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Yellow Fever: A nineteenth-century scourge

In early June of 1855, Caroline Morris (née Myers) was
newly pregnant. It was far from the first time; she had with her
husband, William Henry, seven sons and one daughter. The
family lived in Portsmouth, Virginia, where Caroline was
born to Charles and Ardilsey Myers. William, a merchant
from ship-building Mathews County, established in 1847 the
firm of William Morris & Sons, wholesale grocers and com-
mission merchants (Fig. 1),
and the family was prospering.
Their friends, Samuel Brewer,
a grocer,' and his wife, Mary,
were only weeks away from welcoming an infant of their
own. But new babies weren’t the only passengers destined for
Portsmouth homes that year.

Portsmouth, along with the nearby Norfolk, developed as har-
bor towns in Virginia’s Hampton Roads region (Fig. 2). Their
ports were busy with activity and brought all things good and
bad from around the world. On June 7, the steamship Ben-
jamin Franklin set anchor at Portsmouth, having come from
the island of Saint Thomas in the West Indies. The health in-
spector ordered the ship to quarantine. Not long after, a body
washed up on shore with hands “as yellow as lemons,” and

FOR THE RECORDS

men began to jump ship, taking their chances in the waves.?
The Benjamin Franklin was a merchant ship that was no
doubt capable of carrying exotic goods, but also yellow fever.

Yellow fever is a virus transmitted through bites of infected
female mosquitoes. In the United States, it popped up in bouts
throughout the 19th century and retreated with the insects in
late autumn or early winter af-
ter a good frost or two. While
coastal cities were the most fre-
quent sufferers, the virus
needed only opportunity to make it farther inland. In 1878, an
outbreak in the Mississippi River Valley reached as far north
as St. Louis, striking Memphis particularly hard, while scares
and close encounters continued in the area throughout the rest
of the century. The disease remains endemic to certain sub-
tropical regions of South and Central America and Africa,
where mosquitoes are a year-round nuisance. People who are
infected may experience non-specific ~ CONTINUED ON PAGE 3

Fig. 1| (Top of page) A newspaper ad placed by the Morris
family. The Norfolk Virginian, 28 March 1886, p2 Col E.
https://www.newspapers.com/.
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Fig. 2 | Panoramic view, Norfolk and Portsmouth water fronts and harbor. Photo by F. J. Conway, 1915. Library of
Congress: https://www.loc.gov/resource/pan.6a15739/.

symptoms including headache, fever, fatigue, aches, and nau-
sea. More serious symptoms include the characteristic yellow
hue to the skin, indicating liver damage, and so-called “black
vomit.”

In 1855, people did not know exactly how yellow fever
spread. Some blundered into effective solutions for the still-
mysterious causes. They recognized safety at higher eleva-
tions (where mosquitoes don’t fly), or advocated building
fences against the virus (mosquitoes tend to not bother flying
over obstacles).> While miasma was considered a favorite in-
visible culprit, Josiah C. Nott postulated an insect origin for
the yellow fever scourge in an 1848 paper, although his use of
“insects” may have referred to microorganisms rather than
mosquitoes.* During the 1855 outbreak, newspapers printed
extracts of a reassuring text written by a doctor who reasoned,
“If [yellow fever] cannot be propagated by inoculation or
swallowing the black vomit, we think that the apprehensions
of the most timid may be quieted, as far as contagion is con-
cerned.” Given the uncertainty concerning both the source
and means of transmission, responses ranged from quaran-
tine, closures, and isolation, to denial and panic.

For a while, the virus was confined to what is now the Norfolk
Naval Shipyard. By late July, however, spread was becoming
evident throughout the Hampton Roads region, afflicting
Portsmouth and Norfolk in particular. A third of residents
may have fled by early August, and newspaper reports
claimed that half were gone by the middle of the month.®
Mary Brewer gave birth to a daughter at some point during
this turmoil, likely in early August.

Antebellum case trackers

Richmond’s Daily Dispatch reported on the epidemic in
Hampton Roads, including who died and who had fallen ill.

The paper reported this data in various ways, such as catego-
rizing cases as dead, new, recovering, and “hopeless” (Fig. 3).
Many of the articles are reports of articles originally pub-
lished in local Portsmouth and Norfolk papers that are not
available online. In addition, travelers started rumors that
were not up to date and not always true. Consequently, the
Daily Dispatch s information could be several days behind or
be corrected later. Donna Bluemink transcribed the relevant
articles, which are available <http://www.usg-
warchives.net/va/yellow-fever/yftoc.html>. The landing page
includes links to indexes of general names as well as separate
lists of doctors, nurses, African Americans, and others.
Checking the indexes reveals several articles related to the
Morris and Brewer families.

