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UNDERSTANDING
THE HISTORICAL
CONTEXT OF
FEVER 1793

L a u r i e  H a l s e
Anderson's  Fever
1793  is  a  powerful
work  o f  h is tor ica l
fiction  that  transports
readers  to  one of  the
most  devastat ing
epidemics in American
history.  The  Fever
1793 by Laurie Halse
Anderson  full  book
offers  a  gripping
narrative  set  during
t h e  y e l l o w  f e v e r

epidemic  that  struck
Philadelphia,  then  the
nation's  capital.  This
m e t i c u l o u s l y
researched novel does
m o r e  t h a n  t e l l  a
story—it  immerses
readers  in  a  wor ld
where  fear,  loss,  and
resi l ience  col l ide.
Anderson  masterfully
w e a v e s  t o g e t h e r
historical accuracy with
d e e p l y  h u m a n
emotions,  making  this
book an essential read
for  anyone  interested
in  history,  survival,  or
t h e  p o w e r  o f  t h e
human  spirit.
The  novel  centers  on
Matilda  "Mattie"  Cook,
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a fourteen-year-old girl
whose life  is  upended
when the fever sweeps
through  the  city.  The
F e v e r  1 7 9 3  b y
L a u r i e  H a l s e
Anderson  full  book
follows Mattie's journey
f rom  a  somewhat
sheltered  adolescence
to  a  young  woman
forced  to  confront
unimaginable hardship.
Readers  witness  her
transformation  as  she
grapples  with  illness,
death, and the collapse
of the society she once
knew. Anderson's vivid
d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f
Philadelphia's  streets,
t h e  b u s t l i n g
coffeehouse  where
Mattie  lives,  and  the
e e r i e  q u i e t  t h a t
descends upon the city
during  the  epidemic
create  an  atmosphere
that is both immersive
and haunting.

PLOT SUMMARY: A
CITY UNDER SIEGE

The
Opening
Act:
Ordinary
Life in
Extraordi
nary
Times
The  Fever  1793  by
L a u r i e  H a l s e
Anderson  full  book
begins in August 1793,
with  Mattie  dreaming
of a future far removed
f rom  he r  p resen t
reality. She lives above
h e r  f a m i l y ' s
coffeehouse  with  her
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mother,  Lucille,  her
grandfather, and Eliza,
a  free  Black  woman
who  works  alongside
t h e m .  A n d e r s o n
expertly  establishes
the  rhythms  of  daily
l i fe  in  eighteenth-
century  Philadelphia.
Mattie  resents  her
mother's  strict  rules,
l o n g s  f o r
independence,  and
h a r b o r s  s e c r e t
ambitions  of  turning
the  coffeehouse  into  a
thriving  business.  This
ord inary  teenage
rebellion feels relatable
and grounds the story
in  familiar  emotions
even  as  the  historical
setting  remains  richly
detailed.
W h e n  n e w s  o f  a
strange  illness  begins
circulating, few take it
seriously  at  first.  The
F e v e r  1 7 9 3  b y
L a u r i e  H a l s e
Anderson  full  book
carefully  documents

the  early  skepticism
that  often  precedes
widespread  panic.
People  dismiss  the
f e v e r  a s  a  m i n o r
ailment,  blaming  the
hot summer weather or
t h e  f o u l  s m e l l s
emanating  from  the
docks.  But  as  more
people fall  ill  and die,
the  truth  becomes
impossible  to  ignore.
The city descends into
chaos. Those who can
afford  to  flee  do  so,
while the poor and the
vulnerable  remain
behind,  trapped  by
c i rcumstance  and
poverty.

The
Descent
into Crisis
M a t t i e ' s  w o r l d
collapses  when  her
mother falls gravely ill
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with  the  fever.  The
F e v e r  1 7 9 3  b y
L a u r i e  H a l s e
Anderson  full  book
portrays  this  moment
with  heartbreaking
clarity.  Mattie  is  torn
between her desire to
help and her terror of
contracting the disease
herself.  When she too
becomes  sick,  she  is
sent  to  a  makeshift
hospital,  a  place  of
suffering  and  neglect
where  the  living  and
dying share  the same
space.  Her  survival
feels  miraculous,  but
the  ordeal  leaves  her
scarred.
Upon  recover ing ,
Mattie  returns  to  a
drastically  altered
world. Her mother has
been sent away to the
c o u n t r y s i d e  i n  a
desperate  attempt  to
s a v e  h e r .  T h e
coffeehouse  stands
empty.  Many  of  the
people  Mattie  once

