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~ To the Editor: The letter of Ayy-
adurai et al. (/) reminded us of a little-
known paper (2) on rats and Black
Death by our colleague and rmentor
David E. Davis. He researched and
wrote in his retirement after yvears of
rescarch and reflection on rat ecology
and rodent-borne diseases (3,4). Rat-
tus rattus is commonly recognized
as the vertebrate host of flea-bome
plague that swept through Europe in
the 1300s, killing >50% of the popu-
lation. Davis believed this explanation

 did not fit what he knew of the eco-

logic requiremerits of fleas and black
rats. Ile studied reports of archeologic
excavations and reviewed poems, me-
dieval bestiaries, and paintings and -

. concluded that these rats weére scarce

during the Black Death era.

His theory, based on historical
information and investigative trips to
Europe, was that invasive rats, if pres-
ent, mostly occutred in low densities
in port areas, not in rural inland ar-
¢as. He noted that the expected rodent
die-offs with bubonic plague were
not associated with human epidemics
and that rodent fleds would not have

" - been active during winter to transit

plague. Flea-borne transmission from
rodents usually causes a few deaths

_ per household, but deaths of entire

households commonly occurred in
the medieval epidemics. Humar-to-
buman transmission of pneumonic
plague must have occuired, but as de-
scribed by Ayyadurai et al., there was

. evidence of human bubonic plague,

suggesting vector involvement. Davis
did not present a viable Teservoir/vec-
tor hypothesis for plague ransmission;
this and the later, well-known associa-
tion of R. rattus and other rodents with
plague throughout the world, may par-
tially explain why his ideas received
little attention. The finding that human
body lice can be bubonic plague vec- .-
tors suggests a mechanism for human-
to-human transmission continuing
during winter in inland areas and, as
suggested by the authors, could also
explain total deaths in households.
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