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Abstract
The paper argues that historic events in the western Irish town of Sligo were more substan-
tial in shaping Bram Stoker’s novel Dracula (1897) than previously thought. Biographers 
of Stoker have credited his mother, Charlotte Thornley Stoker, for influencing her son’s 
gothic imagination  during his childhood by sharing tales of the Sligo cholera epidemic 
she had witnessed in 1832. While Charlotte Stoker’s written account of Sligo’s epidemic 
Experiences of the Cholera in Ireland (1873) influenced Bram Stoker, it is argued that 
as a voracious library researcher he is likely to have cross-referenced it with other his-
torical accounts. Furthermore, by viewing the text of Dracula through the lens of Charlotte 
Stoker’s account and the historical reportage of the epidemic, clear parallels emerge. Ulti-
mately, the striking similarities between Sligo’s cholera are marshaled to argue that Count 
Dracula may be read as the personification of Sligo’s cholera.
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Introduction

Bram Stoker (1847–1912), author of Dracula (1897), had many influences in writing 
his most famous novel. A chief inspiration was his mother Charlotte Thornley Stoker 
(1818–1901). Her family was living in Sligo, Ireland, when in 1832, the town was hit heav-
ily by a devastating cholera epidemic, becoming the provincial town most affected by the 
epidemic in all of Ireland and Britain. In just six weeks, over 700 people were recorded 
as dying from the disease, with some estimating as many as 1,500 deaths (Wood-Martin 
1882). Charlotte Stoker’s family escaped, but she was forever haunted by what she wit-
nessed. Later in life, she wrote Experiences of the Cholera in Ireland (C. Stoker 1873), 
a first-hand account of the events in Sligo. It is an 11-page typed document now held in 
the special collections library of Trinity College Dublin. It is likely that Bram Stoker per-
suaded her to finally put to paper the stories she had told him in his youth.

Charlotte Stoker’s descriptions of the epidemic, however, were not just stories and 
match with what Sligo historians William Gregory Wood-Martin and Terrence O’Rorke 
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later reported on the cholera epidemic. Furthermore, it has long been established that Bram 
Stoker was influenced by his mother’s experiences before he began to write Dracula in the 
1890s, and, as an avid researcher, it appears that he may have consulted Wood-Martin’s 
account. By analyzing combined historical sources and cross-referencing the text of Drac-
ula, this paper argues that the character of Count Dracula in the novel can be read as the 
“living” embodiment of the Sligo cholera epidemic of 1832.

The writing of Dracula

Bram Stoker took seven years to write the novel, a multi-layered composition, which 
he acknowledged was “gathered from a great deal of miscellaneous reading” (B. Stoker 
1897b). He had form when it came to using his mother’s account of Sligo’s cholera epi-
demic as a basis for his fiction. His short story “The Invisible Giant,” published in Under 
the Sunset (B. Stoker 1881), directly borrowed from Charlotte Stoker’s Experiences in 
many ways. However, he was not in the habit of revealing the exact sources for his work. 
He did make a rare slip in an 1897 newspaper interview when he revealed that the kernel of 
Dracula was formed by the thoughts of live burials, specifically the idea that

a person may have fallen into a death-like trance and been buried before their time. 
Afterwards the body may have been dug up and found alive [a horror which would 
have people think a vampire was about, and that] one vampire might enslave many 
others and make them like himself. … When once the panic seized the population, 
their only thought was to escape. (B. Stoker 1897b)

There is much in this that mirrors the events of Sligo’s horrific cholera epidemic in 
1832, where cholera victims, stupefied by opium or unconscious and near death, were bur-
ied when still alive, often by accident or deliberately. Indeed, the novel had a working title 
of “The Undead,” and it was the publisher who changed the title to Dracula shortly before 
publication. Beyond instances of live burials in Sligo, there is much more to connect Sli-
go’s cholera epidemic with Dracula.

Count Dracula remains one of the most popular characters to emerge from modern 
literature. The Transylvanian count has inspired countless films, plays, art and culture, 
and appropriations. He has become a widely disseminated character appearing in highly 
contrasting contexts. This ubiquity has led many to feel they know Dracula well without 
having read the original novel. Bram Stoker’s book was profoundly influential in the hor-
ror genre because much of it established many conventions used in vampire fantasy ever 
since. Dracula is written in a series of found papers (for example, diary entries) from the 
main characters and others. The story centers on Jonathan Harker, who travels to Tran-
sylvania to innocently help Count Dracula conduct property transactions. However, he 
becomes imprisoned by the count who is revealed to be an evil vampire. While Harker later 
escapes, Count Dracula heads to England to infect the population with his vampiric plague. 
He preys on Mina, Harker’s wife, before eventually being chased back to his castle to be 
defeated by Harker and a group of vampire hunters led by Dr. Van Helsing.

Dracula has been continuously mined for meaning, metaphor, and subtext over the 
years. It has been seen as a reaction to many issues of its day, including immigration, the 
fear of the “New Woman,” in Victorian Britain. Dracula can be read in many ways and 
may represent the great fears of whatever time it is read in. Other interpretations of the 
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novel view it as a metaphor for disease; the work undertaken by Willis (2007), for example, 
identified miasma and the newly discovered germ as a credible inspiration for Stoker.

