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Presented to both Houses of Parliament by His Excellency's Command. 



OUTBREAK OF DIPHTHERIA AT S;NUG RIVER, IN THE 
HEALTH DISTRICT OF KINGSTON. 

To the Honourable t!ie President and the Members of tlte Central Board of Health. 

GENTLEMEN, 

I. I HAVE the ho_nour to report that, in accordance with the instructions contained in Minute 
No. 125, 1890, I have made all the inquiries in my power into the circumstances attending the 
outbreak of diphtheria at Snug River, and the following is the infoimation I have been enabled to 
obtain. 

2. The disease appears to have been confined to one family named Hart, all the members of 
which, wit.h, perhaps, the exception of Mr. Hart, the fathe1·, seem to have suffered more or less from 
throat affection. The first case of Jiphtheria was that of Mary Hart, aged 15, who became ill in 
the first week in August, and has now completely recovered. The next case was that of Maria 
Jane Hart, 17, who was treated in the Hobart Hospital, and wlw died on the 13th September: 
then followed Tasman Hart, 6, who had the disease in a very mild form; Albert Hart, 14, who was 
sent to the Hospital, and Thomas Hart, 27, who have all recovered. Joseph Hart, 16, next took 
the disease, and was also sent to Hobart Hospital, but fretted so there that his parents took him 
home, where he now is apparently convalescent. Denis John Hart, the seventh case, is now a 
patient in the Hospital. Mrs. Hart says that she also suffered a little from sore throat. 

3. The Hart family occupy a new house built on the site of an old one. '1Vhen I visited it on 
the 8th instant, it and the adjoining yard were in fair condition. ·vvhen the Local Inspector, 
Supt. Stuart, of Kingston, visited it in consequence of the first notification of diphtheria, he found 
matters not so satisfactory, but under his directions the sanitary condition , of the place was 
ameliorated. No doubt the house formerly on the site was without proper drainage, and conse
quently the w!-iole site is probably to some extent impregnated with the slops thrown down by 
former occupiers. Still, an isolated ho·,1rn, standing on a slight bank at a little distance from the 
Snug Rive1·, does not appear _a place for a new and independent outbreak of diphtheria. The 
following facts point to another source for the origin of the outbreak. 

4. On the 30th July last, a boy named J olrn Turnbull, aged 7, died of diphtheria at the 
Hobart Hospital. His parents, who live at Three Hut Point, in the district of the Gordon· Local 
Board of Health, took bis body from the Hospital the next day and brought it to the house of a 
relative, Mr. Jarvis, who lives on the hill side near Mr. Hart's. The body was kept all night at 
Mr. J arvis's, alld during the evening two of the Misses Hart visited the house, and stayed about 
two hours in the same room as the coffin. The surviving Miss Hart says that she noticed an 
offensive odour seemingly coming from the coffin, and a few days after she became ill with 
diphtheria. During the same evening other neighbours also came in, but no case of diphtheria 
occurred among them. A grandniece of J\'fra. Jarvis, who stays in the house, was for a great part 
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of the evening· cluse by the coffin, but bas escaped all infection. The parents of John Turnbull 
have, I was informed, a large family, but none of the other children have been affected. But 
taking all the circumstances into consideration, there does not seem to be much room for doubt that 
the Hart family contracted the disease during this visit to the room in which the dead Loy was 
lying, being probably the only vi,-itors in a receptive condition, or having predisposition for the 
disease. 

5. 'l'he following· are, as far as I coul<l learn, the circumstances atten<ling the remo,·al of J olm 
Turnbull's body to Mr. Jan·is's ·house. l\fr. 'l'urnbull appears to have asked Mr. Fishe1·, the 
driver of the. Brown's River coach, to take the coffin containing the body in the coach. Mr. 
Fisher declined, although he say,; t.hat he was not informed that the boy had died of diphtheria or 
any other infectious disease. 1\fr. Fisher, however, arranged with Mr. Oliver, a cap proprietor, to 
take the coffin to Kingston. l\fr. Oliver says that neither by Mr. Fisher nor by the people at the 
Hospital was he informed that the lrndy was that of a person who had died of an infectious disease, 
so he did not take any pre<'autions, though he has snbsequently had his cab painted and relined. 
At Ki11gston the coffin was transferred to a chaise cart belonging to Mr. Fisher and taken in it to 
Mr. ,Tarvis's. This chaise cart w·as not specially-disinfected. Mr. Jarvis wa.s not informed that the 
boy had died of any infectio_us disease, and consequently took_rio precautions. 

6. In their way the whole of t.hese proceeding·s seem t~ be jusnhose most calculated to spread 
the infection of the. deadly. disease. It is therefore much to be regrettep. that in this case the 

. person who appears to be most to blame .appears also to be out of the reach of the law. The 16th 
Sect. of the Pul;ilic Health Act, 1887, relates only. to ·th_e exposure of the dead in public places, and 
not in private houses. The 21st and 2211d Bye-laws of the Kingston Local B_oard · only refer to 
living infected persons; and the lang-uag·e of the 24th, 25th;and 26th Bye-laws evidentJ_y presupposes 
that the death has occurred in the house in which the dead body is lying. The case, like this, of a 
body of a person who has died of an infectious disease being brought into a_ district, do~s not seem 
to be provided for, if the body is not "1:etained" some time in the house. No doubt that under the 
25th or 26th Bye-law i\lr, Jani_:- might be proceeded against, but he already seems to be more 
sinned against than sinning, as he ,yas kept in the dark as to the nf;lture of the disease from which 
the boy had died; so it would Le hardly foir to punish him when the real offender gets off scot free. 

