Disabled or not, FDR became a symbol of strength and perseverance to Americans, 
showing them that “You gain strength, courage and confidence by every experience in which you really stop to look 
fear in the face. You are able to say to yourself, ‘I have lived through this horror. I can take the next thing that comes 
along.’…You must do the thing you think you cannot do” (Roosevelt, You Learn by Living 29-30). 
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