knew  a re  dead  o r
gone. The Fever 1793
by  Laur ie  Ha lse
Anderson  full  book
does  not  shy  away
f r o m  t h e  b r u t a l
r e a l i t i e s  o f  t h e
epidemic.  Anderson
d e s c r i b e s  t h e
overflowing
g r a v e y a r d s ,  t h e
deserted  streets,  and
t h e  g r o w i n g
desperation  of  those
left behind. Yet even in
t h i s  d a r k n e s s ,
moments  of  kindness
and  courage  shine
through.  Eliza,  herself
grieving  the  loss  of
f am i l y  members ,
becomes  Matt ie 's
a n c h o r .  T h e i r
friendship  deepens  as
they work together  to
care  for  orphaned
children  and  support
their  community.
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Finding
Strength
in the

Ruins
The latter  part  of  the
F e v e r  1 7 9 3  b y
L a u r i e  H a l s e
Anderson  full  book
focuses  on  Mattie's
de te rmina t ion  to
rebuild  her  life.  When
h e r  g r a n d f a t h e r
dies—not  from  the
fever, but from a heart
attack  brought  on  by
the  stress  of  their
situation—Mattie  must
decide whether to give
up  or  press  on.  She
chooses  to  return  to
the  coffeehouse  and
reopen it, not as a child
playing  at  adulthood,
but as a young woman
who  has  faced  death
and  survived.  This

decision  marks  her
final  transformation
f r o m  a  g i r l  i n t o  a
capable, resilient adult.
Anderson's portrayal of
Mattie's growth is one
o f  t h e  g r e a t e s t
strengths of the Fever
1793 by Laurie Halse
Anderson  full  book.
M a t t i e  d o e s  n o t
b e c o m e  b r a v e
overnight, nor does she
stop  feeling  fear  or
doubt.  Instead,  she
learns to act in spite of
those  feelings.  She
takes  charge  of  the
coffeehouse,
n e g o t i a t e s  w i t h
s u p p l i e r s ,  a n d
m a n a g e s  t h e
househo ld  w i th  a
maturity  that  would
h a v e  s e e m e d
impossible just months
e a r l i e r .  R e a d e r s
w a t c h i n g  t h i s
transformation  cannot
help  but  feel  inspired.
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KEY THEMES IN
FEVER 1793

Resilienc
e and
Coming
of Age
The  central  theme  of
the  Fever  1793  by
L a u r i e  H a l s e
Anderson full book is
resilience in the face of
o v e r w h e l m i n g
adversity.  Mattie's
coming-of-age  story  is
not a gentle transition
but a violent shove into
adulthood.  The  fever
s t r i p s  a w a y  h e r
illusions  about  safety,
family, and the future.
What  remains  is  her
core  strength,  which
she  discovers  only
when she has no other
cho ice .  Anderson
s u g g e s t s  t h a t

r e s i l i e n c e  i s  n o t
something  people  are
b o r n  w i t h ,  b u t
something  they  build
through  experience.
M a t t i e  e a r n s  h e r
s t r e n g t h  o n e
heartbreak at a time.
T h i s  t h e m e  o f
resi l ience  extends
beyond  Mattie  to  the
community around her.
The  Fever  1793  by
L a u r i e  H a l s e
Anderson  full  book
highlights  the  ways
ordinary  people  step
up  to  care  for  one
a n o t h e r  w h e n
institutions  fail.  Eliza,
who  has  already  lost
her  husband  to  the
fever, opens her home
to  orphaned  children.
Dr.  Benjamin  Rush,  a
real  historical  figure,
works tirelessly to treat
the  sick  despite  his
own  controvers ia l
m e t h o d s  b e i n g
questioned.  These
c h a r a c t e r s
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demonstrate  that
r e s i l i e n c e  o f t e n
manifests  as  quiet,
determined  service  to
others.

