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Introduction by Kara Murphy Schlichting, Queens College CUNY 

 
f you are prone to squirm when a mosquito buzzes nearby, Urmi Engineer 
Willoughby’s Yellow Fever, Race, and Ecology in Nineteenth-Century New 
Orleans might make you itch. Willoughby’s innovative environmental history 
will also make you think critically about the role of insects in history and 

epidemiological history. The following roundtable engages with Willoughby’s 
history of mosquitos and yellow fever in New Orleans—and beyond—from 1796 to 
1905. Liz Skilton and Patrick Manning both point to the important work 
Willoughby does in situating yellow fever globally, charting the disease across West 
Africa, Caribbean ports, and Louisiana. In each locale, Willoughby explores multiple 
outbreaks, revealing a complicated trans-Atlantic web that stretched from Senegal 
to New Orleans and across its hinterland transportation networks of railroads and 
Mississippi ports. Skilton praises Willoughby for her careful analysis of yellow fever 
epidemics and efforts to control them after the Civil War, since traditional 
narratives of the disease often focus on earlier outbreaks. Her attention to late-
nineteenth and early-twentieth-century epidemics allow Willoughby to track yellow 
fever history beyond the transportation hubs and port cities of Mobile, Chicago and 
New Orleans across the western and northern United States. Skilton concludes  with 
a survey of the ways in which she has used this history to teach courses in 
environmental history, the history of disease, and Gulf South history. Manning 
commends Yellow Fever Race and Ecology in Nineteenth-Century New Orleans for 
positioning the Crescent City as a focal point through which to understand global 
trends. Manning focuses on Willoughby’s use of “the problems of tropical medicine” 
as a centering tool, allowing her to combine the histories of yellow fever’s 
pathogenic virus and mosquito vectors in Africa, the spread of epidemics along 
transportation networks in the Gulf South, and a uniting of medicine and ecology to 
study the history of a disease.   
 
The idea of “tropicality” is a significant focus of this roundtable and Willoughby’s 
book. Sheila Wille offers a number of comments and questions on how notions of 
tropicality shaped the colonization process, and the relationship between ideas of 
“tropical” environments as either jungle wastelands or ecosystems of “deadly 
abundance.” Taking the mosquito seriously as both an agent of and repercussion of 
historical environmental change, Willoughby begins with the virus the mosquito 
carries and traces its impact outward to epidemics spread by railroads. Like Skilton 
and Manning, Wille sees great value in such a history that crosses so many scales of 
geography, topic, and time-frame. She underscores the book’s work as an insect-
focused environmental history of empire, positing questions on the final chapter 
and the recent recurrence of yellow fever. Wille summarizes a common theme of 
this roundtable: the question of what environmental historians may offer to 
contemporary understandings of anthropogenic ecological disruption and the 
potential new insect threats of changing ecosystems and insect borne disease in the 
Anthropocene.   
 

I 
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In her roundtable contribution, Rana Hogarth provides an overview of “the 
challenges historians face when trying to reconstruct a disease from the past.” 
Willoughby, Hogarth writes, raises important questions about the ways in which 
white physicians’ ideas of race shaped their analysis of yellow fever’s causes and 
who might succumb to the disease. Southern physicians frequently defined fevers 
based on the ecological attributes of specific environments; physicians also often 
“mapped racist ideologies onto susceptibility.” Hogarth commends Willoughby for 
the ways in which she unpacks the impact of ideas about blackness and health on 
physicians’ assessments of yellow fever susceptibility.    
 
Urmi Engineer Willoughby responds thoughtfully to a number of the topics and 
questions raised in this roundtable. She writes of the benefits she sees in pairing 
local histories in global networks: in this case, the history of disease, empire-
building, and migration. Willoughby responds to a number of the roundtable’s 
questions on ideas of tropical wastelands, notions of creolism and race, nineteenth-
century links between medicine and drainage projects, and eighteenth and early 
nineteenth century diagnoses of yellow fever. Tracing these ideas across multiple 
scales, she explains, reveals the gaps in historical knowledge about how yellow fever 
spread and the emergence of endemic zones. Turning from the past to consider the 
future, Willoughby considers Wille’s question regarding contemporary and future 
relationships between insects, humans, and changing global environments. Wary of 
predictions, Willoughby nevertheless suggests the high possibility of greater contact 
between humans and mosquitoes, and offers insight into the relationships between 
humans and nature. Insects, especially mosquitoes, depend on humans as a source 
of food—what does that relationship look like in the Anthropocene? Can these two 
species co-exist? The reports of mosquitos carrying Eastern Equine Encephalitis 
(EEE), a rare but serious virus-causing disease, in Rhode Island and Massachusetts 
this past August are a sobering reminder of the ongoing health threats inherent to 
this relationship. Contemporary concerns over disease-carrying mosquitos make 
this roundtable, but more importantly Willoughby’s book, all the more relevant to 
environmental history. 
 
Before turning to the first set of comments, I would like to pause here and thank all 
the roundtable participants for taking part. In addition, I would like to remind 
readers that as an open-access forum, H-Environment Roundtables is available to 
scholars and non-scholars alike, around the world, free of charge. Please circulate. 
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Comments by Liz Skilton, University of Louisiana at Lafayette 

 

A Familiar Story? Or Not? – Urmi Engineer Willoughby’s Yellow Fever, Race, and 
Ecology in Nineteenth-Century New Orleans 

 

he bloodsuckers are at it again in Urmi Engineer Willoughby’s engaging work 
on yellow fever in New Orleans in the nineteenth-century, or so goes the oft-
told story of the impact of deadly virus-carrying mosquitoes in the Gulf South. 

At least this was the familiar tale I expected to find as I read Willoughby’s new work, 
Yellow Fever, Race, and Ecology in Nineteenth-Century New Orleans two years ago. 
However, much to my surprise, the work took a right turn from the usual narrative 
of: mosquito arrives in New Orleans; hell ensues in waves for decades after.  
 
Willoughby begins by situating her familiar story not as others have in the past with 
the washing up of these winged scourges on the watery shores of Louisiana, but 
instead across the sea in coastal West Africa before the 1600s. The decision to start 
on a different coast—the African continent—Willoughby argues, is essential to 
understanding the initial movement of the mosquito from one tropical climate to 
another, but also the significance of the mosquito’s impact a century later. As 
Willoughby tracks the mosquito’s progression from the sylvan (jungles), to 
intermediate (savannahs), to eventual epidemic (urban) areas, she traces the 
movement of peoples, through voluntary and involuntary migrations, and the 
mosquitos that follow them. She also tracks the historical records that either 
document or connect this history of population movement, forming impressions of 
the disease's spread through multiple continents. As these peoples and pests move, 
she links Senegal to the Caribbean, and then to the Gulf South, drawing threads of 
time and space to waves of disease across a multitude of interconnected wet 
gravesites. Relating Senegalese Saint-Louis and Gorée to the Caribbean’s Havana 
and Port-au-Prince and then eventually the Gulf South’s New Orleans, Mobile, and 
Galveston is not a far stretch of the historical framework, given the efforts of 
scholars to unpack the transatlantic connections of these slave entrepôts, but 
Willoughby’s interpretation of it in chronological length is refreshing within the 
usual trajectory of yellow fever US history. It is also what caught my attention as I 
turned the pages to the next valuable contribution of Willoughby’s work.  
 
