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ive deadly epidemics, chiefly typhus and smallpox, struck Mexico City in the years between 1761
and 1813, claiming a minimum of fifty thousand lives. Mexico City was at that time the major
metropolis of the New World and the capital of New Spain-by far the richest and most
sophisticated city in that vast empire. It had the best medicines, the best doctors, and the best
hospitals of the New World. What caused these devastating epidemics? Donald B. Cooper here
makes a thorough study of the problem. Based almost entirely on unpublished manuscript
materials from the national archives of Mexico and the municipal archives of Mexico City, his
work represents the first detailed study of the impact of epidemic disease on the history of New
Spain, primarily of its capital. The course of each epidemic, its inclusive dates, the mortality it
caused, and its effect upon the community are fully described. At the time a major epidemic was
in progress, the author says, all levels of government, national and local, secular and
ecclesiastical, became involved in varying degrees in providing resources and leadership. The
Church, wealthy corporations, and private citizens contributed the main funds.
During the actual time of crisis, an outbreak could be prosecuted with remarkable success and
cooperation. Once an epidemic was over, however, little was done to prevent another. No single
person or agency in Mexico City was sufficiently cognizant of the diverse problems involved to
cope with them within a national or regional range-not even the viceroy. Such vital public works
as aqueducts, waterlines, roads, and canals were inadequately maintained. Such essential
municipal services as cleaning streets and canals, collecting garbage and refuse, and caring for
the muddy, shallow cemeteries were poor if not nonexistent. Government officials, as well as the
populace, were insufficiently concerned with the relation between sanitation and disease. The
practice of medicine in eighteenth-century Mexico had few scientific or professional aspects. The
close relation of medicine and theology tended to inhibit experimentation that might have
effectively broadened the frontiers of medical knowledge. Traditionalism acted as a barrier to the
adoption of innovations.
In the epidemic of 1779, for instance, inoculation-which could have saved innumerable lives-was
totally rejected; in the outbreak of 1797 it was accepted only by the small upper class; when
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vaccination came to Mexico in 1803 it met the same militant opposition. The wonder, then, is not
that so many died of disease, but that so many lived
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