Inequality
and
Social
Injustice
Anderson  does  not
gloss  over  the  stark
inequa l i t i e s  tha t
shaped  the  yel low
fever  epidemic.  The
F e v e r  1 7 9 3  b y
L a u r i e  H a l s e
Anderson  full  book
reveals  how  wealth
and  soc ia l  s ta tus
determined  who  lived
and who died. The rich
fled  Philadelphia  to
escape  the  disease,
leaving  the  poor  to
face the consequences.
Free Black citizens, like

Eliza,  stepped  in  to
care for the sick when
white  doctors  and
nurses  refused,  often
at great personal risk.
A n d e r s o n
acknowledges  the
heroic  efforts  of  the
B lack  commun i ty
during  the  epidemic,
including  the  real-life
c o n t r i b u t i o n s  o f
R ichard  A l len  and
Absalom  Jones,  who
organized  relief  efforts
despite  facing  racial
prejudice.
This  exploration  of
social  injustice  gives
the  Fever  1793  by
L a u r i e  H a l s e
Anderson full book a
d e p t h  t h a t  m a n y
historical  novels  for
young  adults  lack.
Anderson  encourages
r e a d e r s  t o  t h i n k
critically  about  how
society  responds  to
crises and whose lives
are  deemed  worth
s a v i n g .  T h e s e
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quest ions  remain
painfully  relevant  in
the  modern  world,
making  the  book  feel
a s  t i m e l y  a s  i t  i s
historical.

Grief and
Loss
Grief  permeates every
page  of  the  Fever
1793 by Laurie Halse
Anderson  full  book.
M a t t i e  l o s e s  h e r
m o t h e r  ( a t  l e a s t
temporar i ly ) ,  her
grandfather, her friend
Nathaniel,  and  her
sense  of  secur i ty .
Anderson portrays grief
not as something to be
o v e r c o m e  b u t  a s
s o m e t h i n g  t o  b e
carried.  Mattie  does
not forget her losses or
move past them in any
simple  way.  Instead,
she  learns  to  hold
them  and  continue
living.  The  novel  offers

a nuanced and honest
portrayal  of  mourning
that will resonate with
readers  who  have
exper ienced  l oss
themselves.

The
Fragility
of
Civilizatio
n
The  Fever  1793  by
L a u r i e  H a l s e
Anderson  full  book
also  explores  how
quickly  the  structures
of  c iv i l izat ion  can
crumble.  When  the
epidemic  strikes,  the
city  of  Philadelphia
descends  into  chaos.
The  government  offers
little  help.  Neighbors
turn  on  one  another,
suspecting the sick  of
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spreading  disease.
Basic  services  l ike
trash  collection  and
food distribution cease.
Anderson  shows  that
the  th in  veneer  of
o r d e r  i s  e a s i l y
shattered by fear.  Yet
she  also  shows  that
commun i t i e s  can
rebuild. By the end of
the novel, Philadelphia
is beginning to recover,
and Mattie is helping to
b r i n g  t h e
coffeehouse—a  symbol
o f  n o r m a l c y  a n d
community—back  to
life.

CHARACTER
ANALYSIS: THE
HEART OF THE
STORY

Mattie
Cook: A

Protagoni
st Worth
Rooting
For
Mattie  is  the  beating
heart  of  the  Fever
1793 by Laurie Halse
Anderson  full  book.
She  begins  the  novel
as  a  typical  teenager,
dreaming of adventure
while  resenting  the
responsibilities  her
mother  forces  upon
her.  She  complains
a b o u t  c h o r e s ,
f an tas i zes  abou t
r u n n i n g  a w a y  t o
France, and wishes for
a  more  exciting  life.
When  the  fever  hits,
Mat t ie  i s  in i t ia l l y
paralyzed by fear  and
uncertainty.  She  does
not  become  a  hero
overnight. Instead, she
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s tumb les ,  makes
m i s t a k e s ,  a n d
sometimes  wishes  for
someone else  to  save
her .  Th i s  rea l i sm
makes  her  eventual
growth  all  the  more
powerful.
Anderson  gives  Mattie
a distinctive voice that
feels  authentic  to  the
late eighteenth century
w h i l e  r e m a i n i n g
accessible  to  modern
readers.  The  Fever
1793 by Laurie Halse
Anderson full book is
written  in  the  first
pe r son ,  a l l ow ing
readers  to  experience
Mattie's  fear,  anger,
grief,  and joy directly.
Her internal monologue
is  sharp  and  se l f -
aware, often humorous
even in dark moments.
T h i s  b a l a n c e  o f
lightness  and  gravity
keeps  the  narrative
engaging  despite  its
heavy  subject  matter.