Although Dublin-born, Bram Stoker spent most of his life in London and was not 
embraced as an Irish writer until recent years. He remains outside the canon of accepted 
great Irish writing, as Dracula (his only famous work) was considered a slightly trashy 
page-turner rather than a great work of serious Irish literature. It was only in the late twen-
tieth century that academics truly turned their attention to the novel and, in this context, 
that the Irishness of Bram Stoker and how it fed into Dracula has been interrogated. Inter-
esting cases have been made for the influence of the Great Famine on the novel (Bram 
Stoker was born at the height of the Famine in 1847). The Otherness of Eastern Europe 
may also have represented the Otherness of the West of Ireland, the last outpost of Irish 
culture that existed with peasant dress, superstition, mud cabins, and a perceived back-
wardness that was at odds with modern Britain at the height of the colonization of Ireland. 
Yet, Bram Stoker was known to use lots of sources: while he never did travel to Transylva-
nia nor did he see the Carpathian Mountains, he consulted factual library books, borrowed 
ideas from real life, and was an acute observer of peoples’ accents and situations, recording 
these in his journals. Essentially, he was a literary magpie, picking things from various 
eclectic sources to weave into a rich tapestry of fiction. He always kept his cards close to 
his chest and few of his papers reveal his exact thoughts.

Similarly, this paper seeks to re-read Dracula. However, it does so by looking to influ-
ences that far precede the birth of Bram Stoker and to a provincial town on the West coast 
of Ireland far removed from London, Whitby, or Transylvania. For the true roots of Drac-
ula lie in the town of Sligo’s history and in an outbreak of contagion that affected it in 
1832. Like Dracula, it is a word that is seven letters long: Cholera.

The Town of Sligo in 1832

In 1832, some key streets that give the town of Sligo its current character had not yet been 
built. Indeed, much of Sligo in 1832 still had the skeletal layout of an old medieval town 
from the thirteenth century. Some buildings in the story of the cholera epidemic of 1832 
are still standing in Sligo: the ruins of the medieval Abbey, for example, stood then as now 
but without its iron railing-topped enclosing wall and St. John’s cathedral was in use. The 
Sligo Fever Hospital was built in 1822 on a site behind the current Sligo University Hospi-
tal, but it is no longer in existence, having been demolished in the 1970s.

One of the oldest streets in Sligo is Old Market Street. It still retains its distinctive wind-
ing shape, but in 1832, it continued uninterrupted onto the junction of Castle Street as 
one long continuous street, including what is now known as Teeling Street, where Sligo 
courthouse sits. This thoroughfare was the location of the old courthouse, gaol, and police 
barracks. Charlotte Stoker’s father worked as a policeman, and this was the street where 
the family lived in 1832.1 That year, Charlotte Stoker was 14 years old, and the Thornley 
household consisted of her, her parents, two younger brothers, and a maid servant who 
lived with them. They kept a cow and hens in their backyard and were middle class and 
comparatively better off than their neighbors. The Thornley’s were devout Church of Ire-
land Protestants and worshipped in St. John’s church. Charlotte Stoker’s mother Matilda 
and brother Richard are buried there today, in a plain stone tomb close to the church door.

How the Thornley family survived Sligo’s cholera epidemic when the rest of their 
neighbors were wiped out is not known. They fled Sligo two weeks into the epidemic to 
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seek refuge in the nearby town of Ballyshannon, where they had relatives, and eventually 
returned to Sligo after the epidemic had abated. The full story is recounted in her Experi-
ences and is traumatic. Charlotte Stoker subsequently left Sligo for married life in Dublin, 
where she raised her children and became a social agitator of sorts, writing treatises on the 
plight of the poor and disabled.

In 1832, many of Sligo’s buildings did not face the river Garavogue. It was a time of 
poor sanitation, and most towns that, like Sligo, had been built on a river took their water 
from, and drained most of their waste back into, that river. Town residents took their drink-
ing water from pumps containing untreated water from the river and wells containing stag-
nant water (Wood-Martin 1882). In a pre-germ theory era before “boil water” notices and 
understanding of bacteria, the town was a sitting duck for the disaster to come. It was not 
until the 1890s that a modern sewage scheme was laid out and piped water was brought to 
the town. Furthermore, many of the buildings in town were one-story thatched  cabins2 in 
which people lived in overcrowded and unsanitary conditions (Gallagher 2008).

Life was grim in Sligo during these years. I offer here a passage from William Carle-
ton’s The Black Prophet (1847), another source that could have influenced Dracula. Car-
leton was a famous Irish writer and a past resident of the same street on which Stoker 
was born—Marino Crescent, Clontarf, Dublin. In The Black Prophet, Carleton described 
Ireland at the time as “one vast lazar-house, filled with famine, disease and death. The very 
skies of heaven were hung with the black drapery of the grave [with never ending] hearses, 
coffins, [and] long funeral processions” (1847, 211). Charlotte Thornley Stoker grew up in 
this era and witnessed such scenes, but, by virtue of her social class, she was shielded from 
actual famine and fever. The poorer people of Ireland had traditionally succumbed to these, 
but wealthier people would not be shielded from cholera, the new mystery contagion from 
the East that affected rich and poor from all denominations.

Cholera in nineteenth‑century Ireland

By the time Bram Stoker lifted his pen to write Dracula in the 1890s, cholera was better 
understood, but it had been the terror disease of the nineteenth century. It was not until 
the 1854 London Broad Street cholera outbreak that Dr. John Snow’s (1813–1858) inves-
tigations reached a breakthrough, making the link between the consumption of contami-
nated water and cholera. This theory was not widely accepted until 1883, when the cholera 
microbe was identified by Robert Koch (1843–1910).