From here Willoughby unpacks the human-influenced forces that perpetuated this 
cursed hazard’s development, first in port cities like New Orleans and then in 
agricultural areas extending out along rivers (like the Mississippi), railroads (such 
as the New Orleans Railroad), and land grants (by Spanish, French, and Anglo 
powers). Beginning with the invention of new sugar production mechanisms in 
Louisiana (e.g., de Bore and Rilleaux), Willoughby points to scholarship on the 
connection between sugar, slaves, and disease that helped to form skewed 
conceptions of racial immunity. As Louisiana’s ever-blurring line of what constituted 
a “Creole” waxed and waned with shifts between imperial rulers and fluctuations in 
population makeup, so did the understanding of racial immunity. As Willoughby 

T 
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rightly argues, the two concepts worked in tandem to form impressions of the 
disease and those affected by it up through the beginning of the Civil War, 
subsequently influencing larger justifications for racial difference that would be 
codified into policies and procedures affecting said populations exposed and 
reacting to disease throughout the century. Willoughby deftly shows, through 
painstaking research into perceptions of “Creole” immunity through writings across 
the Gulf South, that this argument for differing immunities had as much to do with 
population exposure to new waves of yellow fever-infected mosquitos as it did to 
changes in the environments they thrived in. For example, in Louisiana, a choice 
environment for mosquito growth developed in spurts with the clearing of land for 
agriculture, the damming of rivers through levees, the draining of swamps to make 
way for railroads and industry, and the growth of the succulent sweetness of 
sugarcane that fed particular breeds of yellow fever carrying mosquitos. As a result, 
the vast region’s populations were exposed to yellow fever at differing moments in 
time, but rarely recognized as jointly related. While readers of yellow fever texts 
might be familiar with all of these factors influencing the growth of not only the 
human population but the mosquito populations, Willoughby’s efforts to connect 
them through not only the environmental factors at play but also the politically 
significant moments in Louisiana history is fascinating and uniquely illustrative of 
the way these beliefs about racial immunities and inferiorities developed along with 
environmental change. In succinctly showing how the movement of troops and 
trade through regions during the colonial eras, the territorial and early statehood 
periods, pre- and post-antebellum, and the beginning of the twentieth century, she 
unpacks the politics of expansion in an insightful way that centralizes Gulf South 
history within larger narratives of disease-influenced exchanges. 
 
The real test, though, of Willoughby’s unique contribution to the scholarship of this 
field came with what she chose to do with the latter chapters on yellow fever’s 
impact in this region at the close of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth 
centuries. From here I expected Willoughby’s text to wrap up quickly, as is often the 
case with yellow fever works that emphasize the epidemics preceding the discovery 
of bacteriology and the campaigns to control the mosquito population in fraught 
regions known for seasonal plight. Fortunately, much like the diversion from the 
traditional narrative of yellow fever at the beginning of Willoughby’s book, the 
second half of the book spends ample time unpacking epidemics and efforts to 
control them from the Civil War to present. I particularly appreciated her chapters 
on Reconstruction-era politics and racial redefinition following secession through 
the emergence of modern germ theory movements and public health campaigns. It 
is here that Willoughby sheds light on some of the lesser-studied, but equally severe 
epidemics like those in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century. Her 
focus not only on New Orleans at this juncture, but also its link to smaller riverine 
communities connected either by people or by transportation, is indicative of a 
broader study of yellow fever history. It also cements Willoughby's research as 
contributing something wholly new to this yellow fever history: western and 
northern US history beyond the important port/transportation cities of Mobile, 
Chicago, and St. Louis. 
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Finally, with a turn to the Gulf yet again, Willoughby widened her net of focus to the 
efforts of those trained in the burgeoning field of tropical medicine who worked in 
collaboration with corporate and government efforts to expand the US empire 
through Central and Latin America, the islands of the Caribbean, and the Pacific 
oceanic regions. It is here that Willoughby draws together her primary focus on 
global problems of development that are linked with environmental change. 
Willoughby ends by connecting the fraught history of eradication efforts and 
modern developmental concerns that are accentuated by a rapidly warming global 
climate. In her epilogue, "Yellow Fever Past and Present," Willoughby makes a note 
of the number of tropical diseases threatening previously unexposed populations in 
increasingly warmer climates that could potentially lead to new waves of epidemics. 
Her conclusion is definite: yellow fever may be thought of as a disease of the past, 
but it is very much of concern in the present, and by studying the spread of yellow 
fever across continents, time periods, and peoples as exemplified in her book, Yellow 
Fever, Race, and Ecology, we can learn from the mistakes made by those focused on a 
present epidemic without recognition of a disease’s longer historical roots 
influenced by natural and anthropogenic factors. 
 
Since Willoughby's book was published two years ago, I have continued to come 
back to it for a different perspective on the frequently told history of yellow fever 
and efforts to control it in the US. As stated above, the book tells a seemingly 
familiar tale, but with a substantial blend of scholarship from a multitude of areas, 
including the histories of disease, expansion/empire, public health and medicine, 
environmental, race, Gulf South, and even social history. 
 
I have also used Willoughby’s work as a teaching tool. In looking through my own 
syllabi, I found this text listed as part of five of my recent courses, including a US 
environmental history historical methods course, a Louisiana history survey course, 
and undergraduate and graduate seminars in environmental history of the Gulf 
South, disease in US history, and a class reviewing response to American disasters 
(including epidemics). 
 
In these classes, I have used Willoughby’s book to: 

• unpack ideas of race and medicine, mainly through its discussion of the 
spread of disease (Chapter 3, 4, and 5), 

• help define the “Gulf South” as a place set apart and yet connected to larger 
histories of the US South, the Caribbean, tropical environments, and the 
transatlantic natural world (Chapter 2 and 4), 

• clarify definitions and complicate embedded “histories” of the controversial 
term “Creole” within Louisiana culture (Chapter 3), 

• examine the development of Louisiana as part of state and national history 
(Chapter 4), 

• assess mechanisms of response to epidemics in US history (Chapter 6), 
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• and, review methodologies used by environmental and social historians as 
exemplified by Willoughby to unpack the influence of the environment on the 
development of societies (the entirety). 

