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  Smallpox devastated the world and has led to the exchange of ideas, the 

exploration of new lands and people and the successful eradication of the disease 

through these encounters.  The Columbian Exchange is known in history as a way 

for the Old World to meet the New World.  It was the beginning of smallpox in the 

New World.  Columbus and his men brought new food, livestock, customs and ideas 

with them to the New World when they began to explore in 1492.  The Native 

Americans were introduced to potatoes, sweet potatoes, horses, corn, chili peppers 

and many other things that were not native to the land.  Along with this came new 

diseases that they were unable to fight including measles and smallpox.  The 

devastation to their culture was immediate.   

           An estimated three hundred million people have been killed by the smallpox 

disease in the twentieth century alone.  Smallpox has been noted throughout history 

as a deadly disease with the first known evidence found on the mummified body of 

Pharaoh Ramesses V of Egypt, who died in 1157 B.C.1    The disease was carried 

from Egypt to India and then to China and Japan from the first to sixth centuries.  It 

then spread to Europe in the eleventh and twelfth centuries and North and South 

America, primarily Mexico, in the sixteenth century.2  The exploration by the Spain 

into the New World led to an encounter with Native American people in the 

America’s who were unable to fight the disease.  The encounter of these two groups 

led to the exchange of cultural practices, beliefs, goods and services, food and 

livestock and ultimately the belief of a better life.  Unfortunately, that was only true 
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for the new explorers as the encounter devastated the Native American population 

throughout the United States.  Part of that devastation came in the form of diseases, 

such as smallpox.  Smallpox has spread to all parts of the world because of 

increased exploration of other countries in an attempt to find a better life despite the 

consequences of that exchange.  

       Europeans’ desire to explore the New World brought the disease to Mexico in 

1521 with Cortez and his men.3  As it moved through Mexico into the New World it is 

estimated that smallpox killed more than a third of the Native American population in 

North America in just a few months.  In 1630, the disease spread to Massachusetts 

and killed half of the Native American population.  Soon it spread throughout the 

New World and missionaries from other countries all reported a large death toll to 

the Native American people primarily.  The Native Americans’ encounter with people 

from other worlds brought death to their culture, lives and communities.  The 

introduction of herding animals, crops and food, horses and daily routines proved 

deadly in the encounter with the settlers.  Since most European settlers had been 

exposed to the disease at some time in their lives they were not affected at the same 

level.  However, the Native American people had no immunity to it, and they had no 

means to battle it medically with their own methods.   

  Lord Jeffrey Amherst, a British soldier, is the only documented person who used 

this disease as a way to impact the Native American population by distributing two 

infected blankets and a handkerchief to the Native Americans.  Today this event is 

known as Pontiac’s Revenge.  This happened on June 24, 1763 at Fort Pitt outside 
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of Pittsburg, Pennsylvania.  The blankets caused Native American people to 

immediately develop symptoms of smallpox and die.  The British army did this in 

order to control the Native American population and to control the possibility of 

losing war and the land they gained from the Native American people.   

Unfortunately, the early settlers believed the death toll was a Divine intervention as a 

plan for settler’s to obtain land in a New World. They were not particularly upset 

about the loss of life.   

  Native Americans were able to develop methods to prevent the spread of the 

disease in the early 1700’s.  They began to use European medical practices with 

their own traditional methods, and they began to understand the reasons for 

quarantine to help reduce the spread of the disease.  Vaccinations began to help the 

Native American people treat the disease, however, they were unable to overcome 

the disease quickly on their own.  Eventually, European traders brought medication 

and items to assist the Native American people. The exchange of medication and 

information to help control the outbreak of the disease proved to be a beginning at 

controlling the spread of the disease with the native people, although this would not 

be evident for several years to come.  The Native American people were following 

advice and recommendations from the Bureau of Indian Affairs which proved to be 

ineffective in the treatment of this disease as a whole. Eventually, new treatment 

methods and vaccinations became an accepted practice.4 

Edward Jenner is credited with developing the vaccine for smallpox in 1796 

by taking pus from a pustule of cowpox from a milkmaid and inserting it into the 
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incision on an arm of an eight-year-old boy.  He proved that using cowpox 

provided immunity to smallpox, even though humans are unable to actually 

contract the cowpox disease.  It would take another hundred years before his 

findings became a known medical practice.5  In 1840, smallpox vaccination was 

declared illegal in England if done by inoculation.6  Edward Jenner was not the 

first, however, to develop treatment for the disease.  China and India developed 

the practice of inoculating healthy people with the virus, which proved somewhat 

successful.  This was quite dangerous, as it could also lead to death.  Lady Mary 

Wortley Montagu introduced the same practice in Britain in 1721.7  This practice 

brought down the death rate to approximately two percent of people who had the 

disease. This number was still quite high, and the disease still quite deadly, as 

treatment was not mandatory. 

Once Edward Jenner was able to introduce the idea of using cowpox as a 

way to prevent smallpox, the exchange of that idea in the political arena became 

quite important.  A physician named Benjamin Waterhouse introduced Edward 

Jenner’s idea of using cowpox as a vaccination to President Thomas Jefferson in 

1801.  Edward Jenner used the vaccines on his own children.  He provided 

information and showed the survival rates of children with the vaccination improved 

survival rates of smallpox victims.  He is considered the first United States physician 

to successfully use the cowpox vaccination.  His idea to make a mandatory 
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vaccination was well before its time.  However, due to his desire to monopolize the 

cowpox material, he was unable to accomplish that on his own.8   

In 1855, Massachusetts was the first state to require vaccinations by law.  