Both families likely remained in Portsmouth, at least at first.
A newspaper announced the death of a member of the Morris
family on August 9: a “Mrs. Morris, mother of Mr. W. H.
Morris, merchant.”” This was Ann Morris, William’s wid-
owed mother. The spread only increased from there, as more
mosquitoes and humans picked up the virus. With other care
facilities overwhelmed, the Naval Hospital treated hundreds
of civilians over the epidemic’s duration (Fig. 4).

On Aug. 26, a simple, already rote-like article announced the
death of Caroline’s father, Charles Myers, and fifteen others:
“August 26.—Chas. Meyers, John Myers, Miss Margaret
Manning, Mrs. Tatem, Miss Williams, child of W. Dobbs, ne-
gro man at Jas. White's, negro woman at Avery Williams',
Dick Gordon, col'd, Morning Larence, col'd, F. Fowler, black
child at Dr. Maupin's, Mrs. Atkinson, Mr. Spratt, Mrs.
Buchanon, none at hospital.—Total 16.”® On Aug. 29, the daily
list reported that “Samuel Brewer's child, Alice and Mr.
Brewer, are also down with the fever.” A rare piece of good
news made the rounds two days later: “Mr. Samuel Brewer, a
most prominent and useful member of one of the Baptist
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churches, is improving and great hopes are entertained that he
will recover.”'® It is not uncommon for the sick to briefly re-
cover only to be struck by organ failure and other serious
symptoms. On September 5th, Samuel’s name was only part
of the unadorned list of the dead."!

The Daily Dispatch (under the title Richmond Dispatch),
along with many other newspapers, is available on Newspa-
pers.com.

<https://bit.ly/35LtqtC>. Researchers may
be most successful using Bluemink’s transcriptions and index
in conjunction with the digitized paper.

Mortal records

There is no single source that lists all yellow fever deaths, and
some may have gone unreported entirely. Looking at the
death register may reveal more deaths than can be found in
newspapers alone. The virus was so often fatal that people
registered multiple deaths at one time, such as on the day
William Henry Morris reported four deaths, namely those of
his friend Samuel Brewer (died Aug. 30); seven-year-old Al-
ice Brewer (died Aug. 25) and her days-old sister (died Aug.
7); and Charles S. Myers, Caroline’s father (died Aug. 26)
(Figs. 5 & 6)."? The death register shows that both Alice
Brewer, reported as sick in the Daily Dispatch, went on to die
along with the baby, who had not been mentioned at all.

Both birth and death registers were maintained in
Portsmouth, then part of Norfolk County. The Portsmouth
death register is available digitally at FamilySearch.org by
logging in with a free account (search the catalog for Family
History Library film no. 32913). While some early Norfolk
County records pertaining to Portsmouth appear under the
Portsmouth (Independent City) designation in the Family-
Search catalog when searching record sets by place, more
may be found under Norfolk (Independent City) and Chesa-
peake (Independent City). Once again, Donna Bluemink has
produced a helpful <http://www.usgwarchives.net/
va/yellow-fever/yfnrd.html> covering those whose cause of
death was yellow fever. It can serve as an index by using your
computer’s “find text” feature (ctrl + f on Windows, com-
mand + f on Mac) and noting the line number to the left,
which corresponds to the order found on the FHL film.

PAGE 4

§ ik, 315

Deathy —1i
- “A“g“l’_'uu;rqe bumber of deaths for the 24 bhourg
lie were Uw"’ “P. M, wasl7. Among the vic
b, Lt W Lh:'. ‘f'nh\ and Constable, MrJ G H Hat-
~ Mulior ‘tl-*' wile, Miss Laura Mallory Miss
Waiter 1 J€r slater, Mrs Mallory Todd, Mrs
Four sapyns ™ W Crawford frem Hsmpton —
iy ol belongiog to Mrs Mellory Todd, de~

H § 230 y
Gl =Dr Wm Selden is :
) 1i%, ot iy [y Hale o] not expected

LECOYe

t

Dibrys oo —Rev Mr Wills and Rev Mr
tecuvering fecoveriog. Dr Higgins is also
Gouy y s 22 —Captain Page has been taken

U with the lever.
Wong the .\"(‘

L P

5. el ¥roes.—~The fever is said to
”il:yi.ud ’ mt.g the negroes, and there are
“mored I)Calh..—“'e saw a letter dated
» Which stated that the youn
— O came down from Richmon
It B&tu:g:;? d&mdf lkI)r Crow left this
ru, or Norfolk, but we ho

Wi way prove untrue, -

Phyti(;l,‘“ w
U Ny .