 
I frequently assign the text in segments, pairing it with scholarship also mentioned 
within Willoughby’s work, because of its applicability to students interested in the 
intersection of race, the environment, my institutional home state of Louisiana, and 
the broader Gulf South, and I will continue to do so because of these reasons. As my 
students find out in reading it (and as I am reminded every time I read it), 
Willoughby’s Yellow Fever expands the traditional narrative of Louisiana and Gulf 
South history, positioning the state’s history and regional development as critical to 
understanding larger influences of global movements of peoples and their impact on 
their surroundings. As an environmental scholar, this fresh take on the story of 
tropical epidemics and their development is a useful addition to the historian’s 
toolbox, a combination and expansion of scholarship years in the making, and a 
broadening of the definition of borders, especially those defined by water, land, and 
fluttery powers. 
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Comments by Sheila Wille, Illinois Math and Science Academy 

 
“We Men esteem it a more difficult Matter, and of greater Art and Curiosity, to frame 
a small Watch than a large clock: and no man blames him who spent his whole time 

in the Consideration of the Nature and Works of a Bee, or thinks his subject too 
narrow.” 

John Ray, Wisdom of God, [1691]. 1 
 
The inestimable naturalist John Ray (1627-1705) praised eloquently the 
scholar who took the insect seriously in his famous seventeenth-century work 
of natural theology, The Wisdom of God. The praise was desperately needed, or 
so we readers of early modern entomological literature gather from our 

perusal of so many prefaces, all demanding that the virtues of entomological work, 
and of the entomologists themselves, be recognized. As I read through Urmi 
Engineer Willoughby’s new work on the mosquito, I felt gratified that such defenses 
need no longer be staged. Willoughby’s book hardly needs to assert the validity of 
the study of insects or, more accurately, the study of the relationship between 
insects and humans. It instead gives us no opportunities at all to wonder if her 
subject is too narrow. It emphatically is not. 
 
The mosquito is not even the meanest denizen of her narrative, which begins with 
the virus the mosquito carries and works its way up to subjects on the scale of 
global empire. By the time we arrive at the last two chapters, we are dealing in 
epidemics spread by railroads and the emergence of a new and global industry in 
“tropical” medicine. This book’s movement between scales is impressive, intending 
to deal not simply with the “proximate” causes of disease (a virus and a vector), but 
uncovering instead the web of causes behind a disease’s ability to thrive over time. 
These causes turn out to include “colonial settlement, cultivation, voluntary and 
involuntary migrations, landscape alteration, water control projects, and individual 
development,” all of which work together to enable yellow fever “to become a 
hemispheric pandemic in the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries” (8). 
Ambitiously, the author weaves the histories of New Orleans, the Atlantic and Old 
Worlds, the West Indies, science and medicine, race and power, as well as colonial 
environmental disruption, into a neat work of art.  
 
The book operates in a number of subfields, but it seems to me to be strongest as a 
history of epidemiology. This comment is obvious enough but bears repeating since 
the author does this history so well. It is not at all evident from the cover or the 
blurb inside it what a useful text this is for a reader looking to get the long view on 
yellow fever across the globe, not just in Louisiana. The grand overview of the 
history of the disease that we find inside is really quite textured and thoughtful, in 
addition to being delivered from both an historical and scientific point of view. It is 
also in the realm of epidemiology that the book makes its most energetic 

 
1 John Ray, Wisdom of God Manifested in the Works of Creation: In Two Parts, Sixth Ed. (Printed for 
William Innys, St Paul’s Churchyard, 1714), 180. 

T 
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subargument, that people of African descent are not uniquely resistant to yellow 
fever, but instead their struggles with the disease are just not nearly as visible in the 
historical record as that of whites. That this obfuscation is the case is not surprising 
to me, though I will leave the evaluation of that argument to other historians who 
know better.  
 
Willoughby’s book contributes to a field of environmental history which can often 
still send a reader pitching back and forth between the history of imagined nature 
and that of “material” environment. The author exhibits skill in combining the two, 
even as she tends towards the latter. This skill is especially visible in her 
descriptions of tropicality, during which she travels with us from an early modern 
world, where the source of yellow fever and similar-looking conditions was 
considered to be the “miasmas” of the torrid zones, to one where government policy 
on disease was transformed by revelations of infectious tropical “germs” in the 
twentieth century. Readers of this book achieve both a sense of the perceived 
hostility of tropical nature and its reality, akin to the way they also gain insight into 
the perception and reality of race. The interplay between the imagined and the 
material are well managed by the author.   
 
The tropical medicine that appears in this book is certainly part of a newer and 
increasingly clear history of the “tropics,” as that geography was imagined by 
colonizing Europeans around the globe. The author mentions briefly in the 
introduction that historical descriptions of the tropics in North America reveal a 
landscape of deadly abundance or jungle wasteland that reminds one both of 
descriptions of colonial West Indies (a connection which she takes up) and Calcutta 
(which she does not). Her choice to follow the West Indian connection is clearly the 
right one for this book, since real economic, administrative, social, and political 
connections exist between New Orleans and the West Indies, whereas these linkages 
to India are far more obscure, if they exist at all. Still, the notion of tropicality in 
different colonies and the work it does for colonizers, or more recently 
neocolonizers, needs more attention on the whole.  
 
However, it seems to me that the author holds back on fully investigating the notion 
of the “tropical” wasteland in the Atlantic setting. It could easily be the case that the 
main argument of the book was unaffected either way by inclusion of that sort of 
material, but the invocation of it set me to wondering about the connection between 
the tropics in Willoughby’s book and the ones colonialists saw in the East. David 
Arnold suggests that the shift from thinking of Indians as “oriental” to thinking of 
them as “tropical,” with all the elements of naturalization and timelessness that the 
latter characterization implies, happened in the mid-nineteenth century on the 
subcontinent.2 Is there a similar shift happening in the Atlantic world, and, if so, how 
is it related to the one happening on the subcontinent? Was this path taken during 

 
2 David Arnold, The Tropics and the Travelling Gaze: India, Landscape, and Science 1800-1856 (Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 2006).  
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the research for the book? Did the material end up on the cutting room floor? If so, 
why? 
 
Since we desperately need more insect-focused environmental histories of quality, 
I’m very happy to find in this volume an excellent one which truly integrates insects 
into a larger picture of empire and environment. Environmental historians will not 
be surprised to learn that yellow fever’s mosquito vector flourished in the 
disruptive conditions of colonial agricultural projects, but pulling off the kind of 
historical research that really proves the connection is a real achievement of this 
book. We need more of this work too, especially since, as Willoughby points out in 
the case of scholars who posited African genetic immunity to yellow fever in the first 
place, relying on historians’ evidences alone may sometimes lead to erroneous 
conclusions about the material causes and effects of environmental change. I agree 
that we would do well to keep up with what science reveals about the relationship 
between insects and humans, both past and present.  
 