Europe had introduced this idea in the late 1700’s and punished citizens, first with 

fines and then with jail, if they failed to comply.  Leaders saw how deadly this 

disease was and felt the only way to control and possibly end it was to ensure all 

people participate in the vaccinations.   Congress passed the Vaccine Act of 1813, 

which ensured vaccinations were available to all Americans.  In 1832, with a budget 

of twelve hundred dollars, Congress made the vaccination available for all Native 

Americans who were not yet regarded as American citizens.  It took more than 

seventy-five years for the early Americans to understand the impact of this disease 

for the Native American people.9  In 1905, the Supreme Court ruled in a case known 

as Jacobson v Massachusetts that each state had the right to require vaccinations to 

control what was known as herding immunization in an effort to control outbreaks in 

communities.10  By the early 1900’s, industrial cities around the world had 

exchanged the information about how to treat and ultimately prevent smallpox and 

had established laws to ensure people were not at risk.  The exchange of this 

information began the work of eradicating smallpox in 1980. 
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In the 1800’s many of the early settlers began to feel that the government was 

violating their right to “privacy and bodily integrity.”11  There was dissent among the 

citizens of Massachusetts not wanting to vaccinate, and they felt that the 

government was overstepping the rules and laws given in the United States 

Constitution.    Although these ideas and beliefs were eventually diminished through 

the legal system, the debate about vaccinations and government requirements 

continues to be an objection of many American citizens.  

In 1958, the World Health Organization began a global initiative to eradicate 

smallpox.  In 1950 there was an estimated fifty million cases around the world.12  By 

1975, the Horn of Africa was the only place that was still largely infected with the 

disease.  The encounter with these cultures was difficult, as the land was 

underdeveloped and hard to reach without roads and modern conveniences.  By 

1977, very few cases were noted around the world.  Those that developed were 

quickly treated, and smallpox essentially became quite rare.  In 1980, the World 

Health Organization, monitored by the United Nations, declared Resolution 

WHA33.3, which stated smallpox had been eradicated worldwide.13 

  The historical impact of this exchange of knowledge has brought about 

recommendations from organizations such as the Center for Disease Control and 

the World Health Organization.  These guidelines are for childhood vaccinations and 

medical staff vaccinations to ensure that the spread of disease remains contained.  
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Extensive studies have been completed by the World Health Organization, and it is 

estimated that one thousand people for every million develop a reaction to the 

vaccination, fourteen to fifty-two of every million people vaccinated develop a life 

threatening reaction, and one to two of every million die from the vaccination.14  The 

exploration of finding new treatments and new ideas with smallpox is still very much 

alive.  It is believed that there are still two live strains of the virus stored; one is in 

Russia and one is in the United States.  In 1986, the World Health Organization 

recommended all live viruses be destroyed and felt there was no further need for 

vaccination development.15  Unfortunately, the virus has remained and has not been 

destroyed as of 2013, with the finding of scabs stored in New Mexico in 2004 and 

several vials found in Maryland in 2014 at the FBI Labs.   

The scab samples found in New Mexico were pressed between pages of a 

library book in Santa Fe, New Mexico.  The scabs were sent to the Centers for 

Disease Control, and the idea of tracking the history of the disease and the 

vaccination process was the target for the Center for Disease Control, although it 

was doubtful that they would be able to extract a live virus.16  In 1999, the Centers 

for Disease Control labelled smallpox as a “great threat” to the United States.  

Although they house fifteen million active vaccinations, it is believed live cultures are 
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housed and situations as was found in New Mexico can still occur and put the 

overall population at risk.17   

The encounter between the Native Americans and the British Settlers is 

believed to be the first account of a disease being used as a weapon.  There is great 

debate as to how many influential people of the time understood the meaning of 

passing infected blankets or allowing exposure to communities without quarantine or 

treatment, but it is believed that the idea of allowing smallpox to kill a nation in order 

to gain control of the land and its people was approved of by those in authority.  

There are also accounts in history of smallpox being used in the American 

Revolutionary War. The development of a smallpox weapon was discussed during 

World War II against the Nazis although never followed through.18  In 1955, the 

Centers for Disease Control developed a group known as Epidemic Intelligence 

Agency.  This agency reviews the possibility of agents being used as biological 

weapons and makes overall recommendations to the Centers for Disease Control, 

World Health Organization and the United States government.  They are charged 

with tracking and identifying possible threats.19  In modern times, the American 

military considered the use of smallpox after the World Trade Center attacks in 2001 

and began to vaccinate our military members again.  In 2008, the military used the 

first vaccination that was developed in cell form in a laboratory.  Today, the 
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vaccination is not used for the public as a whole but military personnel are still 

vaccinated if the threat appears real.20 

         Smallpox has been called the “speckled monster” and a scourge throughout 

history due to the devastation it has caused around the world with death tolls in the 

millions.  It is still a feared disease that is discussed by governmental officials and 

medical experts around the world on a regular basis in order to ensure it remains 

eradicated.  Smallpox devastated the world and has led to the exchange of ideas, 

the exploration of new lands and people and the successful eradication of the 

disease through these encounters. 
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