




















fourteen days, long enough for the ephemerally healthy carrier 
to flee for long distances on foot, by canoe, or, later, on 
horseback to people who know nothing of the threat he 
represents, and there to infect them and inspire others newly 
charged with the virus to flee to infect new innocents. 19 

Recent scholarship, following the lead of Alfred W. Crosby, has 
investigated the singular role of imported plants, animals, and 
diseases in modifying the environment soon to be occupied by Neo­
European nations following the European explorers who eventually, 
with Magellan's extraordinary deed, circled the globe in 1519-22. 
For the indigenous populations, the introduction of Eurasian 
diseases, was the most catastrophic. And smallpox, a most lethal 
pathogen, figured most prominently in the decimation of 'virgin soil' 
populations encountered by white Europeans, questing for the 
fabulous Indies. 

From early in the sixteenth century, when the first smallpox 
pandemic spread like wildfire in the Americas, destroying whole 
civilizations from Mexico south to Inca land, smallpox was a 
recurrent visitor, eventually killing either directly or indirectly 
upward of 95% of the indigenous population. Once the virus 
entered a 'virgin soil' population, especially a small population with 
no immunity, it burned itself out, leaving a small remnant of now­
immune survivors who, because of reduced numbers and infertility, 
were unable to replace the lost population. When the survivors 
died, leaving a smaller population unexposed to the virus and thus 
lacking immunity, it too was totally susceptible to the next wave of 
infection. Through cycles of first pandemic, and then epidemic 
infection, the 18 million Amerindians who occupied North America 
alone were reduced by the late nineteenth century to less than 
300,000.20 

We are accustomed, because of the historicization of the cruel 
adventures of the Spanish conquistadores in Central and South 
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