
Diseases  Were  Here  First:  The  Hidden 

History of Illnesses in America

Introduction

Infectious diseases have shaped the course of human 

history, leaving an indelible mark on societies around 

the  world.  In  the  Americas,  the  arrival  of  European 

colonizers  brought  with  it  a  devastating  wave  of 

diseases that decimated Native American populations 

and transformed the continent forever.

Diseases  Were  Here  First:  The  Hidden  History  of 

Illnesses  in  America delves  into  this  complex  and 

often  overlooked  chapter  of  American  history, 

shedding  light  on  the  profound  impact  of  infectious 

diseases on the people and cultures of  the Americas. 

From the first  encounters between Native Americans 

and European explorers to the present day, this book 
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explores  the  intricate  interplay  between  disease, 

colonialism, and public health.

Drawing on a wealth of historical sources and cutting-

edge research,  Diseases Were Here First reveals the 

hidden  stories  of  the  diseases  that  have  shaped 

America. It examines the role of diseases in shaping the 

outcomes of wars, the rise and fall of empires, and the 

development of  public  health policies.  The book also 

highlights  the  resilience  and  ingenuity  of  those  who 

have  fought  against  disease,  from  Native  American 

healers to public health pioneers.

Diseases Were Here First is a timely and important 

book that sheds new light on the history of infectious 

diseases  in  America.  It  is  a  must-read  for  anyone 

interested  in  American  history,  public  health,  or  the 

complex relationship between humans and disease.

This  book  offers  a  comprehensive  and  accessible 

overview  of  the  history  of  infectious  diseases  in 

America, making it an invaluable resource for students, 
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scholars,  and  general  readers  alike.  It  is  a  powerful 

reminder of the devastating impact that diseases can 

have  on  human  populations  and  a  testament  to  the 

resilience of the human spirit in the face of adversity.

Key Themes:

 The  profound  impact  of  infectious  diseases  on 

Native American populations

 The role of European colonization in the spread 

of disease

 The development  of  public  health  measures  to 

control disease

 The  emergence  of  new infectious  diseases  and 

the challenges of global pandemics

 The importance of international cooperation in 

disease control
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 Book Description

Infectious  diseases  have  played  a  pivotal  role  in 

shaping  the  history  of  the  Americas,  from  the  first 

encounters between Native Americans and European 

explorers  to  the  present  day.  Diseases  Were  Here 

First delves  into  this  complex  and  often  overlooked 

chapter  of  American  history,  shedding  light  on  the 

devastating  impact  of  diseases  on  the  people  and 

cultures of the Americas.

Drawing on a wealth of historical sources and cutting-

edge research, this book reveals the hidden stories of 

the diseases that have shaped America. It examines the 

role of diseases in shaping the outcomes of wars, the 

rise and fall of empires, and the development of public 

health policies. The book also highlights the resilience 

and  ingenuity  of  those  who  have  fought  against 

disease, from Native American healers to public health 

pioneers.
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Diseases Were Here First offers a comprehensive and 

accessible overview of the history of infectious diseases 

in  America,  making  it  an  invaluable  resource  for 

students,  scholars,  and  general  readers  alike.  It  is  a 

powerful  reminder  of  the  devastating  impact  that 

diseases  can  have  on  human  populations  and  a 

testament to the resilience of the human spirit in the 

face of adversity.

Key Themes:

 The  profound  impact  of  infectious  diseases  on 

Native American populations

 The role of European colonization in the spread 

of disease

 The development  of  public  health  measures  to 

control disease

 The  emergence  of  new infectious  diseases  and 

the challenges of global pandemics

 The importance of international cooperation in 

disease control
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Reviews:

"A fascinating and important book that sheds new light 

on  the  history  of  infectious  diseases  in  America. 

