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A Very Brief History of 

Epidemic Disease in Alaska 

and the World



Plague and Pestilence: 

Facts of Modern Life

 Epidemic disease (like writing!) is 

largely a byproduct of urban living, 

commercial trade, and agriculture, 

especially domesticated animals.

 Cities provide a concentration of 

victims and present sanitation 

problems.

 Trade routes and other long-range 

transportation extend the reach of 

deadly microbes.

 Many human epidemic diseases have 

“jumped” species after originally 

evolving in animal populations.



It is estimated that the 

Bubonic Plague killed 

one third of Europe’s 

population in the 

1300s.

This bacterial disease 

was transmitted by 

fleas, usually riding 

around on rats.

The social ramifications 

of the Plague were 

huge.  



HIV/AIDS: A Contemporary Pandemic



1918 Spanish Flu: First Global Pandemic





Spanish Flu Victims, Oakland, CA, 1918



“Virgin Soil” Epidemics

 A “virgin soil” epidemic occurs when a previously unexposed 

population comes into contact with a highly contagious pathogen.

 The “postcontact” depopulation of North America is a classic, tragic 

case.

• From 1519 to 1619, Mexico’s population plummeted from 20 

million to 1.6 million people. 

• Overall New World decline is estimated at 95%. 

 Far more Native Americans died in bed from Eurasian germs than 

on the battlefield.

 The resultant social and cultural destabilization facilitated 

colonization and oppression.



Thanks, Animal Friends 

Human Disease Animal Source

Measles cattle

Tuberculosis cattle

Smallpox cattle (cowpox) and 

other livestock pox 

viruses

Flu pigs and ducks

Malaria chickens and ducks

HIV/AIDS monkeys

*Table adapted from Guns, Germs, and Steel (1999) by Jared Diamond



Smallpox Hits Alaska: 1835-40



Smallpox victim at Allakaket, date unknown



Children and elders are hit the hardest.



“The Great Death”



Children orphaned by the “Great Death,” Naknek



"Tents of the natives camping on the tundra after abandoning their houses 

at the time of the Flu epidemic," Naknek