7. The Local Board of Health of Kingston was quite ignorant of what had taken place 
until it received fron1 this offir.e on the 21st of October the notification of the reception of Albert 
Hart at the Hospital. Its lnspec·t<>r, )fr. Stuart, during hi» inspection heard what had occurred at 
Mr. Jarvis's in conn~ction with .John Turnbull's ·body, and reported to his Board, and Mr. Lucas, 
its Chairman_, at once con,imunicatecl with this Board. lVfr. Lucas's letter, dated 27th October, was 
forwarded to the Hospital, with a request for information as to what precautions had been taken 
before the removal of the boy's body. Dr. Payne replied:-" Beyond the body being· washed with 
disinfectant, I am not aware that a11y other steps were taken. The boy, Turnbnll, died on July 30th, 
but I do not know when the corpse arrived at the Snug- River, nor the rnea11s of conveyance. I 
bel.ieve tl1e coffin was opened and u ' Wilke' was held, and in my _opinion the outbreak of 
<li]Jhtheri.a in the Hart family was mviug· to this ignorant and repul~ive custom." This last. 
statement is mn<le in error; the Jarvis family is a Protestant one; no wake was held, and I was 
assured that the coffin was not opened. I do not know whether Dr. Payne was acquainted with 
the arrangement that had been made with the Hospital Board with respect to the precautions to be 
t1;1,ken before allowing the remontl of the body of any patient who had die<l of an i11fectious 
disease. I beg to app·e1)d copies of tlw corrnspondence that took place when the arrangement was 
made. · 

8. ,vith respect to th·e measures to be taken to prevent the recurrence of such proceedings as 
h_ave taken place at the Snug River, I would recommend :-

lst. That the 16th Section of the PuLlic Health Act, 1887, be amended by enacting that the 
penalty provided by the Section shall be recoverable from any person bring·ing into 
the district of any Local Board, without previously informing such LoS!al Board, the 
body of a person wlio has d;ecI of any infectious disease. 

2nd. That the 21 st and 2211d Bye-hiws of the Kingston Local Board of Health Le amended 
so as t,o iz:1cl~de the precaut.io11s to be taken in regard to the dead as well as the living. 
That the first line of the 24th Bye-law shall be amended so as to read:-" The 
occupier of any house in which there is the body of any person who shall." That all 
other Local Boards be requested to adopt such amended Bye-laws. 

3rd. That the Board of Managemeut of the Hobart Hospital be requested to revert to the 
arrangement made in Dr. ~mart's letter of the l l th February, 1888. That it be 
further requested 10 immediately inform the Central Board when any body of a 
patient who has died of au infectious disease is remover! or about to be removed from 
the Hospital, wit.h particnlnrs as to _the destination and mode of conveyance, on the 
understanding that the Central Board will thereupon communicate with the Local 
Boards intere:;ted, so that proper precautions may be taken. 
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9. As regards the present condition of things at Mr. Hart's, it has been already mentioned that 
Joseph Hart, who is just recovering from the disease, is at home. As l\iiss Hart is acting as 
Postmistress (she has now quite recovered), I have arranged that she should be entinily separated 
from the rest of the family, and haye no communication with them, living and sleeping in the 
separate building used as a Post Office, but having her food supplied to her; that the whole of the 
incoming and outgoing mails should be thoroughly fumigated with sulphur (I understand that there 
are proper facilities for doing this, and that it has already been done for some time.) If these 
arrangements are not properly carried out, I should recommend that the postal business of the 
district be, temporarily at least, carried on elsewhere. 

I have the honour to remain, 
Mr. President and Gentlemen, 

Your faithful Servant, 

Central Board of Health, Hobart, 
llth December, 1890. 

A. MAUL'l', Engineering Inspector and Secretary. 

APPENDIX. 

EXTRACT from Lettel' dated 28th January, 1888, from the Secretary of the Central Boarcl qj 
Health to the Chairman of tlie Board of Jifanagement to the General Hospital, Hobart. 

"IN regard to the burial of the bodies of those who die of infectious diseases, a penalty is imposed by the 
16th Section of the Public Health Act, 1887, (the amendment Act), upon any person in charge of such' a 
body wr.o exposes, or permits it to be exposed, in a public place without taking reasonable precautions for 
its disinfection. The Central Board of Health therefore trusts that your Board will not allow any such 
body to be taken from your Hospital until the body has been disinfected as directed on page 47 of the 
'Instructions' ( a copy of which I enclose), or in other manner as your medical officers may direct." 

[ Copy of Directions on page 47 of "Instructions."] 

Disinfection of the Dead Bod.I/· 
When a person dies of any infectious disease, the body should be enveloped in a sheet saturated with 

a solution of carbolic acid or chlorinated lime, and -placed in the coffin as soon as possible, and covered 
with quicklime or fresh charcoal. 

COPY of reply oj the Chairman of the Hospital Boara. 

SIR, 
General Hospital, Hobart, 11th Fe7n·uary, ]888. 

I BEG to inform you that your letter of 28th January, with enclosures, &c., was submitted to 
Board of Management on Friday last, the 10th inst., when it was decided that instructions be given to 
House Surgeon to see that these Instructions and recommendations be carried out. 

I have the honour to be, 
Sir, 

Your obedient Servant, 

the 
the 

(Signed) THOS. C. SMART, Chairman of the Boarcl. 

A. MAULT, Esq., Secretary Central Boarcl of Health. 

WILLIAIII THOMAS STRUTT, 

GOVERN~1ENT l'RINTER, TASMANIA. 