The cholera outbreak of 1832 was part of a global pandemic. This was a new and ter-
rifying disease to people in Europe known as Asiatic cholera. Cholera had been endemic 
in India for some time before it spread throughout Asia after 1817 and then into Europe 
after 1829. Cholera is a disease caused by the cholera bacterium vibrio cholerae that 
infects humans usually by ingestion of contaminated drinking water. The disease still 
exists throughout the world today, but thanks to advances in scientific understanding and 
increased hygiene, people are less likely to die from cholera.

If untreated, cholera can advance within hours to cause death. It starts suddenly, and it 
quickly causes dangerous fluid loss. Symptoms of cholera infection include diarrhea, char-
acterized by a milky appearance known as rice-water stool. In addition, persistent painful 
vomiting occurs. Dehydration develops within hours after the onset of symptoms and can 
be mild or severe depending on the amount of fluid lost. This can cause lethargy, sunken 
eyes, shriveled skin, low blood pressure, and irregular heartbeat. Cholera dehydration also 
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causes a characteristic blue tinge to the nails and skin—earning it the nickname of the blue 
death. It is this dehydration that is most dangerous: it can lead to a rapid loss of electro-
lytes in the blood, which maintain the balance of bodily fluids, producing muscle cramps 
and shock and potentially leading to death in a matter of hours, even in people who were 
healthy beforehand.

Cholera is better understood and easily treated today. The severe dehydration that can 
lead to death can now be prevented with a simple over-the-counter rehydration electrolyte 
solution. Yet, the disease was little understood in the early nineteenth century, and the medi-
cal profession failed to make the link between contaminated water and the disease. Miasma 
theory, which cited airborne factors as the cause of illness, held sway among most doctors. 
Others subscribed to contagion theory—that is, the belief that disease was transmitted by 
direct contact. The random nature of cholera baffled doctors; they could not offer answers 
as to why it struck seemingly healthy people down dead in a matter of hours. Nor did they 
know why one side of a street could be affected more than another (Robins 1995) as was the 
case in 1832 on the side of Stephen Street in Sligo, which backed onto the river. They were 
truly in the dark about cholera, with Charles Lendrick of the Royal College of Physicians of 
Ireland going so far as to state that he was prepared to believe cholera’s cause to be “a super-
natural one, possibly involving demonical possession” (quoted in Robins 1995, 98).

To further compound the situation, much of the population in Ireland had already been 
laid low in the early nineteenth century by frequently occurring famines and, in the wake 
of these, diseases such as typhus, smallpox, dysentery, and other fevers. Although fever 
hospitals had been established around the country, many were urban, and most diseases 
had to be managed in the home without medical help. Where cholera struck, it spread 
through areas quickly, and doctors were usually unable to cope. In Ireland, around 40 per-
cent of those who contracted cholera between 1832–1833 died. In some areas, like Sligo, 
the mortality rates were over 70 percent. In Belfast, a city with a much larger population 
than Sligo, the public medical response was swift and better organized and just 400 died 
(Central Board of Health 1832–1833).

In 1831, Asiatic cholera was reported in the newspapers to be laying waste to major 
European cities and towns; meanwhile, the people of Sligo watched and waited, and, as 
Charlotte Stoker wrote, they heard reports of “the great plague” in Germany, France, Brit-
ain, and then “with wild affright—it was in Ireland” (C. Stoker 1873). A common belief 
was that cholera affected port towns and somehow traveled by ships, so it made sense when 
the coastal cities of Belfast, Dublin, Cork, and Limerick were affected first by cholera out-
breaks in the spring of 1832. Sligo, too, was a port town. Although the medical establish-
ment were in disarray about the causes and treatment of the disease, they did agree that dirt 
and squalor were potential contributors. In Sligo and in other towns, the newly established 
Boards of Health began to make preparations should cholera arrive by cleaning streets and 
cesspools, closing wells with visibly unclean water, and whitewashing buildings. From 
February 1832, cholera began its march along the West Coast, affecting the smaller towns, 
such as Galway, Tuam, Ballinrobe, and Castlebar (Wood-Martin 1882). As each town suc-
cumbed to widespread illness, Sligo residents would have heard of the devastation of their 
near neighbors. There was a highly tense atmosphere in the town. By summer, many of the 
outbreaks in the west of Ireland had died down.

While one might think that a population accustomed to seeing famine, poverty, and dis-
ease wreak havoc on the country would not be frightened by cholera, this was a new dis-
ease. The sight and sound of cholera victims and their quick deaths caused unparalleled 
horror, and the disease was accompanied by violence, terror, panic, and even rioting in 
every place that it went (Robins 1995, 76). Cholera was a disease that did not differentiate 
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between rich and poor. To people in 1832, cholera represented a monstrous prospect com-
ing from the East for the people of Europe:

From my proper clime and subjects,
In my hot and swarthy East,
North and Westward I am coming
For a conquest and a feast—
And I come not until challenged.
Through your chilly lands to roam
As a bride ye march’d to woo me,
And in triumph led me home.
(Banim 1831, 2)

So begins Banim’s 1831 poem “Chaunt of the Cholera,” which personifies that year’s 
cholera epidemic. In Julia M. Wright’s discussion of the poem, she notes that Banim’s 
cholera is an unseen, unstoppable, and largely unknown force that was easily grasped as a 
figure of terror and power “with infection represented as curiously intimate … suggestively 
echoing the vampire’s kiss” (Wright 2004, 57). Cholera was monstrous, with some seeing 
its appearance as rooted in the supernatural. When cholera hit Dublin in the spring, the 
chaplain to the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland preached in a widely reported sermon that it was 
“a pestilence, which walketh in the darkness” (Robins 1995, 76).

