
Polio’s Return: How Vaccines, Trust, and History Intersect 

 

In July 2022, doctors in New York were confronted with a puzzling case. A man in his 

20s arrived at the emergency department with fever, neck stiffness, abdominal pain, and 

weakness in his extremities.1 Just months earlier, officials had warned about a rare condition 

called acute flaccid myelitis, which can cause paralysis. But further testing revealed something 

far more unexpected: polio–the first confirmed case in the United States in nearly a decade.  

Polio wasn’t supposed to come back. The disease had been declared eliminated in the 

U.S. in 1979 after decades of mass vaccination. Once a source of widespread fear, it had largely 

faded from public memory. Vaccines introduced in the 1950s caused cases to plummet, and for 

many Americans, polio became something of the past. So how did a disease we thought we had 

left behind return? To answer that question, it is necessary to return to the history of polio and 

the circumstances that led to one of the most tragic medical incidents in the United States. 

 

A Disease That Defined Fear 

At its peak, polio paralyzed over 300,000 children annually. Fear and paranoia grew with 

each passing day, as outbreaks worsened and public spaces such as swimming pools and movie 

theaters began to shut down. One nurse from a Pittsburgh hospital recounts the tale of a high 

school boy who was completely paralyzed and crying because he “couldn’t move a hand to kill 

himself.”2 A common sight at the time was the iron lung, a coffin-like machine that functioned as 

2 Michael Fitzpatrick, “The Cutter Incident: How America’s First Polio Vaccine Led to a Growing Vaccine Crisis,” 
Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine 99, no. 3 (2006): 156. 

1 Jesse McKinley and Nate Schweber, “Rare Case of Polio Prompts Alarm and an Urgent Investigation in New 
York,” New York, The New York Times, July 22, 2022, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/07/22/nyregion/rockland-county-polio-unvaccinated.html; Spencer Kimball, “How 
Polio Came Back to New York for the First Time in Decades, Silently Spread and Left a Patient Paralyzed,” CNBC, 
October 4, 2022, 
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/10/04/how-polio-silently-spread-in-new-york-and-left-a-person-paralyzed.html. 
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a ventilator, pushing air into the lungs of those whose breathing muscles had become paralyzed.3 

Parents were terrified that their children would be next, and people were desperate to find a 

cause. City workers killed animals and isolated homes by stuffing rags in the windows, hoping to 

prevent the disease from spreading.  

Yet polio continued to spread silently, as most cases did not cause symptoms. In a small 

fraction of infections, the virus travelled to the brain and spinal cord, where it destroyed the 

nerve cells that control movement. The result was sudden and irreversible paralysis. Among 

those affected was Franklin D. Roosevelt, who would later establish the National Foundation for 

Infantile Paralysis to fund polio research.4 As more and more paralyzed children filled hospitals, 

the urgency for a vaccine became impossible to ignore, and the race was on.  

 

The Vaccine That Turned The Tide 

In the early 20th century, Maurice Brodie was one of the first to attempt to create a polio 

vaccine. Prior to this, three successful vaccines had been developed in the U.S. against smallpox, 

rabies, and yellow fever. Each used a different approach to create a version of the virus that 

would be strong enough to trigger an immune response, but weak enough not to cause disease. 

Brodie’s vaccine was developed using virus grown in the spinal cords of monkeys. He used a 

chemical agent, formaldehyde, to inactivate the virus. When he presented his results, Brodie 

concluded that his vaccine was 88% effective5. However, some worrying findings–cases of 

paralysis in people who had received the vaccine–led investigators to question its safety. Both 

the public and researchers were left uneasy about attempting another vaccine.  

5 Fitzpatrick, “The Cutter Incident.” 
4 Fitzpatrick, “The Cutter Incident.” 

3 Sara Reardon, “First U.S. Polio Case in Nearly a Decade Highlights the Importance of Vaccination,” Scientific 
American, accessed March 26, 2026, 
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/first-u-s-polio-case-in-nearly-a-decade-highlights-the-importance-of-vac
cination/. 
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Twenty years later, Jonas Salk introduced a new vaccine. Like Brodie’s, it used 

formaldehyde to inactivate the virus. In 1953, Salk vaccinated himself, his wife, and his three 

children. In 1955, the vaccine was declared safe and effective6. The world seemed to breathe a 

collective sigh of relief, as mass-vaccination campaigns followed and cases began to decline. 

