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The mass grave discovered in Douai.

By studying the dental pulp of skeletons buried in Douai (northern
France), French researchers from CNRS and the Universite de la
Mediterranee have identified the pathogenic agents responsible for
trench fever and typhus. Published in the journal PLoS ONE, this work
reveals for the first time the presence of typhus in Europe at the start of
the 18th century and lends weight to the hypothesis that this disease
could have been imported into Europe by Spanish conquistadors
returning from the Americas.

Between 1710 and 1712, while Louis XIV was waging a war with the
north of Europe for the Spanish succession, the town of Douai in
northern France was besieged on several occasions. In 1981, during
building construction work, mass graves were discovered in the town.
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The skeletons brought to light were subjected to paleomicrobiology
studies directed by Didier Raoult, in collaboration with researchers from
the Laboratoire d'Anthropologie Bioculturelle de Marseille.

  
 

  

General view of the mass grave in Douai.

The manner in which the skeletons found in the mass graves were laid
out and the absence of any bodily injuries caused by weapons point to an
epidemic, possibly more lethal than the battles that took place during the
siege of Douai in the early 18th century. Molecular biology analyses
enabled the team to identify the pathogenic agent responsible for the
epidemic. Using DNA extracted from dental pulp, the scientists
identified the DNA of the bacteria responsible for trench fever and
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mostly typhus. This is the earliest demonstration of the presence in
Europe of the typhus agent, an infectious disease transmitted by lice.

The same team of scientists had already revealed the presence of these
pathogenic agents a century later in Napoleonic armies. The genotyping
of Rickettsia prowazekii shows that it is the same bacterium that later
became rife in Spain, thus supporting the hypothesis that typhus was
imported into Europe by Spanish conquistadors at the start of the 18th
century.

  More information: Evidence of a Louse-Borne Outbreak Involving
Typhus in Douai, 1710-1712 during the War of Spanish Succession,
Tung Nguyen-Hieu, et al, PloS ONE. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0015405
, 27 October 2010.

Provided by CNRS

Citation: Spain's typhus epidemic revealed by 18th century skeletons (2010, November 10)
retrieved 8 April 2024 from
https://phys.org/news/2010-11-spain-typhus-epidemic-revealed-18th.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

3/3

https://phys.org/tags/typhus/
https://phys.org/tags/bacterium/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0015405
https://phys.org/news/2010-11-spain-typhus-epidemic-revealed-18th.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