What continues to pick at my mind about this book is not something that will derail 
the argument as a whole, but which puzzles me nonetheless. My discomfort began 
when I found myself muttering at the pages of this book as one might mutter at a 
feckless person in a horror movie. This listless placeholder of a supporting character 
usually perpetually insists that the world is benevolent and inert when there is quite 
clearly a monster lurking behind his shower curtain. The mid-nineteenth century 
medical profession and its associated players seem to me to be in the same state, 
refusing to solve the problem of yellow fever when they appear generally to have 
known its causes, even if they did not know specifically about viruses and bacteria. 
The observations of Judge Lewis Selby, Josiah Nott, and Louis Daniel Beauperthay, 
among others, indicate that the idea of an insect vector was not revolutionary and 
was maybe even in circulation in the nineteenth century. Attempts at mosquito 
control through behavior control, fen drainage, or possibly even chemical control 
would have been relatively uncomplicated to advocate for, given the interest in 
prophylactic eradication of domestic pest insects that dates easily to the eighteenth 
century in Europe, when we see declining mortality from insect-borne disease. 
Further, we know from the work of Ian Tyrrell and the history of Charles V. Riley 
generally that insect control was being attempted by the American government as 
early as the 1880s, so it was not outside the realm of possibility that mosquitos 
might also have been targeted by an interventionist government. Oddly, the early 
government efforts focused on quarantine and disinfection of individuals, not 
mosquito control, which is another conundrum.3 Finally, it would be the case that, 
even without the understanding of bacteriology or the insect vector, anyone acting 
to dispel “miasmas” would have essentially had the same course of action in mind as 
someone working to kill mosquitos – fen drainage and stagnant water management. 
In sum, given the continuity of the solutions to the yellow fever problem regardless 

 
3 Charles Riley was the first State Entomologist, appointed in Missouri in 1868 and was investigating 
grasshopper control in the mid-1870s, when a “Grasshopper Commission” was formed by the federal 
government.  



H-Environment Roundtable Reviews, Vol. 9, No. 2 (2019) 11 

of its cause in particular, I am vexed by the question of why serious control was not 
attempted earlier.   
 
We cannot reason that midcentury medical professionals were simply waiting for 
bacteriology to come and release them from their ignorance and provide solutions, 
and we must assume that what they did to manage the disease came from a place of 
knowledge, not of lack of knowledge. And so I am left wondering about the details of 
the worldview that these particular characters were operating under that focused 
their minds away from insect/miasma control. Had it something to do with an 
understanding of the reach and the ability of the state? Were the aspirations extant 
but limited by technological restrictions? Were the historical actors simply still 
skeptical about the ability of humans to even control insects, despite Riley’s 
spectacular successes against Phylloxera? I hoped that the author might be able to 
elaborate on this theme and put my mind at ease.  
 
As we speak of the past and present relationships between insects and humans, I 
cannot help but turn our attention, however briefly, to what this book might help us 
learn about the possibly chaotic future of those relationships. Even forty years ago, 
history was being written on how the establishment and intensification of 
agriculture disrupts ecologies and therefore human history, even though, as 
historian E.L. Jones noted all the way back in the dark ages of 1974, it had at that 
time “to be raked out of obscure corners.”4 We’ve since done a lot to further 
investigate the topic, and added insects into the mix. Could it be that our 
increasingly fine understanding of anthropogenic ecological disruption might help 
us cope with our new and diverse environmental problems? My own personal jury 
is still very much out on this question, but one who takes seriously the unintended 
consequences of human activity on nature can’t help but see in these pages parallels 
between the spread of yellow fever in the colonial era and the migration and 
proliferation of disease-bearing ticks northward in North America today, or, more 
frighteningly, the spread of cholera across the globe after the eruption of the 
Tambora volcano in 1815. As the tick and the mosquito migrate north to enjoy their 
new and expanded climatic range, we will find ourselves increasingly in another 
epidemiological pickle. And that is to say nothing of the concomitant entomological 
pickle that comes with more timber and crop pests in a warmer world.   
 
Mentioning those pickles here brings me back around to John Ray. I often wonder 
why, with all our fittingly weighty talk of ocean acidification and the loss of South 
Florida to rising sea levels, we haven’t been considering the coming influx of new 
and unmanageable insects and insect-borne disease a major threat. Is it the case 
once again that the consideration of insects needs to be advocated for, since so many 
other pressing climate-related issues also vie for our attention? A final question I 
would present to the author is this one – do you see any lessons for us moderns in 

 
4 E. L. Jones, “Creative Disruptions in American Agriculture 1620-1820,” Agricultural History 48, no. 4 
(Oct. 1974), 510. 
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the case of the mosquito in nineteenth-century New Orleans as we deal with new 
insect threats of the Anthropocene? 
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Comments by Patrick Manning, University of Pittsburgh 

 

Yellow Fever: Balancing Urban and Global Context 
  
he title of this book highlights yellow fever and situates the analysis 
metaphorically in New Orleans. The New Orleans spotlight is effective, as it 
draws attention from all who love New Orleans—all who agonize over its 
history of conflicts and difficulties yet celebrate its cultural triumphs. Urmi 

Engineer Willoughby tells a localized tale of two centuries of human efforts to 
grapple with disease, treating the Crescent City as a metaphorical scene on the 
world-historical stage.  
 
At the same time, the book is also a world-historical analysis and interpretation. To 
underscore  this point, I draw on a terminology I have proposed to characterize 
contemporary analyses in world history.5 To repeat my opening point, Willoughby’s 
study of yellow fever employs the rhetorical device of the world-historical stage: she 
presents New Orleans not as a case study but as a representation of global trends. 
New Orleans is an obvious center of analysis because of its long time-frame of 
severe epidemics—beginning by 1796, with the largest epidemics peaking in 1819, 
1847, 1853, 1858, 1967, 1878, in each of which the mortality ranged from 2% to 8% 
of the city’s population. Beyond these statistics, New Orleans itself is especially 
valuable in the spotlight because it enables the author to emphasize the centrality of 
race—the conceptions and misconceptions of that social construct—in historical 
efforts to explain and treat yellow fever.  
 
Second, the book is comprehensive in its approach. It ranges widely in geography, 
time-frame, and topical analysis. That is, while the study can be seen as an excellent 
and important regional (urban) study, it is carried out with cross-disciplinary 
analysis, deep exploration of source material, and analysis from multiple 
perspectives. The analysis encompasses Africa, the Caribbean, mainland Latin 
America, and Europe from the seventeenth century to the present, with ample 
quotations of contemporary observers. 
 
Third, the author chooses to emphasize a disciplinary specialization. Within her 
comprehensive narrative, she narrows the analysis to the fields of tropical medicine 
and ecology. Both fields, while inherently interdisciplinary, are distinctive in subject 
matter and methodology. The author has put her principal effort into tracing the 
intersection of the two fields: the behavior of the disease and the effects of shifting 
ecology on disease transmission. She had dug deeply into data on these disciplines. 
The book also includes significant social and intellectual discussion, but these are 
subordinated to her principal focus. 
 

 
5 Patrick Manning, “Locating Africans on the World Stage: A Problem in World History,” Journal of 
World History 26 (2015): 605–37. 
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Fourth, the author has emphasized coherence of analysis. While she ranges across 
space, time, and topics, she avoids eclectic narrative by centering on the problems of 
tropical medicine. The spotlight on New Orleans introduces key issues and 
interactions but also local specificity; the comprehensive view across time and space 
raises many more issues; the disciplinary specialization makes for systematic 
analysis. The real point of the book is to trace the evolving nexus of the interaction 
of yellow fever and the ecologies that have sustained it. 
 
