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For most Americans, the American Revolution dominates the years 1775-1782. American history during 
this time is largely limited to areas east of the Mississippi and even the Appalachians. Elizabeth Fenn, 
however, shows there was much more activity and connectedness across the entire North American 
continent during this period. While Americans and the British army were engaged in a bloody struggle 
over 13 eastern colonies, various Native American nations; Spanish explorers, missionaries, and settlers; 
French and British traders; and Russian sailors carried on with exploration and trade across the vast 
networks they had established decades, even centuries, before. This upheaval in the east and 
movement of peoples and goods throughout the continent allowed smallpox to infiltrate almost every 
inhabited area of North America, leaving death, societal decay, and lasting cultural change in its wake.  
 
Until the twentieth century, more soldiers died of disease than in battle; the American Revolution was 
certainly no exception. Aside from the British, one of the Continental Army’s biggest enemies was 
smallpox. American-born soldiers and citizens, Fenn explains, had a higher degree of vulnerability to the 
virus than Europeans, simply because Variola, the virus that causes smallpox, was not endemic in the 
colonies as it was in Europe. Smallpox doomed the Continentals’ 1776 Canadian campaign, and 
Washington feared it may end the Americans’ chances at overall victory. In 1777-1778, he instituted one 
of the first (if not THE first)public health campaigns in American history, devising a systematic plan to 
ensure all new recruits were inoculated against smallpox; without the inoculation campaign, it’s hard to 
how smallpox could have changed the outcome of the Revolution. Variola also took a toll on American-
born Loyalist troops. Fenn explains that smallpox doomed Dunmore’s Ethiopian Regiment, and struck 
thousands of other black Loyalists in the south.  
 
While the Revolution, and smallpox, took over the eastern seaboard, trade routes and exploration 
carried Variola east and south, then north and west. Fenn’s remarkable and incredibly thorough 
research of primary documents, including journals, burial registers, mission records, and personal 
correspondence details how the virus spread along established trade routes and followed explorers to 
new areas. From the southern colonies, the virus spread to New Orleans, west to the Native tribes of the 
lower Mississippi and into Mexico. Spanish trade corridors took Variola through Mexico into what is 
today the southwestern United States, as far north as present-day Utah and Colorado.  
 
Formal records disappear when smallpox reaches the many Native American nations that had no 
contact with Europeans, but Fenn’s research into Native trade patterns leads her to suggest a very 
plausible route of transmission. The Shoshone, located in present-day Wyoming, Montana, and Idaho, 
traded with their Comanche cousins to the south, who were exposed to Variola by Spanish traders and 
missionaries. The Shoshone passed smallpox to the other tribes they were in contact with, and from 
there, smallpox was transmitted through nearly all Native nations east to the Mississippi, north to 
Hudson’s Bay and the Canadian plains, and northwest to the Pacific and southeast Alaska. Fenn shows, 
quite compellingly, how nearly all North Americans contacted smallpox between 1775 and 1782.  
 
Fenn’s work focuses on the transmission of smallpox between locales and populations; she only briefly 
discusses the disease’s cultural and social impact on those people and places. Fenn uses the journals and 
personal correspondence of Lewis and Clark and other explorers to describe abandoned and ruined 
villages and mass grave sites, all left in the wake of the epidemic. She also uses the available population 
records and demographic statistics to attempt calculating a mortality rate for individual populations and 
the epidemic as a whole. Unfortunately, the dearth of formal records in many smallpox-stricken areas 
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makes this a difficult, if imprecise task. Fenn estimates that 130,658 people died of smallpox in North 
American between 1775 and 1782. In comparison, approximately 25,000 Continental soldiers died 
during the Revolution. “The disparity between these numbers should give us pause,” Fenn writes, 
“especially since it would almost certainly be even greater if better documentation existed for Variola’s 
ravages.” [1] Incomplete or nonexistent records lead Fenn to believe the number of dead actually far 
greater than 130,658. 
 
Fenn’s research alone is extraordinary and impressive, and her writing, while possibly dry for many, has 
organized the statistics in way that gives them meaning. Pox Americana successfully illustrates how even 
fleetingly contact between peoples can have an astounding impact. 
 
 
 
1. 275 