Diseases Were Here First is a must-read for anyone 

interested  in  American  history,  public  health,  or  the 

complex relationship between humans and disease." — 

Dr. Howard Markel, Director of the Center for the 

History of Medicine at the University of Michigan

"A  comprehensive  and  accessible  overview  of  the 

history  of  infectious  diseases  in  America.  Diseases 

Were Here First is  a valuable resource for students, 

scholars,  and  general  readers  alike."  —  Dr.  Nancy 

Tomes,  Professor  of  History  at  the  University  of 

California, Santa Barbara

"A powerful  reminder of  the devastating impact  that 

diseases  can  have  on  human  populations  and  a 

testament to the resilience of the human spirit in the 

face of adversity." —  Dr. Anthony Fauci, Director of 
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the  National  Institute  of  Allergy  and  Infectious 

Diseases 
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Chapter 1: The Silent Invaders

The Arrival of Infectious Diseases in America

Before the arrival of European colonizers, the Americas 

were home to  a  diverse  array of  indigenous peoples 

who  had  lived  in  relative  health  and  harmony  with 

their  environment  for  thousands  of  years.  However, 

the  arrival  of  Europeans  in  the  late  15th  century 

brought  with  it  a  devastating  wave  of  infectious 

diseases that decimated Native American populations.

These  diseases,  which  included  smallpox,  measles, 

influenza,  and  typhus,  were  spread  through  close 

contact between humans and animals, and they were 

particularly deadly to Native Americans, who had no 

natural immunity to them. As a result, epidemics swept 

through Native American communities, killing millions 

of  people  and  leaving  entire  villages  and  tribes 

devastated.
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The  arrival  of  infectious  diseases  in  America  was  a 

major turning point in the history of the continent. It 

not only decimated Native American populations, but it 

also  transformed  the  political,  social,  and  economic 

landscape of the Americas. The diseases helped to pave 

the way for European colonization, as they weakened 

Native  American  resistance  and  made  it  easier  for 

Europeans to conquer and settle the land.

The impact of infectious diseases on Native Americans 

was  not  limited  to  the  physical  realm.  It  also  had  a 

profound  impact  on  their  culture  and  spirituality. 

Many  Native  American  tribes  believed  that  diseases 

were caused by supernatural forces, and the epidemics 

were seen as a sign of divine displeasure. This led to 

widespread  social  and  religious  upheaval,  as  people 

struggled  to  make  sense  of  the  devastation  that  was 

unfolding around them.

The arrival of infectious diseases in America is a tragic 

chapter in the history of the continent. It is a story of 
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suffering, loss, and resilience. It is also a reminder of 

the  interconnectedness  of  all  life  on  Earth,  and  the 

importance of  taking steps to protect  our health and 

the health of our planet.
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Chapter 1: The Silent Invaders

The Impact of Diseases on Native American 

Populations

Prior  to  the  arrival  of  European  colonizers,  Native 

American  populations  in  the  Americas  had  been 

relatively  isolated  from  the  infectious  diseases  that 

plagued  Europe  and  Asia.  As  a  result,  they  had  not 

developed immunity to these diseases, which proved to 

be devastating when they were introduced.

The  first  major  epidemic  to  hit  the  Americas  after 

European contact was smallpox. Smallpox is a highly 

contagious  disease  that  can  be  fatal,  especially  in 

unvaccinated populations. It is spread through contact 

with  an  infected  person  or  their  bodily  fluids,  or 

through the air. The first outbreak of smallpox in the 

Americas occurred in Mexico in 1520,  and it  quickly 

spread throughout the continent. Within a few years, 
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millions  of  Native  Americans  had  died  from  the 

disease.

Smallpox was just one of many diseases that decimated 

Native  American  populations  in  the  16th  and  17th 

centuries. Other diseases included measles, typhus, and 

yellow fever. These diseases were spread by European 

colonizers,  who  often  carried  them  unknowingly.  In 

addition, the forced relocation of Native Americans to 

reservations  and  the  destruction  of  their  traditional 

way of life made them more susceptible to disease.

The impact of disease on Native American populations 

was  devastating.  In  some  areas,  entire  tribes  were 

wiped out.  The loss of life was so great that it  had a 

profound impact on the social, economic, and political 

landscape of the Americas.

The Devastation of Smallpox

Smallpox was the most devastating disease to hit the 

Americas after European contact.  It  is  estimated that 
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smallpox  killed  between  3  and  5  million  Native 

Americans in the 16th century alone. This represented 

a loss of up to 90% of the population in some areas.