By the late summer of 1832, cholera’s progress seemed to have stopped, and it looked 
as if Sligo would escape the disease. The towns people were beginning to breathe a sigh 
of relief when, on July 29, a case was rumored; then, on August 11, the first official case 
was reported (Wood-Martin 1882). When the disease did arrive, the people of Sligo did 
not want to acknowledge its arrival to their town. To illustrate this, Charlotte Stoker wrote 
of the despicable treatment some townspeople gave to a traveler who fell down sick on 
the road in the first few days of the epidemic: they pushed him, still alive, with long poles 
into a hastily dug shallow grave. To the devout Charlotte Stoker, this was an abomination: 
“But God’s hand is not to be thus stayed and severely, like Sodom, did our city pay for such 
crimes” (C. Stoker 1873). This unwillingness to acknowledge or try to cover up cholera 
victims and deaths was quite common, as was media censorship of events. As the disease 
also affected the rich, it was feared that they would leave their townhouses in affected areas, 
thus potentially leading to a breakdown in social order in an era of Irish rural disorder and 
agrarian secret societies (Robins 1995, 92).

When cholera finally took hold in Sligo, the epidemic lasted for six weeks, with the 
death rate averaging 50 people a day, with as many as 100 on some days. The local Fever 
Hospital received 470 patients with 317 deaths in a two-week period in August 1832 alone 
(Sligo County Libraries n.d.). One source puts the figure at 1,500 (Wood-Martin 1882), but 
the true total is impossible to calculate, as many people did not have a chance to get to the 
hospital and died at home or on the way. Some did not even make it home; they were so 
quickly overtaken by the disease.

Terror and panic began to grip the population as more people succumbed. It struck 
with dreadful swiftness: one man became ill as he mounted his horse in Knox St. and was 
dead by the time he reached Market Street. Charlotte Stoker wrote of a family that had 
been visited by a friend at 9 p.m., and all six members were buried by breakfast the next 
morning (C. Stoker 1873). People stopped leaving their homes for fear of catching the 
disease through physical contact. There were food shortages as farmers refused to enter 
the town. Because the Thornleys owned a cow, Charlotte described the empty jugs left on 
their doorstep at night by townswomen, and her mother would fill them with cow’s milk to 
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be collected in the morning. Inevitably, as the outbreak spread, panic gripped the popula-
tion and many evacuated, leaving around one-third in the Borough (Sligo County Libraries 
n.d.). Charlotte Stoker watched as most of her neighbors in Old Market Street died.

The devastation was compounded by the poor conventional treatments available—this 
included calomel mixed with opium or its compound laudanum, purging, emetics, and 
stimulants, none of which worked and most of which worsened the patients. Blood-letting 
was also used to no effect. Some also held the belief that burning certain substances would 
purify the air. Tar barrels were lit in the streets, and the whole town became covered by a 
noxious cloud. According to Charlotte Stoker, “at night many tar barrels and other com-
bustible matters used to be burned along the street to try and purify the air, and had a 
weird unearthly look, gleaming out in the darkness”3 (C. Stoker 1873). They merely had 
the effect of killing the birds in the town, conjuring a chilling image by Charlotte Stoker of 
dead birds being found on the shores of Lough Gill. Plates of salt with vitriolic acid were 
put outside windows and doors in another unproductive attempt at fumigation. In a desper-
ate effort to stop the spread of the disease, trenches were even dug across roads leading into 
the town. Whiskey was readily available in Ireland, and some held the belief that it worked 
as a prophylactic against cholera or as a cure, although temperance was advocated officially 
in society. The belief that alcohol provided some immunity to the disease meant it was con-
sumed widely (many people abandoned the town and took shelter in the countryside and 
drank alcohol while the epidemic raged). According to Charlotte Stoker, she and her broth-
ers were given a dose of alcohol every day according to their age (C. Stoker 1873).

Newspapers often downplayed the effects of the epidemic; for example, the Sligo Jour-
nal, despite the loss of its owner and two editors to cholera in six weeks, left it to the Bal-
lyshannon Herald and other papers to report on the disease in full. Newspapers frequently 
omitted the word cholera from their death notices due to the stigma attached to the disease. 
Furthermore, there was a general distrust of the medical establishment when it came to 
cholera, and people were fearful for their lives to the extent they would threaten violence to 
protect themselves. Riots frequently occurred, as crowds of people objected to the siting of 
temporary cholera hospitals—for example, an unruly mob threatened to burn the proposed 
temporary hospital on John Street in Sligo. Other riots occurred where people objected to 
cholera burials. The unrest may have been fueled by ignorance, fear, or the consumption 
of alcohol to ward off the disease (Thomas 2015). Examples abound of people behaving 
with depravity out of fear of cholera wherever the disease struck in 1832. This seemed 
to be a common occurrence in Sligo. Charlotte Stoker wrote of “men’s senses … failing 
them for fear, and deeds were done (in selfish dread) enough to call down God’s venge-
ance” (C. Stoker 1873). She wrote of the Ballyshannon doctor John Shields as being “half 
mad,” while leading a mob whom “fear had maddened” refusing the entry of her family to 
their town (C. Stoker 1873). Later, as the Thornley family sought refuge in Donegal town, 
another mob “howling like devils” threatened to burn her family on a bonfire that had been 
prepared for them in the town square (C. Stoker 1873). The one who argued the most for 
this was “a minister of Christ the bitterest and least merciful among them against us” (C. 
Stoker 1873).

