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The choice of Dedeagatch as the place where the sta-
tion of the Adrianoupolis-Constantinople railway 
line was to be built was the reason for the founda-
tion of the Greek city of Alexandroupolis (originally 
under the Ottoman government). The population 
grew in its early years mainly due to the settlement 
by railway and construction workers. Meanwhile, 
poverty, poor hygiene and environmental conditions 
led to a series of epidemics and various sporadic cas-
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es of infections such as malaria, typhoid fever, scar-
let fever and tuberculosis, infections which marked 
the early history of Alexandroupolis. The first doc-
umented death due to typhoid fever in the area, 
namely that of the Italian civilian Giuseppe Bigheti, 
is mentioned in the paper.
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n INTRODUCTION

The land selection to build a train station 
was the point of origin for the foundation 

of Dedeagatch (Greek: Αλεξανδρούπολη, Al-
exandroupolis) in the end of the 19th century. In 
1870, the line connecting Adrianoupolis with 
the Aegean Sea was decided to end in the place 
were Alexandroupolis lies today [1]. As early as 
1868, the Ainos (Greek: Αίνος, an ancient Greek 
city in Thrace, Turkish: Enez) subconsult Kon-
stantinos Xenos nominated his commissioner to 
Dedeagatch, the Greek merchant Nikolaos For-
mozis to supervise the development of both the 
railroad and the new city (Figure 1) [2].
 Meanwhile, Ainites’ (citizens of Ainos) and es-
pecially the Greek teacher N.G. Hatzopoulos’ 

accusations of the morbid climate in Dedeagatch 
were widespread among the common people, 
documented by reporters of the era broadcast-
ing after visiting the region. The criticism duo to 
infectious barriers in the area yield towards the 
ignorant railroad constructors for the need for 
medical health care and huge funds for the new 
developed city. Thus, on May 29th of 1872, N.G. 
Hatzopoulos send a letter to the newspaper “Ne-
ologos” on behalf of the Community of Ainos, 
vigorously proposing his own homeland, which 
had already two ports of Dracontina and Pontis-
meni, which could serve as a warehouse of the 
whole of Thrace and become a railway station 
center in the Mediterranean. Describing Dedeag-
tach he had depicted it as deserted, uninhabited, 
swampy, muddy, inhospitable, wild and exposed 
to every wind. The huge marshes have had ad-
verse effects on the local climate, while in the area 
around and near Dedeagatch, malaria was wide-
spread. In winter, documented Hatzopoulos, it 
was inaccessible by sea, while in summer even 
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Figure 2 - A) Map of the railroad 
connecting Adrianoupolis with 
Alexandroupolis. B) Inaugura-
tion of the Andrianoupolis-Al-
exandroupolis railroad line. C) 
Military Railroad station in Alex-
androupolis. D) Railroad station 
near the harbor of the Alexan-
droupolis city. 
Photos from the Alepakos ar-
chive.

with the minimum possible bad weather, sailing 
ships which had been approaching were in dan-
ger. He had also pointed out that there were no 
permanent residents in the “dowry and bumpy 
Dedeagatch”, but only the temporary workers of 
the railroad and some handlers and porters near 
the sea line who go regularly fishing. He noted 

that during winter, 50% of workers had been suf-
fering from endemic diseases, while no drinking 
water was available, and the place was consid-
ered as a source of fever and illnesses [3].
Despite the considerations, the Ottoman Empire 
was persuaded by the Europeans, that if the Turk-
ish resources were to be sold in Europe, a railroad 
line was necessary. The Ottomans decided to em-
power “C. & L. Van der Elst Brothers and Co” and 
later on Baron de Hirsch’s “Compagnie Generale 
pour l’ Exploitation de Chemins de Fer Turquie 
d’Europe” chose by Davoud Pasha to finish the 
task (Figure 2). Dedeagatch was chosen as a high-
er ground were all swamps could be technically 
removed, having a better port. Soon the popula-
tion of the town increased. Yet, poverty, inade-
quate living conditions, and the environment led 
to individual and epidemic cases of disease which 
marked the beginning of the history of the city of 
Alexandroupolis, a city born of infections [4].

