Carville: Remembering Leprosy In America

Leprosy, a chronic infectious disease that primarily affects the skin and
nerves, has a long and complex history in America. For over a century, the
Carville Leprosarium in Louisiana served as a quarantine facility for leprosy
patients, providing them with medical care, shelter, and a sense of
community. This article delves into the fascinating story of Carville,
examining its history, the lives of its residents, and the enduring legacy of
leprosy in America.

In the late 19th century, leprosy was a feared and misunderstood disease.
Patients were often ostracized and isolated from society. In 1894, Congress
passed the Lazear Act, authorizing the federal government to establish a
quarantine facility for leprosy patients. Carville was chosen as the site due
to its remote location and mild climate.

The first patients arrived at Carville in 1899. They were mostly immigrants
from Europe and Asia who had contracted leprosy in their home countries.
Over the next few decades, Carville's population grew steadily, reaching a
peak of over 500 residents in the 1940s.
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Life at Carville was a mix of isolation and community. Patients were
required to stay within the confines of the leprosarium, but they were also
given the opportunity to work, socialize, and pursue hobbies. Carville had
its own hospital, school, church, and recreation facilities.

Residents formed close bonds with each other, creating a sense of family
and belonging. They shared their experiences, provided support, and
helped each other cope with the challenges of living with leprosy. However,
the stigma surrounding leprosy remained strong, and Carville residents
often faced discrimination and prejudice from the outside world.

In the early 20th century, major advances were made in the treatment of
leprosy. The development of new antibiotics, such as dapsone and
rifampin, led to a significant decrease in the number of leprosy cases. As a
result, Carville's population began to decline.

In 1941, the United States Public Health Service took over administration of
Carville from the Louisiana state government. The Public Health Service
implemented a number of reforms, including allowing patients to leave the
leprosarium for short periods of time and providing them with vocational
training.

By the 1960s, the number of leprosy patients at Carville had dwindled to
just a few dozen. The leprosarium was officially closed in 1981, and the
remaining patients were transferred to other medical facilities.
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The Carville Leprosarium played a vital role in the history of leprosy in
America. It provided a safe haven for leprosy patients, allowing them to live
with dignity and purpose. Carville also played a key role in advancing the
medical understanding of leprosy and developing effective treatments.

Today, leprosy is a rare disease in the United States. However, the stigma
surrounding leprosy persists, and people who are diagnosed with the
disease often face discrimination and social isolation. The legacy of Carville
serves as a reminder of the importance of compassion, understanding, and
support for those affected by leprosy.

Carville: Remembering Leprosy in America tells a poignant and inspiring
story of resilience, community, and the enduring power of hope. It sheds
light on a forgotten chapter in American history and challenges us to
confront the stigma surrounding leprosy. By remembering Carville, we can
help to create a more just and equitable society for all.

Alt tags for images:
= Carville Leprosarium: A historic photograph of the Carville

Leprosarium, showing its sprawling campus and buildings.

= Leprosy patient: A portrait of a leprosy patient, showing the
characteristic skin lesions of the disease.

= Medical staff at Carville: A group of medical staff attending to a leprosy
patient at Carville.

= Patients socializing: A group of leprosy patients socializing on the
grounds of the Carville Leprosarium.



= Carville today: A modern-day photograph of the Carville Leprosarium,
showing its abandoned buildings and overgrown grounds.
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