To illustrate both the problems that the book manages to solve and the research 
problems it poses for further study, I note three of its topics that go beyond New 
Orleans. Those three topics are the experience of yellow fever in Africa, the 
transmission of yellow fever by railroad lines in the nineteenth-century American 
South, and the changing theories intended to explain the disease. 
 
Africa plays a role both central and distant in the history of yellow fever, but 
Willoughby has traced that role with a thorough and sensitive review of the sources. 
Recent genomic work shows that both the pathogenic virus and the mosquito 
vectors began in Africa. Yet the written record on yellow fever begins with accounts 
of outbreaks in the Americas from the 1640s; African cases were not described until 
the mid-eighteenth century. Was it the case that yellow fever first became 
widespread overseas, and then expanded in Africa under ecological conditions 
associated with slavery? Were African monkeys of forested areas the original hosts 
or later recipients? Willoughby provides an insightful early draft of the African story 
of yellow fever, leaving readers with the impression that we may need to identify 
new types of evidence to complete the tale. 
 
Far more definitive is Willoughby’s analysis of propagation of yellow fever 
epidemics by modern transport. Canal construction correlated with yellow fever 
mortality from the 1790s. The 1858 epidemic centered significantly on railroad 
workers in New Orleans and its suburbs. The 1878 epidemic spread more 
spectacularly along the post-bellum rail lines of Mississippi, Arkansas, Alabama, 
Tennessee, and Kentucky. More than counting the dead, Willoughby quotes 
extensively from the accounts of the epidemic, showing what was known and 
unknown about the process. 
 
Third, the coherence of the book relies on recurring attention to the balance of 
ecology and medicine in understanding yellow fever. In the early nineteenth 
century, the early studies in tropical medicine relied on inherited, ecologically-
focused theory. A somewhat vague and humidity-centered “miasma” was seen as the 
propagator of malaria, yellow fever, and some other diseases. In the second half of 
the century, germ theory emerged, especially with the success of Pasteur and his 
process of pasteurization from 1864. With germ theory, theories of disease moved 
away from ecology to focus on the specifics of medicine; destruction of disease came 
to precede attention to the health of the patient. Yet germ theory focused in practice 
on bacteria-borne diseases. The specifics of infection by fungi, protozoa, and 
especially viruses required different analyses and treatment than for bacteria. The 
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existence of viruses could not be demonstrated until identification of the tobacco 
mosaic virus 1892. The breakthrough in treatment of yellow fever, focused on 
eliminating the mosquito vector by swamp draining and mosquito netting, 
addressed transmission but not the pathogen. Viruses were too small to see until 
electron microscopes arrived. Only in the 1930s were cultures of yellow fever virus 
created, which enabled development of a vaccine that has remained highly effective.  
But the vaccine does not reach everyone, so that the disease recurs. 
 
In sum, I think that the book has effectively posed a wide and interacting range of 
world-historical problems associated with yellow fever. Thinking in terms of the 
author’s strategy for posing these problems, I suggest a program for reading the 
book. Reading the book from start to finish provides an engaging though complex 
view of the author’s priorities and of the rise and decline of yellow fever. Then I 
suggest closer reading of the sections on New Orleans specifically, to pick out the 
main questions and answers posed there. Thereafter, a review of other parts of the 
book, will show how fully they fit into the analysis of New Orleans. The results will 
clarify questions of scale in this history of health and ecology: for instance, which 
issues appeared especially at the urban scale, as compared with issues that 
appeared either at more intimate scales or at regional or continental scales. 
 
Willoughby concludes by analyzing the recent recurrence of yellow fever. The scope 
of her book makes it possible to add to contemporary analysis by reviewing earlier 
work to see what insights and approaches were more productive, for instance, in 
getting past overly firm medical ideologies. She shows that Carlos Finlay and 
William Gorgas, two main heroes of diagnosis and suppression of yellow fever, were 
wide readers and team players more than individual geniuses. By this logic one can 
also recognize the strengths of an earlier observer, James Africanus Horton (1835 – 
83), Sierra Leone-born but with a medical degree from Edinburgh, who cited 
medical descriptions from throughout the Atlantic, and concluded that yellow fever 
was not sui generis but contagious. More importantly, he concluded that the 
contagion was “local” rather than “personal.” He would never learn the details but, 
in fact, the disease was propagated in a locality but not necessarily by personal 
contact—by mosquitos rather than by bacteria. 
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Comments by Rana A. Hogarth, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 

 
rmi Engineer Willoughby has written a very smart book, one that foregrounds 
the role of humans in creating the circumstances that allowed yellow fever to 
gain a foothold in the Americas. With careful research on the history of the 
disease—replete with analyses of medical and lay accounts—and compelling 

conjecture, Willoughby reveals how yellow fever became an unintended 
consequence of settlement, slavery, and empire. Her six-chapter study is 
chronologically structured. It is focused on yellow fever in New Orleans, but 
Willoughby provides a global story, for she argues that neither yellow fever or the 
settlement and development of New Orleans can be disaggregated from the larger 
Atlantic World. A plantation society, a major commercial center, and gateway to the 
Caribbean in more ways than one, New Orleans represented both a literal and 
figurative convergence point for the global and the local. Willoughby notes how New 
Orleans was controlled by the Spanish, French and finally the United States and was 
home to Native Americans, French Acadians, creoles, enslaved and free people of 
African descent, and white Anglo Americans. Its demography created a confluence of 
racial and cultural identities—both of which complicated notions of susceptibility in 
cases of epidemic yellow fever. Indeed, Willoughby deftly points out how past 
beliefs about culture, climate, and race informed medical ideas about susceptibility 
to the dreaded disease. More importantly, she shows how these beliefs evolved over 
time, and were simultaneously deployed to marginalize the experiences of nonwhite 
populations. 
 
From the outset, Willoughby provides a helpful overview of yellow fever, including 
its symptomatology, etiology, and its common vector: the Aedes aegypti mosquito. 
As she notes in the introduction, her focus is on yellow fever at a time when people 
did not truly understand its etiology, thus, “contemporary accounts of the disease 
are interpreted using historical hindsight, relying on medical knowledge produced 
in the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries” (7). Only 15% of victims, for 
example, enter the toxic phase of the disease—a phase in in which black vomit and 
jaundice emerge as deadly symptoms. This means that victims of the disease in the 
past may not have presented with these symptoms, making it hard to know how and 
why certain cases were officially reported as yellow fever while others were not. 
Willoughby also gestures towards the difficulties in retrospectively diagnosing cases 
of yellow fever (17). Doing so places her work in conversation with other historians 
of medicine who study the history and social construction of disease. For example, 
Willoughby’s book raises points in direct conversation with Randall Packard’s essay, 
“‘Break-Bone’ Fever in Philadelphia, 1780: Reflections on the History of Disease.” In 
it, Packard notes how eighteenth-century descriptions of various fevers, including 
the ever-present bilious intermittent fever, could be interpreted as dengue fever, or 
dengue hemorrhagic fever, but cautions that translating fevers from the past to the 

U 
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present is hardly straightforward.6 Willoughby’s book then, like Packard’s essay, 
underscores the challenges historians face when trying to reconstruct a disease 
from the past. As yellow fever did not always present with its telltale symptoms 
(16), scholars must take extra care documenting the accuracy of cases of the disease 
in the historical record, and the lack thereof.  
 