With this general lack of confidence in the medical establishment and their failure to 
find a cure, a void was created in society. This left people relying on their faith, prayers and 
folk cures, supernatural signs and omens, and even quack cures, of which there were many. 
There was a willingness to believe in anything that might offer hope. This is exemplified 
in the craze of the Blessed Turf that swept the country in 1832. People (usually Roman 
Catholics) believed the cure for cholera was in smoldering turf or straw lit by the fire of 
an initial Marian apparition in Cork. The practice spread around the country quickly, with 
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unruly crowds trying to obtain and distribute as much of the blessed turf as quickly as pos-
sible (Connolly 1983). As Rev. R. J. McGhee described:

when one of the persons stopped, another ran from the spot as if he had been bitten 
by the man who had just left him, and fled off in a like manner to other homes and 
then he sent off others as if he had bitten them and that the whole country had gone 
mad. (quoted in Robins 1995, 106)

The episode exemplifies the fear and panic associated with outbreaks of cholera at that 
time and the willingness to believe in anything, however outlandish, that might potentially 
offer salvation from the disease.

Heroic doctors

In Dracula, two of the characters who begin a fightback against the vampire are medical 
doctors, namely Seward and Van Helsing. Sligo’s cholera epidemic was notable for the 
doctors who became viewed as tragic heroes in their attempts to fight the disease. At the 
start of the epidemic, the mistrust of local doctors was informed by the belief that they 
were profiting off the misery of others. As Charlotte Stoker wrote, “they made a good thing 
of it at first” (C. Stoker 1873). Before the disease took hold, local people blamed the doc-
tors’ well-meaning preventative measures as having caused the disease. As O’Rorke wrote 
of Sligo:

It was an unfortunate circumstance, that when the pestilence set in, the lower classes 
had lost confidence in the doctors of the town. From the arrival of cholera in Ireland 
the Sligo doctors employed themselves in studying its character … they sent up kites 
in search of some indication, whether it was or was not of atmospheric origin; they 
analysed the waters of the wells, they examined the sanitary state of private houses 
and their surroundings and they pointed out the regimen that was to be followed … 
to avert calamity. These proceedings were viewed with suspicion by many ignorant 
people, who when the disease appeared, persuaded themselves it was all the work of 
the doctors who had brought the contagion down from the sky with their kites, who 
had started it by poisoning the wells, who had spread it by the drugs and nostrums 
which the people were recommended to use as a preventative. (O’Rorke 1889, 380)

This suspicion of the medical establishment was common throughout Europe during the 
1831–1832 cholera epidemic. Like their European counterparts, Sligo doctors were blamed 
for the disease, accused of trying to profit from it, and even accused of bringing cholera to 
wipe out the poor. Doctors went about their work often in fear of attack.

The general advice given was that people experiencing cholera symptoms be brought 
to the local fever hospital on a cholera cart. But many feared going to the hospital because 
of the terrible stories about how patients were treated in those places, from which few 
emerged alive. There was also general anxiety about dead bodies being stolen by members 
of the medical establishment for dissection, and the Burke and Hare murders of 1828 (a 
pair of serial killers who sold their victims’ bodies for anatomical research) were still fresh 
in the public’s mind (Robins 1995). In efforts to contain the disease, mass graves were cre-
ated, and there was a ban on traditional Irish funeral wakes (which involved close contact 
between mourners and the corpse). There was resistance to both directives, and some peo-
ple fished the bodies of dead relatives from mass graves for traditional burial.
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The first appearance of cholera, then, saw the medical men of Sligo quite ignorant of 
this unknown disease despite their best efforts. This idea of doctors being unaware initially 
of how to defeat the enemy is repeated in Dracula. Dr. Van Helsing recognizes Lucy’s dis-
ease as one that cannot be treated according to their medical understanding, and he encour-
ages his fellow Dr. Seward to open his mind to consider other unthinkable possibilities.

The Sligo outbreak was notable for its tragic loss of doctors who died attempting to 
fight the disease; of the ten who had practices in the town, seven died during the epidemic. 
They were: Doctors Leahy, Anderson, Coyne, Beatty, Church, Sherlock, and Bell. Dr. 
Henry Irwin (c.1770–1836) was chief physician at the Fever Hospital during the epidemic 
and survived.

Bram Stoker was well connected to the medical profession: two of his brothers were 
doctors, both dynamic, innovative, and relatively famous. His oldest brother was Sir Wil-
liam Thornley Stoker (1845–1912), a renowned Irish medical writer, anatomist, and sur-
geon. He pioneered techniques for brain surgery and was the president of the Royal Col-
lege of Surgeons, also responsible for setting up Ireland’s first school of nursing. Well 
known and well connected in Ireland, he lived at the magnificent Ely House in Dublin.4 
Bram Stoker’s younger brother, George Stoker (1854–1920), was also a medical doctor 
who served in the Zulu and Russian-Turkish wars and later pioneered Ozone therapy. 
Bram Stoker often asked for George’s advice on medical matters when creating works of 
fiction or theatre for research and purposes of authenticity. It must be remembered that 
these successful men were the product of their mother Charlotte Stoker’s ambitions, and 
she had instilled in her sons a solid work ethic and dedication to public service.