However, no one could have predicted the disaster that was soon to unfold as millions of children 

across the country received the vaccine. 

 

The Cutter Incident 

After Salk’s vaccine was approved, a major challenge remained: pharmaceutical 

companies had to safely manufacture massive quantities for distribution. In April 1955, reports 

began to come in. A mother in Idaho had noticed slight neck stiffness and fever in her daughter, 

Susan Pierce. Five days prior, Susan had received the polio vaccine. The next day, her left arm 

was paralyzed. She was placed in an iron lung and died shortly after. Six more children were 

reported paralyzed in the coming days. After meticulously sorting through the cases, vaccines 

produced by one company, Cutter Laboratories, resulted in 40,000 cases of polio out of 380,000 

children who received the vaccine. Even worse, the disease caused by Cutter’s vaccine was more 

severe than naturally occurring polio, because it had been prepared using a highly virulent strain 

in hopes of increasing effectiveness. 

Where did it all go wrong? A combination of several factors during the manufacturing 

process led to the deadly consequences of the Cutter Incident. First, Cutter’s filtration method for 

isolating the virus was imprecise, allowing some live virus to remain mixed with inactivated 

6 “History of Polio Vaccination,” accessed March 26, 2026, 
https://www.who.int/news-room/spotlight/history-of-vaccination/history-of-polio-vaccination. 
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virus. Safety tests were also inadequate, as regulations at the time were not very strict7. Perhaps 

most importantly, Cutter Laboratories failed to communicate these problems to other companies 

and the government. Although the incident led to stronger federal regulation of vaccine safety, it 

also created lasting public skepticism about vaccines. Still, government-sponsored vaccination 

programs continued, and polio cases dropped dramatically until the disease was declared 

eliminated in 1979.8  

 

Why Polio Came Back 

Although polio was eliminated in the United States, it was never eliminated worldwide. 

In many countries, an oral form of the vaccine is used, which contains a live, weakened virus 

instead of an inactivated one. While it is safe and effective, in areas where many people remain 

unvaccinated, the weakened virus can spread, mutate, and circulate within the community. This 

is known as vaccine-derived poliovirus, and officials speculate that this is what happened in New 

York. Local conditions likely also played a role: vaccination rates in places like Rockland 

County have dropped significantly9. As a result, the virus may have been quietly spreading for 

some time, since most infections are asymptomatic.  

 

It’s Not Just Polio  

Polio is not the only disease to re-emerge in recent years. New measles cases have also 

been confirmed in the United States, largely among unvaccinated individuals. One important 

aspect of vaccines is that they require a large portion of the population to be protected in order to 

9 McKinley and Schweber, “Rare Case of Polio Prompts Alarm and an Urgent Investigation in New York.” 

8 History of Polio: Key Milestones & Global Eradication, July 5, 2016, 
https://polioeradication.org/about-polio/history-of-polio/. 

7 Paul A. Offit, “The Cutter Incident, 50 Years Later,” New England Journal of Medicine 352, no. 14 (2005): 
1411–12, https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMp048180. 
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prevent the spread of disease– a concept known as herd immunity.10 The case in New York points 

to a shift in the fragile balance between scientific tools and community action that keeps diseases 

at bay. Vaccines can eliminate disease, but they cannot eliminate the conditions that allow it to 

return, including gaps in access and lapses in trust. The man in New York’s diagnosis did not just 

represent a rare case–it was a reminder of how easily progress can unravel. Polio did not simply 

reappear–it found the exact conditions it needed. The question we face is no longer how we 

eradicated it, but whether we are willing to maintain the collective effort to keep it gone.  

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

10 Stanley Plotkin, “History of Vaccination,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 111, no. 34 (2014): 
12283–87, https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1400472111. 
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