Indeed, Willoughby raises key questions about why white physicians missed cases 
of yellow fever in black populations. Was it because they did not observe jaundice or 
black vomit in them? Alternatively, was it because white physicians had been so 
indoctrinated with the belief that black people were less likely to contract the 
disease that they did not bother to observe black patients carefully?  Or was it a 
combination of both? More to the point, she offers a most welcome critique of the 
ways in which historians have trusted the historical record—a record composed of 
accounts by white physicians and municipal officials who may have failed to account 
for black morbidity, mortality, and burial properly.   
 
In her first chapter, Willoughby does well to raise awareness about the 
understudied history of yellow fever in Western Africa (18). Attention to the ways in 
which European incursions into parts of Western Africa and the disruptions they 
made to the region’s vegetation and animal economy, leaves room for future and 
much needed discussion about how white settlement in Africa was actually 
instrumental in turning the region into a so-called “white man’s grave.” In other 
words, Willoughby encourages us to consider that the unhealthy environment of 
Western Africa was of European colonists’ own making (25-26). Chapter two 
focuses on the technology of sugar cultivation and changes in demography in 
colonial Louisiana that created a fertile ground for yellow fever epidemics. She 
highlights the region’s history of slavery, failed attempts at creating a sustainable 
sugar industry, and the demographic and commercial ebbs and flows it endured due 
to European powers’ seemingly perennial conflicts. This context sets the stage for 
her analysis of how the flood of refugees from Saint Domingue and other Caribbean 
islands in the late eighteenth century to New Orleans contributed to a resurgent 
(and more successful) attempt at creating sugar plantations in the region. This mass 
movement of people, coupled with advances in cultivating new strains of sugar 
cane—one that could resist cold temperatures—created fertile space for a thriving 
sugar industry. Cultivating sugar meant that the cisterns, water management, and 
drainage associated with sugar plantations aided in creating what Willoughby calls 
“a distinct environment that was particularly hospitable to West African disease, 
especially yellow fever and malaria” (50). Thus “successes” in industry, in urban 
development, and even transportation with respect to the construction of rail lines 
that connected sugar plantations to the city made New Orleans and its environs a 
hot bed of yellow fever.  
 

 
6 Randall M. Packard, The Fielding H. Garrison Lecture: “‘Break-Bone’ Fever in Philadelphia, 1780: 
Reflections on the History of Disease,” Bulletin of the History of Medicine, Vol. 90, 2, (Summer 
2016):193-221. 
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Her third chapter focuses on perceptions of immunity to yellow fever—especially as 
they emerged through the discourse of race and ethnic or national origin. In this 
chapter, Willoughby takes the reader through the competing theories about what 
caused yellow fever: the environment, weather, miasmas. She appropriately notes 
how southern physicians often defined fevers based on their “ecological attributes, 
alluding to specific environments, geography’s and climatic patterns using terms 
such as swamp fever, country fever, summer fever, and autumnal fever”(65). Adding 
to this confusion were the physicians who mapped racist ideologies onto 
susceptibility. People of African descent were generally viewed as unlikely to 
contract the disease, and, if they did contract it more likely to recover. In truth black 
people could, and did, get the disease, as Willoughby points out in a careful 
synthesis of scholarly works and historical sources that reference black mortality in 
Caribbean and West African contexts. At the same time, she also notes how creoles, 
who ran the gamut of French settlers born in the region, and other whites who had 
settled in Louisiana generations before, were also included in the list of those 
exempt from the disease. The attention to the relationship between race and 
susceptibility that Willoughby brings up in this chapter serve as a primer for 
scholarly analyses of how race became a part of human biology in the nineteenth 
century. For example, when discussing the 1853 epidemic in New Orleans, 
Willoughby cites E.D. Fenner—an eminent southern physician, who noted “Black 
vomit and other hemorrhages rarely occur amongst full blooded 
negroes….Mulattoes and quadroons are almost as liable to them as white people” 
(89). Given that not all victims fall into the toxic phase of the disease, such 
commentary serves to bolster Willoughby’s claim that white physicians were more 
likely to downplay the suffering of black victims of the disease or assume that they 
did not have yellow fever because they did not reach the toxic phase of the disease. 
Beyond that, the above quotation also suggests that black ancestry was a protective 
advantage; while whiteness was not, since white admixture, at least according to 
Fenner, seemed to increase a person’s vulnerability to the disease. In this way, 
Willoughby leaves room for scholarly debate and discussion around the ways in 
which race as biology crystalized in the wake of epidemic diseases.  
 
Chapters four and five focus on yellow fever’s career as an epidemic disease in the 
aftermath of the Civil War and Reconstruction both with respect to infrastructure 
and with respect to changing attitudes about susceptibility. These chapters reveal 
how changes in perceptions of disease causation in the wake of the bacteriological 
revolution and the attempted establishment of a new social order without slavery 
influenced the ways in which physicians, sanitary experts, and municipal officials 
reimagined the threat of yellow fever. What Willoughby makes clear is that a new 
faith in germs did not lead to clear-cut prevention strategies against the disease. 
Federal officials pushed for quarantine, which had the potential to disrupt 
commerce, but local medical authorities were slow to enact such measures, 
choosing instead to embrace disinfection with carbolic acid and other sanitation 
practices. These policies did not destroy the yellow fever virus, but they did make 
life inhospitable to the mosquitoes that carried the disease. Meanwhile, the end of 
slavery ushered in a period of unity among white ethnic and cultural groups, 
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especially white Creoles that created a greater embrace of the belief of immunity to 
the disease along racial lines. But as Willoughby consistently points out “Anecdotal 
and official evidence from postwar yellow fever epidemics in the lower Mississippi 
valley challenges perceptions of racial immunity to yellow fever” (125). She notes 
that despite evidence of nonwhite victims of the disease, the belief that race was a 
factor in determining immunity endured.  
 