Mass graves, live burials, and miasmas

A feature of Sligo’s cholera epidemic that likely influenced Dracula are the mass graves 
and live burials that occurred. As mentioned earlier, Bram Stoker disclosed this as a chief 
inspiration in an interview (B. Stoker 1897b), and this is reflected in the following passage 
in Dracula:

And he will sometimes think that she he loved was buried alive, and that will paint his 
dreams with horrors of what she must have suffered, and again, he will think that we 
may be right, and that his so beloved was, after all, an UnDead. (B. Stoker 1897a, 289)

During the cholera epidemic of 1832, death was everywhere, and it was reported in 
many areas that “interments were prematurely made” (Walker 1839, 194). It is also true 
that deaths happened so quickly that gravediggers were overwhelmed, and lack of space 
became an issue. In Dublin, the master of the Royal Hospital Kilmainham wrote that it was 
impossible to dig a fresh grave without “encountering at every stroke of the spade some 
remnant of mortality” (Robins 1995, 74). Bodies were often left for weeks unburied.

Two prominent mass grave sites in Sligo were opened at the local Abbey burial ground 
and behind the Fever Hospital. According to Charlotte Stoker, there was such a rush to 
bury victims that coffins ceased being used, and corpses were wrapped in sheets and buried 
together in mass graves (C. Stoker 1873). Burial was done within hours of death because 
of fears of the spread of the disease. In such haste, many people were buried before they 
had died—some by accident, some deliberately. Charlotte Stoker wrote about a Sergeant 
Cullen who was aroused from his opium-induced stupor while the coffin maker was trying 
to break his legs to fit him into the coffin (C. Stoker 1873). She also recounted the story 
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of a man going to collect the corpse of his wife from the mass grave behind Sligo Fever 
Hospital to give her a proper burial, only to find her still alive in the grave amongst other 
corpses (she survived) (C. Stoker 1873). The man identified her by a red scarf he had tied 
around her waist to ease her pain on the way to the hospital. This image may have stuck in 
Bram Stoker’s imagination, as a similar scene occurs, but with a gender reversal, in The 
Snake’s Pass (1890). In that novel, the hero Art is about to be buried alive in the landslide 
of a shifting bog, he cries out for help when he sees the red petticoat of his lover Norah. 
She tears her petticoat off, throws it to him, and pulls him to safety (B. Stoker 1890, 332).

Wood-Martin (1882) noted that graves in the yard at St. John’s church were too shal-
low because they were dug so hastily. At this time, the chief burial ground in Sligo was 
the Abbey (the municipal cemetery had not yet been built), so most of the Catholic dead 
were interred there hurriedly. In what must have been a grim sight, the front entrance of 
the Fever Hospital had coffins lined up outside in preparation for the dead. A coffin-mak-
ing workshop was set up at the site of the courthouse close to where the Thornley family 
lived. Charlotte Stoker described the gruff caller to her door asking daily if coffins were 
required—she wrote that “few nerves could bear this call” (C. Stoker 1873). Eventually, 
coffin makers could not keep up with demand.

Dracula and Sligo’s cholera are also linked by smell. In Dracula, the character of Mr. 
Swales senses something evil imminent and says: “there’s something in that wind and in 
the hoast beyont [sic] that sounds, and looks, and tastes, and smells like death” (B. Stoker 
1897a, 70). After the epidemic waned in September 1832, there remained a terrible stench 
of death in the town, which would have served as a sickly reminder of the trauma and 
evoked fear of another outbreak to the town’s residents for a long time to come. As Wood-
Martin wrote, in late 1832, visitors to Sligo remarked on “a singularly disagreeable odour 
… perceptible when passing the courthouse,” which he attributed to the “very many 
corpses that had been buried in the Abbey grounds, where there was scarcely clay enough 
to cover the coffins” (Wood-Martin 1882). Thus, as Charlotte Stoker lived beside the court-
house and within a stone’s throw of Sligo Abbey, she would likely have been exposed to 
this sickly smell for months after her family returned to live in the town.

The novel Dracula is pervaded by the now-outdated miasma idea that decaying corpses 
transmit diseases. Count Dracula himself is associated with rancid smells, disease, decay, 
and moral degradation. Dracula’s smell causes Jonathan Harker to be overcome by “a hor-
rible feeling of nausea” (B. Stoker 1897a, 27); he is greeted by “a deathly sickly odour” 
when he approaches Dracula’s tomb (B. Stoker 1897a, 69). Places associated with Count 
Dracula have a decaying smell suggestive of unhealthy air, poor hygiene, and cemetery 
smells. Carfax Abbey, Dracula’s house in London, has “an earthy smell, as of some dry 
miasma, which came through the fouler air” (B. Stoker 1897a, 358).