Infections and health care
A cluster of written records which survived from 
different time periods testify the outbreaks of in-
fections and epidemics in the area during the 19th 
century. Erysipelas which affects the skin with 
lymph node symptoms attacked mainly infants, 
while youngsters and the elderly were confront-
ed with intermittent fever, typhoid fever, endemic 
diseases like malaria due to contaminated water 
and scarlet fever. In November 1872, “Neologos” 

Figure 1 - A) Dedeagatch 1890, the iron bridges con-
necting railroad and merchant ships. B) Alexandroup-
olis 1920, view of the city with its lighthouse.
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wrote, “The correspondent expresses his wish 
for the atmospheric changes to stabilize, as well 
as the prevalence of outbreaks of fever to end in 
Dedeagatch, he also announces that the epidem-
ic as a species of erysipelas originated from the 
Dervent (Avantas) village in the Feres geographi-
cal department. This disease first affects the head 
within three or four days killing the sufferer. The 
matter was referred to the General Administrator, 
to ensure the medical expenditure and the taking 
of sanitary measures to eradicate this scourge. 
Since yesterday, the sanitation workshop arrived 
and has been undertaking ships that came from 
Russian ports”. In swampy areas like Chili in-
fections were frequent. A plethora of physicians 
were reported in Commercial guides of the era to 
practice their skills nearby Dedeagatch (Table 1), 
while a public infirmary in the Town Hall, a pub-
lic Health Center, an anti-malaria office were also 
reported [5-7]. 
Despite the fact of the physicians offering their 
services, emerging needs and devastating effects 

due to the infectious environment, required the 
establishment of a more proper health care sys-
tem. Surprisingly, the first organized attempt was 
due to the “French Railways Medical Clinic”. This 
was a radical approach of the “Chemin de Fer 
Franco-Hellenique, CFFH” (French-Hellenic Rail-
way Company) which provided for its employees 
and workers (Figure 3) adequate for the era servic-
es. Having always available two permanent phy-
sicians and a pharmacy with a chemist-pharma-
cist, the company covered almost all needs of the 
staff-patients. Meanwhile, Turkish government or 
the area, Ali Bey, ordered in 1893 the construction 
of a school which when it was build was so ex-
traordinary in appearance that Bey gave a reward 
to the Head of the constructions. Some years later, 
the Turkish State decided to transform the build-
ing into a Hospital. On Monday December 11th of 
1895, the first “Public Hospital for the Poor of the 
Municipality of Dedeagatch” was inaugurated in 
the presence of civil servants, ministers, consuls 
and staff of friendly states and of protesters as 
well. The poor social layers in the area, suffering 
from infections, eventually had elementary health 
care [8].
However, the construction of the “Joint Rail Line 
Thessaloniki-Alexandroupolis-Constantinople, 
forced the population of Alexandroupolis to dou-
ble its numbers in a few months. Poverty, bad san-
itary conditions and overcrowded residence fur-
ther boosted malaria, typhoid fever, plague and 

Figure 3 - French-Hellenic Railroad Company workers, 
photograph of the Ottoman Empire and the Republic 
of Turkey by the French photographer Pierre de Gig-
ord, 3rd series. Loose and mounted photographs.

Table 1 - Recorded physicians who practiced in Alexan-
droupolis, end 19th-beginning of the 20th century [5-7]. 