Smallpox  caused  high  fever,  headache,  muscle  pain, 

and a rash that covered the entire body. The rash could 

be so severe that it  caused blindness or death. There 

was no cure for smallpox, and the only way to prevent 

it was through vaccination.

The Spread of Other Diseases

In  addition  to  smallpox,  other  diseases  that  were 

introduced  to  the  Americas  by  European  colonizers 

included  measles,  typhus,  and  yellow  fever.  These 

diseases also caused widespread death and devastation 

among Native American populations.

Measles is a highly contagious respiratory disease that 

can cause fever, cough, runny nose, and a rash. Typhus 

is a bacterial infection that is spread by lice and fleas. It 

can  cause  fever,  headache,  muscle  pain,  and a  rash. 
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Yellow  fever  is  a  viral  infection  that  is  spread  by 

mosquitoes. It can cause fever, jaundice, and bleeding.

The Impact on Native American Societies

The impact of disease on Native American societies was 

devastating.  The  loss  of  life  was  so  great  that  it 

disrupted social and political structures, and led to the 

collapse  of  some civilizations.  The  loss  of  traditional 

knowledge  and  practices  further  weakened  Native 

American communities.

In addition, the forced relocation of Native Americans 

to reservations and the destruction of their traditional 

way  of  life  made  them  more  susceptible  to  disease. 

Reservations  were  often  located  in  areas  that  were 

unhealthy, and Native Americans were often forced to 

live in crowded and unsanitary conditions.

Conclusion

The impact of disease on Native American populations 

was devastating. The loss of life was so great that it had 
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a  profound  impact  on  the  social,  economic,  and 

political  landscape  of  the  Americas.  The  legacy  of 

disease  continues  to  affect  Native  American 

communities today.
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Chapter 1: The Silent Invaders

The  Role  of  European  Colonization  in  the 

Spread of Disease

The Arrival of European Diseases

The  arrival  of  European  colonizers  in  the  Americas 

marked  a  turning  point  in  the  history  of  infectious 

diseases in the region. European explorers and settlers 

brought with them a host of diseases to which Native 

Americans  had  no  immunity,  including  smallpox, 

measles,  and  typhus.  These  diseases  spread  rapidly 

through  Native  American  populations,  decimating 

entire  communities  and  transforming  the  social  and 

political landscape of the Americas.

Devastation of Native American Populations

The impact of European diseases on Native American 

populations  was  catastrophic.  In  some  areas,  entire 

tribes  were  wiped  out  by  disease.  In  others, 
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populations were reduced by as much as 90%. The loss 

of life was not only a human tragedy, but it also had a 

profound  impact  on  Native  American  cultures  and 

societies. The disruption of traditional ways of life and 

the loss of elders and leaders left many communities 

struggling to survive.

Factors Contributing to the Spread of Disease

There were a number of factors that contributed to the 

rapid  spread  of  disease  among  Native  American 

populations.  One factor  was the lack of  immunity  to 

European diseases. Native Americans had never been 

exposed  to  these  diseases  before,  so  they  had  no 

natural defenses against them. Another factor was the 

close  living  conditions  in  many  Native  American 

communities. This made it easy for diseases to spread 

from  person  to  person.  Finally,  the  European 

colonizers  often  brought  with  them  livestock,  which 

were also carriers of disease.

The Role of Colonial Policies
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Colonial  policies  also  played  a  role  in  the  spread  of 

disease  among  Native  American  populations.  For 

example, the forced removal of Native Americans from 

their traditional lands often led to overcrowding and 

unsanitary living conditions, which made it easier for 

diseases  to  spread.  Additionally,  the  colonial  powers 

often failed to provide adequate medical care to Native 

Americans, which further contributed to the spread of 

disease.

Legacy of Disease

The legacy of European colonization is still felt today in 

the disproportionate burden of disease among Native 

American  populations.  Native  Americans  are  more 

likely to suffer from chronic diseases such as diabetes, 

heart disease, and cancer than other Americans. They 

are  also  more  likely  to  die  from  infectious  diseases 

such as tuberculosis and pneumonia. This disparity in 

health  outcomes  is  a  direct  result  of  the  historical 
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legacy  of  colonization  and  the  ongoing  impact  of 

discrimination and poverty.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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