In her final chapter, Willoughby considers yellow fever’s relationship to the 
development of tropical medicine in the United States, and its relationship to the 
rise of imperialism in the early decades of the twentieth century. While it is true that 
yellow fever was successfully eradicated in New Orleans after 1905, a result that 
was tied to military, state, and private corporations’ investment in anti-mosquito 
eradication projects, Willoughby never loses sight of the fact that this success was 
tied to imperialism. In other words, the conquest of the mosquito vector was very 
much rooted to the “conquest and control of tropical environments and peoples” 
(144). In sum, Willoughby has done well in crafting a highly insightful and careful 
narrative that lies at the intersection of studies of race, imperialism, and history of 
medicine. The result is a new take on yellow fever’s lasting imprint on the racial 
ideology, culture, and development in the American and global South. This book is a 
welcome addition to the historiography on yellow fever, race, and ecology; it is sure 
to generate constructive discussion among specialists and non-specialists alike.  
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Response by Urmi Engineer Willoughby, Molina Fellow in the History of  
Medicine and Allied Sciences, Huntington Library  

 
 hank you to Kara Schlichting for organizing this roundtable review, and to Liz 
Skilton, Sheila Wille, Patrick Manning, and Rana Hogarth for taking to time to 
read and review the book in such great detail. I am honored to have my book 
discussed in this forum, and deeply grateful and humbled by the reviewers’ 

insights and queries. They have raised many new issues and provocative questions, 
which have inspired me to continue my work in constructing a global narrative of 
the history of yellow fever.  
 
It is fascinating to read the responses by Skilton and Manning together, and think 
about how the book functions as both a work of Louisiana history and a work of 
world history. From the perspective of Louisiana history, what is a familiar story of 
yellow fever in nineteenth-century New Orleans is greatly enriched by adopting a 
global perspective. From the perspective of world history, the story of yellow fever 
in New Orleans is often overlooked in global narratives, as most scholarship focuses 
on the Caribbean. Even in US history, New Orleans is overshadowed by the scholarly 
focus on epidemics that took place in port cities on the eastern Atlantic seaboard in 
the late eighteenth century, notably in Philadelphia.  
 
As a scholar who is not conventionally trained in Louisiana history, I approach the 
subject as an outsider, or newcomer, who is fascinated and intrigued by its unique 
history and culture. Skilton’s review demonstrates the value of approaching local 
histories from a distant, bird’s eye perspective that illuminates the role of global 
structures and networks. Environmental histories must be grounded the physical 
environment of a particular place, but a world historical approach can provide 
valuable context for understanding and explaining seemingly random “natural 
disasters,” including disease outbreaks. The spread of disease, in particular, is best 
understood by identifying global patterns and movements, including colonization, 
migration, industrialization, and empire-building. The epidemiological impacts of 
these processes can then be studied in various geographical and temporal contexts; 
for example, one can identify patterns connected to industrial development by 
studying the role of railroads in expanding the reach of epidemics in the US, Latin 
America, South Asia, and elsewhere. 
 
Manning and Wille both articulate some of the global strengths of the book. It seems 
counterintuitive that a study of New Orleans in the nineteenth century, a very 
specific time and place, can also serve as a global or world history. As Manning 
explains, it is not meant to be a case study of New Orleans; rather, it portrays a 
metaphorical space, or representation of global patterns. The story of yellow fever 
in New Orleans, then, functions as a detailed historical example that illustrates the 
impact of global processes on local histories. The social, economic, cultural, and 
ecological history of New Orleans was shaped by world historical processes, 
including the growth of early modern capitalism, the Atlantic slave trade, and the 

T 
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Haitian Revolution, which made the city a thriving, cosmopolitan, commercial 
entrepôt in the nineteenth century.  
 
Skilton, Wille, and Manning have pointed out several specific issues raised by the 
book’s broad chronology and global framing. As Wille notes, “the notion of 
tropicality in different colonies and the work it does for colonizers, or more recently 
neocolonizers, needs more attention as a whole.” The ecological variables at play in 
the book, including deforestation, migration, industrialization, and resulting changes 
to the built environment, can be used to study the growth of new disease vectors in 
Africa and Asia. Further, the pathologizing of warm climates through the study of 
“tropical medicine” portrays insect-borne diseases as natural in tropical latitudes, 
and often overlooks the transformation of postcolonial environments that resulted 
from development programs in the twentieth century.  
 
Wille and Manning also discuss the book’s movement between different scales, 
which enables multiple layers of analysis and reveals nuances about the causes of 
epidemics in New Orleans. Over the course of the long nineteenth century, the city 
can be framed as a frontier settlement in the contested Gulf South borderlands, a 
port city in the Greater Caribbean and the Atlantic World, and a metropolitan center 
in the southern United States. Nineteenth-century New Orleans certainly was a 
unique space within the US, but its development in a large part mirrored the 
experiences of urban ports and slave societies in the early modern Caribbean and 
Brazil.  
 
Studying the history of yellow fever at multiple scales also reveals gaps in historical 
knowledge about the spread of the disease and the emergence of endemic yellow 
fever zones. In my effort to reconstruct a global history of yellow fever, I found many 
more questions than answers. Manning and Hogarth both point out the need for 
more research on the history of yellow fever in West Africa. Indeed, in my mind, the 
most pressing and still largely unanswered question is about the spread of the 
disease in African history. Manning describes my research as “an insightful early 
draft” of the African story of yellow fever, and rightly points out that my speculative 
and open-ended argument implies that new types of evidence, and more creative 
methods, are necessary. I hope that my book will arouse some interest in this 
question among Africanists, who are better equipped to investigate the spread of 
yellow fever in tropical West Africa in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  
 
What kind of new evidence or methodologies could be useful in uncovering the 
hidden history of yellow fever in West Africa? A comprehensive, multidisciplinary 
approach might be the answer. Genomic and evolutionary studies of the yellow 
fever virus and A. aegypti mosquito might provide some answers, as Paul Sutter has 
recently argued.7 Another promising approach is the integration of the varied 

 
7 Paul S. Sutter, “What Is Yellow Fever? Disease and Causation in Environmental History.” 
Environment & Society Portal, Arcadia (Autumn 2017), no. 31. Rachel Carson Center for Environment 
and Society. 
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methodologies utilized in African studies, such as oral history, historical linguistics, 
and other anthropological methods, to historicize the incidence and spread of 
yellow fever among African peoples. Like humans, the yellow fever virus and A. 
aegypti evolved in Africa, but they grew and expanded their populations around the 
world. Unlike malaria, there is no clear evidence that indicates that West African 
populations encountered yellow fever before the modern period. By studying the 
spread of yellow fever across coastal West Africa, and eventually to East Africa, it is 
apparent that the virus increased its range in the late nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries.  
 
As Hogarth notes, the common view of West Africa as inherently unhealthy and 
dangerous to Europeans needs to be interrogated. While it is evident that many 
diseases of West African origin were more dangerous to newcomers than natives, 
this was not the case with yellow fever. There is reason to believe that the majority 
of West Africans did not encounter yellow fever before the virus was reintroduced 
to the West African environment from Europe and the Caribbean in the eighteenth 
century. Further, it is likely that the growth of endemic yellow fever in tropical 
Africa was enabled by ecological changes resulting from colonial missions and the 
slave trade. 
 