No Name
Recorded date 
of appearance

Possible 
nationality

1 A. Kessaridis 1881 Hellenic

2 P. Lefakis 1881 Hellenic

3 P. Lappas 1883 Hellenic

4
Agisilaos 
Papakostis

1883 Hellenic

5 Napoleon Brachetti 1889-1890 Italian

6 Ibrahim 1889-1890 Ottoman

7 Guth 1891 British

8 Panagiotis Lefakis 1892 & 1908 Hellenic

9 Sakelaridis 1892 Hellenic

10
Ussabetin Efenti
(or Hussamedin)

1892 Ottoman

11 Cavalaris 1893 Hellenic

12 Alexandros Critis 1894-1895 & 1908 Hellenic

13 Dellagramatikas 1894-1895 Hellenic

14 P. Triantaphyllidis 1894-1895 & 1908 Hellenic

15 S. Abrevaya 1894-1895 Jewish

16
D. Mastrapas
(or Mastrafis)

1908 Hellenic

17 T. Stamatiadis 1908 Hellenic
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a major spread of tuberculosis, which in its turn 
forced the local authorities to urgently proceed 
to the construction of a “Hospital for Poor” dur-
ing 1896. This new endeavor for a bigger hospital 
proceeded in a dry area (no swamps) far from the 
sea, near the rural way to the highland villages 
of Halikoy, Genikioy and Derveni, close to the 
meeting point of the river torrents of Vanikioti 
and Bulmazata dere. It was eventually handed to 
the Municipality of Alexandroupolis, which un-
dertook its complete management. Thus, the Mu-
nicipality was responsible for the location of the 
Hospital, its rent, the remaining expenses and its 
continuous operation. The equipment of the new 
“Municipal Hospital” was bought after a gener-
ous donation of the Ionic Railway (Zoksion). Four 
distinguished physicians of the era, Critis, Stama-
tiadis, Sakellariou and Ekonomou, had been vis-
iting the hospital, one week each during a month 
time period, offering in the name of public charity 
their services free of charge. In 1912, its function 
was altered to a Military Turkish Residency, while 
two years later, turned once more into a “Military 
Hospital for the Turkish Army” (Figure 4). The 
poor once again left with ho medical care (due 
to unrest at the time and Turkish troops move-
ments), until 1913, when Dr. Apostolos Doxiadis 
came to Dedeagatch as an officer of the Bulgarian 
Army and soon installed a small hospital in the 
area of Nea Chili, where he was nursing the in-
habitants of the city. In September 1922, the “5th 
Greek Military Hospital of the Army of Evros” 
was established and operated in the area until 
1924. It was then, when the “Medical Association 

of Evros” announced in November the 11th, un-
der the signature of its president physician A.D. 
Giotas, an epidemic of malaria. In 1925, by minis-
terial decree, the Hospital was renamed as a “Ref-
ugee Hospital”, having a capacity of 40 beds and 
departments of Pathology and Surgery [9].
In November 27th in 1930 the local newspaper 
“Voice of Thrace” published an issue with head-
lines about another malaria crisis in the municipal 
and geographical department of Evros, written by 
the Head physician of the “Anthelonosian Work-
shop” (antimalarian), Doctor K. Zacharakopoulos 
[10]. In 1931, the first radiology workshop was 
operated by Greek physician Georgios Apostolou, 
providing diagnosis for infections involving the 
pulmonary tract. It was equipped with an auton-
omous power generator, as municipal electrifica-
tion operated only in the evenings. In 1939 it was 
named as “State Hospital of Alexandroupolis”, 
having a power of 55 beds [9].

Figure 4 - The building of the “Municipal Hospital” of 
Alexandroupolis later named as “Military Hospital for 
the Turkish Army”.

Figure 5 - The medical document declaring the death of 
Giuseppe Bigheti sent to the Italian Consulate of Con-
stantinople by the Greek physician Alexandros Critis.
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The first documented death
The deaths were surely many in Dedeagatch 
among its inhabitants since the early days of the 
city. Recently, the first documented death (or 
among the first) due to infectious disease was re-
cently unearthed in the Italian Consulate in Con-
stantinople (Figure 5). The document referred to 
the diagnosis by Dr Alexandros Critis, informing 
the Italian Consulate that the death of the 40 years 
old, Italian citizen Giuseppe Bigheti, was due to 
typhoid fever, on August 27th, 1894. It is dated 
in the day after the death (August 28th) and was 
signed by the physician in French. The document 
had a stamp by the “Office Sanitaire Dedeagatch”, 
revealing its foundation year, 1876, with French 
and Palaeo-Ottoman alphabet. The second stamp 
carried the name of Dr A. Critis and the printed 
chronology as 189 [lost fragment] while the third 
stamp was that of the Italian Consulate of Con-
stantinople. This historic document testified at 
the era the fatality of infectious diseases, killing 
without exception. 

n CONCLUSIONS

Dedeagatch, a small village of railroad workers 
shacks was chosen to be the railroad station and 
harbor for the Ottoman resources to be transport-
ed to the European continent. A swampy land, 
full of stagnant dirty water, exposed in the win-
ter winds, was an inhospitable environment for 
a community to thrive. With no infrastructures 
and poor inhabitants, epidemics were on the rise. 
An imperative need for public health care was the 
main concern of both the railroad company and 
the state officials. Although sometimes civilians’ 

needs were neglected, some physicians practiced 
medicine in the area, while some hospitals were 
established. The city of Alexandroupolis was born 
where East and west met, forcing its way through 
epidemics and poverty to today’s succession.
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