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Introduction:  

Yellow fever is a virus transmitted by the bite of the female Aedes aegypti mosquito primarily found 
throughout the tropics and subtropics. This book-based lesson plan will look at historical events in 
Philadelphia in 1793 as well as the detailed appendix of Fever 1793, specifically comparing the vari-
ous medical treatments for yellow fever that were used in Philadelphia.  The yellow fever outbreak 
in Memphis (1870s) will also be discussed. 
 

Synopsis of Fever 1793 [From the publisher]   

 During the summer of 1793, Mattie Cook lives above the family coffee shop with her wid-
owed mother and grandfather. Mattie spends her days avoiding chores and making plans to turn the 
family business into the finest Philadelphia has ever seen. But then the fever breaks out. 
 Disease sweeps the streets, destroying everything in its path and turning Mattie's world     
upside down. At her feverish mother's insistence, Mattie flees the city with her grandfather. But she 
soon discovers that the sickness is everywhere, and Mattie must learn quickly how to survive in a 
city turned frantic with disease. 
 

Guiding Questions: 
 
1) What is yellow fever and how is it caused? 
2) Who were Dr. Benjamin Rush and Dr. Jean Deveze? 
3) How did the medical practices of the two doctors differ? 
4) What was the role of the Free African Society in the treatment of yellow fever? 
5) What were the similarities and differences in the yellow fever outbreak in Philadelphia (1793) and 
in Memphis (1870s)? 

 

Fever 1793 
 

Lesson plans based on young adult books and primary sources at the Tennessee 

State Library & Archives 

Book:  Fever 1793 by Laurie Halse Anderson                                                 

Lesson Plan Creator:  Tracy Alexander, Gordonsville High School                        

Grade Level:  5th grade and 8th grade                                                          

Date Created:  May 2020                                                                                     

Visit http://sos.tn.gov/tsla/education for additional lesson plans.   

https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/Fever-1793/Laurie-Halse-Anderson/The-Seeds-of-America-Trilogy/9780689848919
http://sos.tn.gov/tsla/education
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Learning Objectives: 
• Describe the impact of yellow fever in Philadelphia and in Memphis. 
• Compare medical practices of Dr. Benjamin Rush with those of Dr. Jean Deveze. 
• Use primary sources to explain, as well as draw inferences about the yellow fever epidemic in Memphis. 

 

Curriculum Standards (Common Core)  

RH8.1 Cite the textual evidence that most strongly supports an analysis of what the text says explicitly as 
well as inferences drawn from the text. 
 
RH8.2 Determine a central idea of a text and analyze its development over the course of the text, including 
its relationship to supporting ideas; provide an objective summary of the text. 
 
8.RL.CS.5 Compare and contrast the structure of two or more texts and analyze how the differing structure 
of each text contributes to its meaning and style. 
 
RI 5.1  Quote accurately from a text when explaining what the text says explicitly and 
when drawing inferences from the text. 
 
RI.5.3 Explain the relationships or interactions between two or more individuals, events, ideas, or concepts 
in a historical, scientific, or technical text based on specific information in the text. 
 
RH 6-8.1 Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources. 
 
NOTE: (There is no standard in the 2019 Tennessee Social Studies Academic Standards that addresses yellow 
fever.  We will keep this book-based lesson plan on our website in the event a teacher wants to add a lesson 
on yellow fever to their curriculum.  The 2014 standards did address yellow fever in SS 5.26.) 
 
 

Materials Needed: 
Copy of book Fever 1793 written by Laurie Halse Anderson 
Copy of the following articles or access to them online: 
• https://historyengine.richmond.edu/episodes/view/5282 
• https://curiosity.lib.harvard.edu/contagion/feature/the-yellow-fever-epidemic-in-philadelphia-1793 
 
Primary Sources from the Tennessee State Library and Archives 
 
• Daily report from Inspector T.J. Tyner, M.D. to J.D. Plunket, M.D., president of the State Board of Health, 

Nashville, Tenn. 
• Howard physician on his rounds in Memphis 

• Yellow terror 

• Quarantine broadside from Covington, Tenn. 

• Pamphlet describing the establishment of the Office of the State Board of Health 
 

https://historyengine.richmond.edu/episodes/view/5282
https://curiosity.lib.harvard.edu/contagion/feature/the-yellow-fever-epidemic-in-philadelphia-1793
https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15138coll18/id/715/rec/3
https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15138coll18/id/715/rec/3
https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/reconaa/id/176/rec/5
https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15138coll18/id/265/rec/9
https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15138coll18/id/248/rec/8
https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15138coll18/id/730/rec/12


3 

Background for Teachers: 
 
• Anderson, Laurie Halse.  Fever 1793  
 
• Caplinger, Christopher Yellow Fever Epidemics 
              Source – Tennessee Encyclopedia of History and Culture 
 
• Fever (1793-1820) Philadelphia: The Great Experiment 

(documentary – 29 min.) 
 
 

Lesson Activities 
 
Activity 1: 
 
Prior to the lesson, students will have read the book and have a 
good understanding of actual historical events in the book.  
 
Students will read the two articles linked above under “Materials 
Needed“ along with sections from the book and appendix in order 
to compare and  contrast Drs. Rush and Deveze (American vs French medical practice). 
 
With a partner, students will read each of the articles. Students should circle key terms (place a circle around 
key people, dates, vocabulary and ideas), highlight or underline the most important pieces of information, 
and put a star next to the text that is the most important. 
 
Debrief  - After students have read the articles, discuss key terms and list them on board. Have students 
share important vocabulary and key ideas. 

 
 

Activity 2: 
 
Students will then refer to the text where both Mother and 
Mattie are treated for the fever. Which medical practice did 
Dr. Kerr use? 
 
Again, have partners share their ideas with another partner 
pair. They should discuss the practices that were common 
or different between the two medical camps. 
 
Students will use the two articles along with Mother and 
Mattie’s treatment and create a Venn Diagram of the 
American vs French medical treatments for the fever with 
their partner.  
 
 

https://tennesseeencyclopedia.net/entries/yellow-fever-epidemics/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P7L5olIfYcI&t=1421s
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Lesson Activities : (continued) 

Activity 3: 
 
Students will view the five primary sources from 
the Tennessee State Library and Archives and dis-
cuss them together as a class. Students will then 
use a chart to outline the yellow fever outbreak in 
Philadelphia and Memphis. Note:  The chart for 
this activity can be found at the end of this lesson. 

 
 
Enrichment or Extended Activities 
 
1) Quote from Dr. Thornton, a physician during the 
Memphis fever epidemic: 

“Memphis is in good sanitary condition as far as 
all cleaning up and removal of garbage. Street 
and alley accumulations is concerned...” 

Use this primary source transcription link to view 
the entire letter from Dr. Thornton. 
 
Students will write a short response to the follow-
ing: 
Do you think Dr. Thornton would follow the American or French medical practices and why? You may use 
information from the book Fever 1793 or the two articles read during class for textual evidence. 
 
2)  Fever 1793 is primarily told through the eyes of Mattie Cook.  As a group, students will select key scenes 
from the novel and rewrite those scenes from the perspectives of other characters.  Students will discuss 
how the point of view changes the story and present this to the class. 
 
3) Think of any recent epidemic/pandemic that has been as destructive as yellow fever. Compare yellow    
fever to a modern-day pandemic.  How does modern medicine and scientific progress affect current-day   
pandemics? 

 
 

 

        

 

 

 

 

https://tsla.tnsosfiles.com/digital/teva/transcripts/41894.pdf
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Yellow Fever Outbreak 

Philadelphia (1793) 
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