Eliza: A
Model of
Strength
and
Compassi
on
Eliza is one of the most
memorable  characters
in the Fever 1793 by
L a u r i e  H a l s e
Anderson  full  book.
As a free Black woman
in  a  deep ly  rac i s t
society,  Eliza  faces
challenges  that  Mattie
c a n n o t  f u l l y
understand.  Yet  she
m e e t s  t h o s e
challenges with dignity
and courage. When the
epidemic  strikes,  Eliza
risks her own health to
ca re  fo r  the  s i ck ,
including  Mattie.  She
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opens  her  home  to
orphaned  children,
refusing  to  let  them
face  the  crisis  alone.
Anderson ensures that
Eliza is not reduced to
a  stereotype  of  self-
sacrifice.  She  is
complex,  sometimes
irritable,  fiercely
independent,  and  full
of love. Her friendship
with  Mattie  crosses
r a c i a l  a n d  s o c i a l
boundaries  in  a  way
that  feels  natural  and
earned.

Grandfat
her:
Honor
and
Tenacity
C a p t a i n  W i l l i a m
Farnsworth  Cook,
Mattie's  grandfather,

brings  warmth  and
humor  to  the  Fever
1793 by Laurie Halse
Anderson  full  book.
A  v e t e r a n  o f  t h e
Revolutionary  War,  he
carries  himself  with  a
soldier's pride even in
h i s  o l d  a g e .  H i s
relationship with Mattie
is  affectionate  and
easy,  offering  her  a
r e f u g e  f r o m  h e r
mother's  sternness.
When the fever strikes,
Grandfather  proves
himself  to  be  fiercely
protective,  refusing  to
abandon  Mattie  even
when  escape  seems
possible.  His  death  is
one of the novel's most
devastating  moments,
but  even  in  his  final
act—collapsing  from a
heart  attack  whi le
defending  Mattie—he
embodies  the  loyalty
and bravery that define
his character.
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Lucille
Cook: A
Complicat
ed
Mother
Mat t i e ' s  mo the r ,
Luc i l l e ,  i s  a  more
challenging  character
to love, and the Fever
1793 by Laurie Halse
Anderson  full  book
does not try to soften
her edges. She is strict,
demanding,  and  often
critical  of  Mattie.  Yet
Anderson  gradually
reveals  the  reasons
behind  her  behavior.
L u c i l l e  h a s  b e e n
widowed young, forced
to run a business alone
w h i l e  r a i s i n g  a
daughter  in  a  world
that  offers  women  few
opportunit ies.  Her

harshness  stems  from
fear—fear  that  Mattie
will not be prepared for
the  hardships  life  will
inevitably bring. When
Lucille  falls  ill  and  is
s e n t  a w a y ,  h e r
absence creates a void
that  Mattie  must  fill.
The  novel  ends  with
Mattie  awaiting  her
m o t h e r ' s  r e t u r n ,
h o p i n g  f o r  a
reconciliation  that  will
allow them to see each
other as equals at last.

HISTORICAL
ACCURACY AND
RESEARCH

One  of  the  greatest
achievements  of  the
F e v e r  1 7 9 3  b y
L a u r i e  H a l s e
Anderson full book is
its  historical  accuracy.
Anderson  conducted
extensive research into
t h e  y e l l o w  f e v e r
e p i d e m i c  t h a t
d e v a s t a t e d
Philadelphia  in  1793.
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The novel includes real
historical  figures,  such
as Dr. Benjamin Rush,
M a y o r  M a t t h e w
Clarkson,  and  the
Af r i can  Amer ican
leaders  Richard  Allen
and  Absalom  Jones.
Anderson  incorporates
authentic details about
medical practices, daily
l i fe,  and  the  city's
g e o g r a p h y .  T h e
coffeehouse  that
serves  as  the  story's
cent ra l  se t t ing  i s
modeled  after  a  real
establishment.
Anderson also captures
the  scientific  confusion
that  surrounded  the
epidemic.  In  1793,  no
one knew what caused
yellow fever or how it
spread. Some believed
it  was  carried  by  foul
a i r ,  w h i l e  o t h e r s
t h o u g h t  i t  w a s

contagious  through
direct  contact.  The
F e v e r  1 7 9 3  b y
L a u r i e  H a l s e
Anderson  full  book
accurately  portrays
t h e s e  c o m p e t i n g
t h e o r i e s  a n d  t h e
desperate  measures
people took to protect
themselves ,  f rom
burn ing  v inega r -
soaked rags to wearing
talismans  believed  to
ward  off  disease.
Anderson  does  not
i m p o s e  m o d e r n
knowledge  onto  the
past.  Instead,  she
a l lows  readers  to
e x p e r i e n c e  t h e
uncertainty  and  fear
that  defined  the  era.

WHY FEVER 1793
MATTERS TODAY

Although  the  Fever
1793  by  Laurie