Fig. 3 | Yellow fever cases in Norfolk as reported in
Richmond. Daily Dispatch, 1 September 1855, p. 3 Col A.
https://www.newspapers.com/.

Many deaths reported by newspapers are absent from the
death register. For example, searching for ‘“Mathews” in
Bluemink’s abstract will reveal two siblings of William H.
Morris who were born in that county and died of yellow fever
in September: Edmond Morris and Catherine Iverson. Deaths
of free and enslaved African Americans are found in the same
register. The form has spaces for both slave owner’s and par-
ents’ names, but in cases of the enslaved, the mother’s first
name was usually—though not always—the only parental in-
formation given.

A lingering number of fever cases persevered into late Octo-
ber or early November. Still unaware that mosquitoes trans-
mitted the virus, people in Hampton Roads nevertheless
scorned a marshy area as being a boon to the illness, advo-
cated for the use of smoke to clear infected air, and hoped for
a frosty day.”® They even got close to the truth when they
looked with suspicion on the unusual swarms of blowflies
that emerged from untended corpses.'* The miraculous sur-
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vival of Caroline and William Morris’s nuclear family may
suggest that they fled at some point, perhaps after William’s
mother or Caroline’s father and the Brewers died, or they
might have lived in a drier section of the city. In the end, no
one ever knew how many people died of yellow fever in
Portsmouth. A common estimate is that as many as one third
of residents who remained in in the city died.'> The Norfolk
Public Library provides a <https://bit.ly/
37TMbOy> to additional sources for researching the 1855
outbreak in Virginia.

Recovery

Before the end of winter, on Feb. 23, 1856, Caroline Morris
gave birth to a boy. Having
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issue, which would confirm Cuban doctor Carlos Finlay’s
1881 theory that held mosquitoes as the vector.' The last ma-
jor epidemic to occur in the US was in 1905, after which
large-scale mosquito control and other measures prevented
further occurrences. Yellow fever continues to be a threat to-
day, with cases increasing in more recent years and the Aedes
aegypti mosquito making a return to US cities.?®

Ancestors who lived in US cities, especially those on the
southern and eastern coasts, as well as the vast number who
immigrated during the nineteenth century, may have experi-
enced epidemics, quarantines, or panics related to yellow
fever outbreaks. While epidemic crises and other times of so-
cietal breakdown deprive genealogists of complete or accu-
rate death records and proper

faced months of horror and
tragedy that deeply affected and
forever altered their relation-
ships, the Morris family, along
with the rest of the community,
found ways to move on and re-
member those who did not sur-
vive. Caroline and William
named their baby Samuel
Brewer Morris, after the family
friend who died. He became
Deputy Commissioner of Rev-
enue in Norfolk and named one

death announcements, they can
also help us learn more about an
ancestor’s experience and un-
derstand their decisions.
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History & Genealogy Classes

Classes are free and open to the public. Registration
is required. Register at
Classes will be conducted by Zoom.

Thursday, Nov. 5, 6:30 p.m.

Tracing Your African American Ancestors: Getting
Started in Genealogical Research

Do you want to research your African American family
but don’t know where to start? This class will teach you
the basics of genealogical research including resources
available in History & Genealogy at St. Louis County Li-
brary. |

Wednesday, Nov. 11, 6:30 p.m.
Digital Archiving
Learn how to care for and protect digital files and photos.

Library staff will share information about saving and pre-
serving your digital memories. |

Thursday, Nov. 12, 6:30 p.m.

Tracing Your African American Ancestors:

Digging Deeper

Learn about additional sources and techniques to
deepen your research and overcome roadblocks. This
course will use specific examples of records available
and show you how to use them. Prerequisite: “Tracing
your African American Ancestors: Getting Started in Ge-
nealogical Research” or comparable research experi-
ence. |

St. Louis Genealogical Society

Saturday, Nov. 14. 10:00 a.m.
Does That Even Make Sense?

Are online family trees a genealogist’s friend or foe?
Learn about tools for evaluating whether the information
in online trees should be accepted into your own re-
search. Dan Lilienkamp, speaker.

StLGS meetings are free and open to the public. Regis-
tration is required. Register by email to programs@sti-
gs.org no later than Wednesday, Nov. 11.
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Online obituary indexes

Obituaries are a basic source of genealogical information and
can often provide information that connects generations and
notes place of birth.

