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NARRATOR: For centuries, people called it the Captain of Death. The ancient Greeks 
called it "consumption." 
 
By the dawn of the 19th century, the disease had killed one in seven of all people that 
had ever lived — more than any other illness. In the early 1800s, consumption struck 
America with a vengeance, ravaging communities, touching the lives of almost every 
family. 
 
Sheila Rothman, Author, "Living in the Shadow of Death": No one was spared. 
Rich, poor, young, old, and no one knew who was going to be attacked, and how long 
they would live. 

Women who had children understood that their children might well become orphans. 
And you had to train children for dealing with death, and dealing with the death of 
parents and how to go on and manage. 

NARRATOR: Physicians of the day believed consumption, as they called it, was 
hereditary.  

Robert Koch was one of a handful of European scientists promoting a radical new idea 
that germs cause disease. Most doctors believed sickness was caused by disturbances 
in bodily fluids, or from toxic gases or filth, or was inherited. In a complete departure, 
Koch announced he had found a bacterium, the tubercle bacillus, that he claimed 
caused tuberculosis. He explained that when he injected the bacteria into a healthy 
animal, it rapidly developed the disease. 

Andrea Cooper, Immunologist: And what Koch did, and this is the basis of modern 
science, is that he took bacteria, he grew it to purity and then he delivered it and caused 
disease, and this was the key point. You could isolate the bacterium from the infected 
person, you could grow it in isolation, and then it would cause disease when it was 
transmitted again. 
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NARRATOR: Koch also described how the bacteria spread. The germs, he said, were 
expelled through coughing. Someone close-by could inhale the air-borne bacteria into 
their lungs, where they lodged and caused disease. There was no doubt, he declared, 
that the disease was highly contagious. His findings were so outside mainstream 
thinking — the medical profession simply ignored them. 

Nancy Tomes, Historian: The idea of tuberculosis being communicable was so hard to 
fit with medical tradition, and a lot of the resistance really came out of people who had 
been looking and thinking for a long time. It just didn't make sense to them. 

NARRATOR: As the science of contagion continued to go unheeded, other scientists 
started publishing papers and attending medical conferences to explain the body of 
evidence. Finally, by the mid 1890s, the medical community was persuaded. 

The term "consumption" was dropped in favor of the name that linked it to the bacteria – 
"tuberculosis" or "TB." Within a decade, Robert Koch would go on to win the Nobel 
Prize.  

 

 

 

 
 


