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Show me a man who though sick is happy, who though in danger is happy, who though in prison is happy, and I’ll show you a Stoic.


Epictetus1


Since my book How to Survive was first published, I’ve been contacted by many readers who found its advice helpful in their daily lives and challenges, from those working in offices to members of the emergency services, and also everyday folk battling awful things like cancer and PTSD. Since the beginning of March 2020, readers have also reached out to me to ask for some practical advice that will help during the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic. I hope you find the additional material here useful.


John Hudson


March 2020


The shock of the new


Life-changing moments can happen at any time and anywhere – not just in the extreme world. But life-changing moments can also happen more gradually and, as we’ve seen with the current pandemic, it can be no less of a shock when the realization comes. As we’ve seen throughout this book, accepting this and taking responsibility increases your ability to tolerate hardship and to restart your perseverance engine. This is the key to your survival mindset and one of the greatest skills to develop in life.


Know your enemy


If ‘survival’ means ‘staying alive’, viruses raise a fundamental issue because they themselves survive by leading ‘a kind of borrowed life’2. By understanding what a virus is, we can make sure any ‘borrowing’ of our lives, or our loved ones’ lives, as hosts is avoided or is as temporary as possible. 


Viruses are small strands of genetic material that rely on infecting other living cells in order to reproduce3. Once in there, they build replicas of themselves and then break out of that cell to find lots more cells to repeat the process, either in that host’s body or another one. When viewed under an electron microscope, we can see that their genetic material is surrounded by a ring of protein spikes which look like a crown – the Latin for crown is ‘corona’. It’s these protein spikes that allow the virus to anchor onto living cells and infect them. There are many types of coronaviruses4, from the common cold and pneumonia to even more severe variants that attack the respiratory system. The corona family of viruses are carried by animals and can sometimes make the jump to humans in a ‘spillover’. While several known coronaviruses are circulating in animals and have not yet infected people, the COVID-19 virus was first identified as spilling over to humans in late 2019 in Wuhan, China. After comparing the new virus’s genetic material with 217 similar types, scientists in China think that this one made the leap from bats to humans, probably via snakes; bats and snakes were on sale at Wuhan animal market5.


How does COVID-19 work? 


The COVID-19 virus, or SARS-CoV-2, is transmitted by droplets, typically emitted when an infected person coughs or sneezes – a single cough can produce up to 3,000 droplets. Researchers at the US National Institutes of Health found that the COVID-19 virus could survive for up to three hours after being coughed out; fine droplets can remain airborne for several hours in still air. They also found that it can survive on cardboard for up to twenty-four hours and up to two to three days on plastic and stainless-steel – the kinds of materials that surfaces like light switches and ATM keypads are made from6. There is also evidence suggesting that it can be transmitted by faecal matter7, meaning that shared lavatories and associated handles could harbour droplets containing the virus. You become infected by breathing in someone’s cough or sneeze, or by touching a surface with droplets containing the virus, and then transferring that to an entry point like your eyes, nose or mouth by hand contact – studies have shown that humans touch their faces up to twenty-three times per hour8.


Once the virus infects a person, it can take days until illness symptoms occur, which is probably one of the reasons why COVID-19 has been able to spread so quickly and widely9. When someone does start to feel ill, the symptoms range from mild to severe, and normally include fever (your body’s immune system attempting to make you less hospitable to a virus by turning up the thermostat), respiratory effects like a dry cough (the virus initially replicates inside the cells of the host’s nasal passage and the back of their throat) or shortness of breath (once established in the throat, the virus moves down the bronchial tubes to the lungs)10. In severe cases there’s been pneumonia, organ failure and death, with a rapid progression to severe pneumonia and respiratory failure normally happening in the first week. Respiratory failure here is down at the fundamental level: it’s the prevention of oxygen transferring from your alveoli – tiny air sacs in your lungs – to your bloodstream. These sacs become filled with fluid by the effects of the virus and stop working. The fatality rate varies due to many factors and is therefore hard to gauge, but the latest estimates have it at around 1 per cent, although this proportion rises with age, reaching 15 per cent in the over-80s11.
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