With the smell lingering in Sligo, people feared that cholera could come back at any 
moment. When cholera did reappear in Ireland in 1848, it devastated a poor population 
already impacted by the Great Famine. By then, doctors were still divided as to the causes. 
The disease followed the same route as in 1832, coming via the port of Belfast before 
spreading to other cities, then towns. In 1849, it appeared in Sligo again during August; 
this time, the town was abandoned from the beginning (Robins 1995, 141). One can only 
imagine the impact of all this on Charlotte Stoker—by then, a married mother of a young 
family with Bram Stoker still a baby. The epidemic was rampant in Dublin, where she then 
lived, but the death toll was ultimately not as bad as in 1832.

Other parallels between Count Dracula and Sligo’s cholera abound. Charlotte Stoker 
says the people at the time thought cholera was capable of traveling as a cloud over land: 
“it was said to have come from the East [and] that it rose out of the Yellow Sea, going 
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inland like a cloud and dividing into two which spread North & South” (C. Stoker 1873). 
Similarly, Count Dracula can change into a mist to travel undetected:

a thin streak of white mist, that crept with almost imperceptible slowness across 
the grass towards the house, seemed to have a sentience and a vitality of its own. 
... The mist was spreading, and was now close up to the house, so that I could see it 
lying thick against the wall, as though it were stealing up to the windows. (B. Stoker 
1897a, 368)

The perceived miasmic airborne nature of cholera is matched by Count Dracula in this way.

Catholic clergy

In Dracula, things associated with Catholic worship are used to subdue vampires, and the 
chief vampire hunter Van Helsing appears to be a Roman Catholic. During Sligo’s cholera, the 
Catholic clergy were seemingly immune to the disease. There was much ill-treatment of chol-
era patients by hospital attendants. At the Sligo Fever Hospital, as many doctors and medical 
staff died from the disease, unqualified workers were paid by the Board of Health to do their 
work. Charlotte wrote, “the nurses died one after another, and none could be found to fill their 
places but women of the worst description, who were always more than half drunk, and such 
scenes were perpetuated there as would make the flesh creep to hear of” (C. Stoker 1873). In 
other parts of the country where this situation occurred, prostitutes and prisoners were brought 
in to nurse the sick (Robins 1995). Staff drank alcohol to keep the disease at bay and, perhaps, 
for “Dutch courage” for some of the tasks they had to undertake. In order to free up beds, 
some staff at Sligo Fever Hospital took cholera patients who were near death and dragged 
them down the stairs of the hospital “with their heads dashing on the stone steps before they 
were dead … those who were stupefied from opium and nearest death” (C. Stoker 1873).

In such circumstances, Father Gilleren, a Roman Catholic priest, emerged as an unlikely 
hero in Charlotte Stoker’s account. He was so outraged by the ill-treatment of patients that 
he sat at the top of the main stairs of the Fever Hospital armed with a horsewhip, ready 
to punish staff who abused cholera victims. While Charlotte Stoker had a lifelong apathy 
toward Catholics, this was suspended during the 1832 episode, as she admired the bravery 
of Sligo’s Catholic clergy, who cared for the cholera sick. She was horrified that a rector 
of her own faith refused her family entry to Donegal town as they fled Sligo and advocated 
that cholera refugees should be burned atop a bonfire (C. Stoker 1873).

There was criticism in other parts of the country that Protestant clergy had shirked their 
responsibility to patients through their fear of entering hospitals to tend to their sick and 
dying brethren (Robins 1995). In Sligo, on the other hand, the Catholic clergy were very 
much in contact with the sick and dying. Yet, despite the many cholera-related deaths of 
doctors and clergy (both Catholic and Protestant) across the country, Catholic clergy suf-
fered no reported losses in Sligo (Fenning 2003). On September 19, 1832, The Clonmel 
Advertiser reported of Sligo that “the Catholic clergy have escaped the disease, although 
unremitting in their exertions” (Fenning 2003, 102). Thus, for many, Catholic clergymen 
seemed immune to the disease; in contrast, of the two Protestant clergymen affected in 
Sligo, Rev J. Wilson died, and Rev. Mr. Armstrong contracted the disease but survived 
(Fenning 2003). There are many instances of gravediggers during the epidemic of all 
denominations using holy water on handkerchiefs tied across their noses and mouths while 
at work (Thomas 2015). Bram Stoker was Anglican; yet, he cast the symbols of Roman 
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Catholicism, such as holy water, the host, and the crucifix as symbols in Dracula to subdue 
vampirism. Jonathan Harker, in a similar way, considered the crucifix given to him by a  
peasant and wrote of it in his journal:

It is odd that a thing which I have been taught to regard with disfavor and as idola-
trous should in a time of loneliness and trouble be of help. Is it that there is some-
thing in the essence of the thing itself, or that it is a medium, a tangible help, in con-
veying memories of sympathy and comfort? (B. Stoker 1897a, 41)

Like Harker, Charlotte Stoker retained her faith in humanity during a horrific time partly 
by admiring those of a “primitive” religion she had previously regarded with suspicion.

Unusual summer storms and August 11, 1832

Sligo’s cholera and Count Dracula are further linked by the fact their arrival was pre-
ceded by unusual summer storms. Wood-Martin wrote that the arrival of cholera to Sligo 
was heralded by an unusual storm describing it as “thunder and lightning, accompanied 
by a close, hot atmosphere” (Wood-Martin 1882). As O’Rourke explained, “in the morn-
ing there was a frightful thunderstorm, which the people regarded as the forerunner of the 
dreadful cholera, and as the day advanced, they learned that the cholera was already in 
their midst” (O’Rorke 1889, 380). Charlotte Stoker mentions no storm in her account. A 
storm also comes before the arrival of Count Dracula, occurring the day before the Count 
makes landfall in England: “one of the greatest and suddenness storms on record has just 
been experienced here … the weather had been somewhat sultry, but not to any degree 
uncommon in the month of August” (B. Stoker 1897a, 110).

