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A HISTORY

OF DISEASE


In late 2019, amysterious new 


disease appeared in China.


The main symptoms were fever, 


coughing and tiredness. It was 


spreading fast. Tiny airborne 


droplets from people sneezing, 


coughing or talkinglanded on 


surfaces and infected others. 


In January 2020 new cases were


reported in Thailand, Finland and 


the Philippines. In February the 


WorldHealth Organization gave 


the disease a name: COVID-19.


It is caused by the SARS-CoV-2 


virus, which is related to 


coronaviruses found in bats and 


pangolins. Infected meat from 


these animals probably caused


the outbreak. By the end of August 


2020, COVID-19 had swept across 


the world, claiming over 750,000 


lives. It was the newpandemic


of our modern age.


What is a pandemic?


A pandemic is when an epidemic, 


an outbreak of an infectious 


disease, is spreading fast around 


the world. Pandemics have claimed 


many millions of lives throughout 


human history. Some pass, such as 


Spanish Flu in 1918–19 (see pages 


22–23). Other pandemics break out 


and stay, like choleraor HIV/AIDS


(see pages20–21/26–27). 


Cholera thrives in overcrowded 


areas where sanitation is poor


and people live in poverty. Most 


countries rid themselves of


cholera in the early 20thcentury


by building pipes and sewers to 


transport clean or dirty water


to and from homes and other 


buildings. However, the disease 


persists in low-income countries 


where manypeople haveno choice 


but to drink dirty water.


The spikes on a COVID-19 virus give its 


nicknameof ‘corona’or ‘crown’.
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Fighting pandemics


Today, good sanitation 


seems an obvious way 


to prevent disease, 


along with self-


isolation and ‘social-


distancing’. But 


science and medicine 


remain our greatest


weapons in the fight 


against pandemics. 


In the past, 


bloodletting,burning 


herbs and shavinga 


chicken’s bottom and strappingit 


to your feet were allaccepted as 


good ways to stop the spread of 


disease. Today advances in science 


help us understand disease much 


better,yet unscientific cures and 


ideas still pop up. Dangerous 


substances such asbleach were


suggested as a curefor COVID-19 


in 2020. Others chose to break self-


isolation rules and not wear masks. 


Several gover


nments worldwide 


caused thousands of unnecessary 


deaths by not preparing properly 


for the pandemic. 


Meanwhile, those in hospitals and 


care homes worked all hours caring 


for people with COVID-19. It is 


these human actions, both good 


and bad, that are remembered 


when the world faces a disease 


that seems capable of destroying 


us all.


Hospitals couldnot accommodate the high


numbers of patients during the 1918–19 Spanish Flu 


pandemic. Public spaces, such as this American 


school gym, were converted intowards screened


off by bed sheets.


In manyplaces in 2020, masks and social 


distancingbecamelaw in public places. 
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MALARIA


(30 million years ago)


Malaria is one of the world’s oldest 


and most deadly diseases. In the 


20th century alone, malaria 


claimed as many as300 million 


lives. Malaria is caused by the 


tiny parasite 


Plasmodium


 


which is spread by the 


female ofthe bloodsucking 


insect, the Anopheles 


mosquito. When the 


mosquito bites a person 


infected with malaria it 


picks up the parasite and 


passes it on to the next 


person it bites. This is a 


terriblyeffective way for


the disease to spread. 


Amber and Egypt


Mosquitoes carryingmalaria have been found 


trapped in tree resin that is 20 million years 


old. Humans have probably always suffered 


from the disease but the first written record 


dates back to China in 2700 


BCE,


the ancient 


Egyptians in 1570 


BCE and 


Mesopotamia in 


200 


BCE


. Archaeologists have discovered 


that the Egyptian King Tutankhamun died 


from malariaand abroken leg around 3,000 


years ago. Evidence of the disease was


found in his mummified remains. It is also 


thought that the Egyptian Queen 


Cleopatra designed mosquito nets for her 


bed so that she could sleep safely at night. 


An ancient mosquito is pictured trapped inside 


amber,which is fossilised tree resin that was 


formed millions of years ago.


Tutankhamun was buried in this tombin 1323 


BCE


. 


His mummified remains were discovered and 


examined in 1922.
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Greece and rome


Malaria was a bigproblem in ancient Greece 


and Rome. Ancient Rome was badly hitafter 


malarial mosquitoes reached Europe from 


Africavia Egypt. Romans performed 


ceremonies over the bodies of children who 
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