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EIS personnel also sought out Navajo tribal healers, who were the closest 
thing to a historical medical registry available. The healers told EIS personnel 
that the cause of the disease was disharmony in the Navajo world. They 
recounted that many people had died of sudden, powerful diseases two other 
times during the twentieth century, in 1918 and 1933. Tribal elders recalled 
that there were particularly abundant piñon, or pine nut, crops those years 
because of unusually wet winters and springs. According to tribal lore, rodent 
populations were also very high during those times.17

Rodents are well known as potential carriers of disease. Investigators asked: 
Was the outbreak of a similar virus and the increase in rodent populations on 
two other occasions earlier in the century a coincidence, or did the correlation 
suggest the source of the disease? Investigators needed to know as soon as pos-
sible what kinds of illnesses rodents are known to spread and whether such 
illnesses were endemic to the Four Corners region. Preliminary research sug-
gested some answers, as shown in Table 9.1.

The investigators reached out to climatologists as well. The climatologists 
confirmed that precipitation levels had increased dramatically in 1992 and 
1993 in association with El Niño. The rainfall resulted in an abundance of veg-
etation and ample food supplies for rodent populations. When precipitation 
levels returned to normal, however, rodent populations became stressed due to 
the lack of food supply, forcing them to seek new sources of food. The National 
Science Foundation and the US Fish and Wildlife Service recommended that 
medical investigators consult scientists associated with the Sevilleta Long-Term 

Table 9.1 ▸ Diseases Transmitted by Rodents

Diseases Directly Transmitted by Rodents Geographic Region Where Disease Occurs

Rat-bite fever Worldwide; endemic to Four Corners area

Leptospirosis Worldwide; endemic to Four Corners area

Salmonellosis Worldwide; endemic to Four Corners area

Lymphocytic choriomeningitis virus Worldwide

Rabies Rodent-spread case in Florida in 1980

Plague Western United States, South America, 
Africa, and Asia