A major parallel between Sligo’s cholera and Count Dracula is the date on which they 
take their first victims: August 11. Saturday, August 11, 1832, was a Fair Day in Sligo, 
when a large gathering took place in the town to trade goods and socialize. The first chol-
era case had been rumored in July, and other Sligo cases had been talked about but quelled 
by the public. Charlotte Stoker wrote that she could not quite recall the date, but Wood-
Martin (1882) tells us precisely that it was August 11 that the disease claimed its first vic-
tim. In encouraging his mother to put her account to paper, Bram Stoker was therefore not 
likely influenced by his mother’s tale had he strategically selected August 11 or the storm. 
If he did choose this date, then, he likely would have started planning the book around it. 
Stoker, an avid library researcher, would likely have had access to Wood-Martin’s History 
of Sligo Town and County, which had been published in three volumes between 1882 and 
1892. While it is true that Bram Stoker might have randomly chosen this date, August 11 is 
pertinent in the novel Dracula: it is when the count, having traveled by ship from the East, 
claims his first victim on English soil (he bites Lucy Westenra infecting her with the conta-
gion, which ultimately makes her an Un-Dead vampire).

Conclusion

What did Charlotte Stoker herself make of Dracula? A loving mother as always, she was 
full of praise for her son’s work:
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My dear, it is splendid … a thousand miles beyond anything you have written before, 
and I feel certain will place you very high in the writers of the day — the story and 
style being deeply sensational, exciting and interesting. … No book since Mrs Shel-
ley’s ‘Frankenstein’ or indeed any other at all has come near yours in originality, or 
terror. — Poe is nowhere … I have read much but I never met a book like it at all. In 
its terrible excitement it should make a widespread reputation and much money for 
you. (C. Stoker, cited in CHRISTIE’S 2022)

She did not mention the parallels between Count Dracula and her experiences of chol-
era, likely because they are not immediately obvious. Bram Stoker was a writer who took 
inspiration from several people, events, and things that were grounded in reality. Addition-
ally, he undertook significant library research to give his monster a factual basis. He wove 
many things from real life into his fiction. Yet, he did concede that his most famous novel 
“was inspired by [people] being buried before they were fully dead” (B. Stoker 1897b). His 
working title of the book was “The Undead” and only changed to Dracula by the publisher 
shortly before to publication.

He is likely to have commissioned his mother in 1873 to write down her account of 
cholera for posterity, and he may have cross-checked this with historical sources as he 
researched the novel. Additionally, Dracula as a novel was written in epistolary form from 
the point of view of eyewitnesses to terrible, hardly believable events: so, too, was Char-
lotte Stoker’s account of cholera told to her son. At the end of the novel, Mina also brings 
her young son to bear witness to the location in Transylvania where the demise of Count 
Dracula occurred seven years earlier: “it was almost impossible to believe, that the things 
which we had seen with our own eyes and heard with our own ears were living truths,” says 
Jonathan Harker of the experience (B. Stoker 1897a, 541).

There are several similarities between the monster Bram Stoker created and the real-life 
horror of Sligo’s cholera in 1832, and Count Dracula can arguably be read as the personi-
fication of Sligo’s cholera. It is likely not a coincidence that, in the novel, Count Dracula 
treads a path very similar to cholera: a devastating contagion traveling from the East by 
ship that people initially do not know how to fight; a great storm preceding its arrival; the 
ability to travel overland by mist and the stench it omits; the avenging doctors and Catholic 
imagery; the undead rising from the dead; all culminating in the date of August 11 when 
the first victim was claimed.

Bram Stoker’s most famous work, Dracula, is a rich tapestry with many influences. 
Until now, his mother’s tales were viewed as merely a minor aspect of this tapestry: that 
the tales she told him when he was a sickly boy perhaps somehow invoked his interest in 
horror. This paper has offered a comparison of his work with the historical context of his 
mother’s experiences. The last word must go to Bram Stoker himself, who said, “I suppose 
that every book of the kind must contain some lesson … but I prefer that readers should 
find it out for themselves” (B. Stoker 1897b). Bram Stoker left enough clues in his work to 
connect the dots between Sligo’s cholera of 1832 and Count Dracula.
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Endnotes 

1 In Experiences (C. Stoker 1873), she refers to “our long street” and that Dr. Little was their near neighbor, 
which matches with Old Market Street.
2 The cabins would have had a pile of waste located outside that contained the domestic rubbish from the home.
3 This is quite similar to how Dracula’s countenance is described in the novel. For example, in Chapter XXI 
of Dracula, Renfield described how “his white face looked out of the mist with his red eyes gleaming” (B. 
Stoker 1897a). Throughout the novel, the Count is frequently described as having red eyes.
4 Stoker admitted that Van Helsing was founded on a real character (B. Stoker 1897b), and it has been specu-
lated that this is older brother Thornley, largely due to the intimation that Van Helsing’s wife is not mentally 
well in the novel. Thornley, too, had a wife who suffered severe mental health issues.
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