Uncovering this history raises questions about the growth of ideas about tropical 
nature and tropicality that developed in the European imagination. Wille notes that 
the book is part of a new and distinct historiography of the “tropics” and the idea of 
“tropical medicine,” as imagined by Europeans and others in the nineteenth century. 
This scholarship connects the histories of colonial and imperial spaces in Asia with 
the Americas and Africa. The professional field of tropical medicine grew 
simultaneously among colonial and imperial medical authorities around the world 
in the late nineteenth century, but the idea of tropicality as a marker of difference 
emerged earlier, in the mid-eighteenth century. Wille also raises the notion of a 
“tropical wasteland,” and asks how this concept might apply to conceptions of the 
North American landscape. This is a fascinating question, which illustrates how one 
might construct a more global narrative of the intellectual history of race and 
environment, in terms of the relationship between tropicality and the idea of 
blackness, as well as the association of orientalism with Islam. 
 
What does the story of changing notions of creolism and race in nineteenth-century 
New Orleans reveal about the broader intellectual history of theories of colonial 
racism? In my book, the analysis of ideas of racial difference is focused on the 
Americas, with a some discussion of global patterns in medical discourse that 
connect the US with colonial/imperial medicine in Africa and the Indian Ocean 
region. However, the relationship between the development of late nineteenth-
century medical and scientific ideas about race in the Atlantic and Indian Ocean 
networks is a topic that merits further study, as they were clearly connected in the 
minds of European scientists and medical authorities. There seems to be a parallel 
between David Arnold’s study of the shift in British views of Indians from “oriental” 
to “tropical” in the mid-nineteenth century, and the hardening of ideas of racial 
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difference in the US South. Arnold argues that while Europeans associated the 
tropics of both hemispheres with extreme heat, fertility, disease, and “savagery,” the 
American tropics were distinct in the way that they “also came to signify the home 
(whether considered a necessity dictated by climate or a cruel and abhorrent 
aberration) of black slavery.”8 The association of the American tropics with African 
slavery thus shaped the growth of the idea of blackness among medical 
professionals in the US and Latin America, and influenced the work of racial 
theorists who attempted to categorize peoples of Africa, Asia, and the Americas. 
 
The reviewers have raised many thought-provoking points that I am not able to fully 
address in this reply, but I will close with a few notes on some of their specific 
comments. I was especially intrigued to learn about how Skilton has used my book 
as a teaching tool, and that it was useful in teaching about such a wide range of 
topics including the history of race/medicine, environmental history methods, and 
Louisiana history. The exercise of defining the “Gulf South” and perhaps a “Greater 
Gulf South” is a way of centering a historical regional narrative based on a shared 
ecology and environment, which is inherently connected to broader histories of the 
US South, the Atlantic World, and tropical (and sub-tropical) environments in world 
history. 
 
Wille presents a puzzling question about why early nineteenth-century medical 
authorities did not choose to advocate for drainage or mosquito control, even 
though they tended to associate stagnant water and insects with disease. In New 
Orleans, several physicians believed that canals and drainage could solve some of 
the city’s health problems. However, canal construction almost always resulted in 
yellow fever epidemics, and drainage projects often caused flooding in the low-lying 
“back-of-town,” where many immigrants settled after the 1820s. I am not sure why 
antebellum doctors did not think of targeting mosquitoes. However, after the Civil 
War, it is evident that most public health authorities were enticed by the successes 
of bacteriology, and for a few decades the mainstream medical profession focused 
on microscopy and the promises of disinfection. This intellectual shift, from 
conceptualizing health and the environment holistically, to focusing primarily on 
microcausal factors, could explain why late nineteenth-century scientists did not 
consider mosquitoes to be dangerous. Of course, environmentalist thinking 
continued to lurk in the background and would contribute to the development of the 
field of tropical medicine, which combined bacteriological and environmental 
understandings of disease etiology and patterns. 
 
Wille raises another challenging question, of what the book might help us learn 
about the “the possibly chaotic future of relationships between insects and humans.” 
Is it possible that a greater understanding of the unintended consequences of 
anthropogenic ecological change could help humans to prevent or deal with 
present-day and future environmental problems? Like Wille, I do not know the 

 
8 David Arnold, The Tropics and the Traveling Gaze: India, Landscape, and Science, 1800-1856 (Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 2006), 111. 
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answer to this question. In general, I don’t think that historians can predict the 
future with much precision. However, it would seem that the relationship between 
humans and mosquitoes will continue to evolve in response to human and non-
human ecological processes, including climate change, global development projects, 
and population growth. My inclination is that this will lead to a future of more 
intensive contact between humans and mosquitoes. From a food chain perspective, 
insects (and especially mosquitoes) are the only species who regularly feed on 
humans and depend on human blood for survival. Is there a sustainable way for 
humans and mosquitoes to co-exist? 
 
Hogarth reminds us that historians must think more deeply about retrospectively 
diagnosing cases of yellow fever, especially in the eighteenth and early nineteenth 
century. Why did medical authorities describe certain epidemics as yellow fever, 
while describing similar epidemics as bilious fever? Terms such as “bilious 
remittent fever” or “haemorohaggic fever” may have referred to yellow fever, or 
could have referred to other fevers (such as dengue). Further, it should be assumed 
that most quantitative data on yellow fever epidemics is incomplete, with data 
missing about nonwhite populations (including native Africans and people of 
African descent in West Africa and the Americas).  
 
Hogarth also notes the significance of the book’s arguments about immunity and 
race-making. While the intellectual history of race in New Orleans is somewhat 
unique compared to the US and Caribbean, scrutinizing local ideas about yellow 
fever immunity illustrates the subjectivity of perceptions of racialized views of 
disease susceptibility. In the early nineteenth century, ideas of racial immunity to 
yellow fever circulated through Atlantic networks; however, in New Orleans, the 
idea of creole immunity persisted alongside racial immunity until the mid-
nineteenth century. The rejection of creole immunity and widespread medical 
acceptance of race-based immunity, a shift that crystalized between the epidemics 
of 1853 and 1878, reveals how national politics combined with social/cultural 
changes and reshaped local ideas about racial difference.  
 
Finally, Manning mentions that it would be instructive to analyze James Africanus 
Horton’s works on yellow fever. I certainly regret that I did not encounter Horton’s 
writings until after I had finished writing the book. In addition to theorizing about 
the causes and prevention of yellow fever, he wrote extensively about the 
environment and peoples of West Africa, West African diseases, and a helpful guide 
for Europeans on how to preserve their health in tropical climates. As a native of 
Sierra Leone who was trained in Edinburgh, Horton’s work is a critical resource for 
scholars interested in the intellectual history of race and tropical medicine.  
 
In the end, this roundtable has produced an insightful discussion of Yellow Fever, 
Race, and Ecology in Nineteenth-Century New Orleans. I am delighted to have had the 
opportunity to engage with the reflections of my colleagues and am optimistic about 
new directions in the study of yellow fever and of the broader history of race, health, 
and the environment. 
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