The following information provides
links to online obituary indexes for
St. Louis newspapers. Indexes are
located on the St. Louis County Li-
brary website unless
noted. Some newspapers are avail-
able in databases that an be accessed from home with a valid
St. Louis County Library card (

<https://bit.ly/3kMN3rx>). Copies of obituaries can be re-
quested from the History & Genealogy Department using the

<https://bit.ly/2TGBxC2>.

Home

otherwise

St. Louis major daily newspapers

(St. Louis (City) Public Library)
<https://bit.ly/2HOCwhi>—Includes obituaries and burial
permits published in the St. Louis Post—Dispatch, 1880—
1930, 19421945, 1960-1969, and 1992—September 2020.

(Rollan-
et.org) <https://bit.ly/341v93x>—An index to funeral no-
tices, burial permits, obituaries, and news articles.

<https://
bit.ly/2HPzthv>—Covers 1860-1861, 1880-1881, and
1883.

(St. Louis
Genealogical Society) <https://bit.ly/31VrDkM>—Cover
1881-1891.

<https://bit.ly/35MqPQ8>—
The St. Louis Sun was published from Sept. 25, 1989 to
April 25, 1990.

The library edition of Newspapers.com offers digital access
to the Post-Dispatch through 1922 and the Globe-Democrat
through 1963. The Publishers Plus edition, available to paid
subscribers extends coverage for the Post-Dispatch to 2020.
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Other databases provide further coverage of the Post-Dis-

patch:

*  The ProQuest Historical Post-Dispatch Database covers
1872-2003.

*  The ProQuest Digital Microfilm-St. Louis Post-
Dispatch covers 2008 to recent.

*  The Newsbank St. Louis Post-Dispatch Database,
provides text-only coverage, 1988 to recent.

Daily newspapers in German

<http-
s://bit.ly/3mzFDZh>—Anzeiger des Westens published be-
ginning 1835, was absorbed by the Westliche Post in 1898.
This web page provides an index to transcriptions of death
notices, 18761878, 1881-1883, published in the Missouri
State Genealogical Association Journal, which is available
<https://bit.ly/37R9FM>.

<https://bit.ly/30-
H4lsm>—The Westliche Post was published 1857—1938.
This index covers 1876—1895

Both the library and subscriber versions of Newspapers.com
includes full runs of the Anzeiger des Westens and Westliche
Post.

Every name newspaper indexes that
include death information

<https://bit.ly/
2TBzHIY>

<https://bit.ly/3kEjWql>—Covers 1881-1893.

<https://bit
1y/2TBzHIY>—An every-name index to the surviving is-
sues of Le Patriote, 1878, 1884, 1886, 1887, and La Revue
de I’Ouest, 1854.
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History & Genealogy services

St. Louis County Library buildings are currently closed
to the public because of the COVID-19 pandemic. The
following H&G services are available.:

Photocopies
H&G can provide photocopies, prints, or digital scans of
many library materials, including:

» Books and periodicals—up to 30 pages from one
book or one article from a single journal issue. Staff
can also photocopy or scan tables of contents and
index pages.

*  Microfilmed records—A list of microfilm available in
the H&G collection can be <https://
bit.ly/3jrqw3j>.

* Databases—H&G staff will print out database
records if patrons cannot access the database at
home.

Please use the <https://
bit.ly/2UQXJKE> and be as specific as possible when
submitting requests.

Print collection

One-third of the books in H&G’s collection—more than
27,000—can be checked out. The entire collection is
included in the library’s <http://
webpac.slcl.org>. Books with call numbers that do not
begin with “R” are available to check out. Patrons can
request books online or by calling 314-994-3300.

Research guidance

H&G staff members can provide research assistance
over the phone or by email. Researchers whose
information needs cannot be met in this way may
schedule an appointment for a face-to-face meeting
with an H&G librarian.

Book-a-Genealogist

Researchers who would like in-depth assistance can

schedule a phone consultation with an H&G staff

member. Requests can be made using the online
<https://bit.ly/3fQbBOr>.

Database access

Most library databases can be used at home by St.
Louis County Library card holders living in the
metropolitan area. The Ancestry Library Edition
database, normally restricted to in-library use, can be
accessed remotely on a temporary basis.

<https://bit.ly/37GRBtF>.

For more information, please contact the History &
Genealogy Department at 314-994-3300 or
genealogy@silcl.org.
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