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Praise For The Politically Incorrect Guide® to Pandemics





“Steven Mosher has a rare capacity to understand and explain big subjects. Fluent in Mandarin, he was among the first to reveal the evils worked by the modern Chinese regime. Now he sets the contemporary Chinese pandemic in historical context. In a disturbing conclusion, he shows what is different about this pandemic and why its costs have been multiplied. It is a fascinating read and should be on every bookshelf.”


—Dr. Larry P. Arnn, president, Hillsdale College


“If you want to know what was really going on in the Wuhan Institute of Virology in the months and years leading up to the Covid pandemic, read Steven Mosher’s book The Politically Incorrect Guide to Pandemics. Mosher challenges the narrative propagated on both sides of the Pacific by those who want to obscure the origins of the China Virus and reveals the who, what, when, how, and why of its creation—in the lab.”


—Lawrence Sellin, Ph.D., colonel, U.S. Army Reserve, retired


“Steven Mosher is an old ‘China Hand’—he knows the country, the people, the good and the bad, what’s vital and what’s irrelevant. In The Politically Incorrect Guide to Pandemics you feel that experience and depth as he takes you on a journey of exploration to find out the truth about Covid-19. That truth is unpleasant and uncomfortable—that it’s imperative to understand the world of biological weapons. And that we are closer to the beginning than the end of the story of this plague.”


—Stephen K. Bannon, host, WarRoom, and former White House chief strategist


“What do smallpox, bubonic plague, Spanish Flu, and other assorted influenzas have in common? As Steven Mosher’s The Politically Incorrect Guide to Pandemics tells us, they all came from one country. And in this thoroughly researched and documented work, he also explains how Covid-19 and the world’s next global disease differ from all others in history. Mosher gives us a comprehensive and compelling account, essential reading for all.”


—Gordon Chang, author of The Coming Collapse of China
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I dedicate this book to my nine children and twelve grandchildren (and counting), in the hope that they may never again have to endure a man-made pandemic










INTRODUCTION [image: ] The Plague Village of Hamin Mangha, China (circa 3000 BC)



The bodies were piled helter-skelter. Almost a hundred corpses had been hastily thrown into a small house, which was then burned to the ground, and the village itself was abandoned. Fire was the chief purifying agent of primitive man.


The village was located in China’s Northeast, a vast area stretching from just north of Beijing all the way to the Amur River, which marks the border with Russia. Hamin Mangha, as it is called today, was excavated in 2011 by a team of Chinese anthropologists, who wrote in the journal Chinese Archeology that it was “the largest and best-preserved prehistoric settlement site found to date in northeast China.”1


Altogether, the researchers discovered the foundations of twenty-nine houses, but one in particular caught their attention. The house, which consisted of a single 14 x 15 foot room, was filled with human bones. The ninety-seven bodies had been stacked two and three high, suggesting that the deaths had taken place so quickly that there was no time for them to be properly buried. Half were children, the others were adults, but not a single one was over thirty.


After considering a number of different scenarios, including warfare and earthquakes, the anthropologists concluded that “the large death toll might have been caused by a plague in the Horqin Sandy Land [in northeast China] 5,000 years ago.”
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“The Great Breeding Ground of Epidemics”


It is perhaps fitting that the earliest known epidemic for which we have archeological evidence swept across northeastern China five thousand years ago. It was a precursor of things to come.


Genomic analyses have shown that smallpox, the bubonic plague, and multiple deadly influenzas, including the “Spanish flu,” actually originated in China.


It was for good reason that Francis Gasquet called China “the great breeding ground of epidemics” over a hundred years ago in his book about the bubonic plague, The Black Death of 1348 and 1349.2





The outbreak does not seem to have been restricted to Hamin Mangha, judging from the existence of another mass burial site dating from the same time. A couple hundred miles away lies Miaozigou, which was excavated some years earlier. The skeletons unearthed there were the same age as the Hamin Mangha victims and had been piled together in similar fashion. As in Hamin Mangha, something had happened in Miaozigou that killed a lot of people in a hurry and led the survivors to abandon the spot as accursed.


Identifying the Cause of the Disaster


“This similarity [between the two sites] may indicate that the cause of the Hamin Mangha site [disaster] was similar to that of the Miaozigou sites,” authors Yonggang Zhu and Ping Ji wrote. “That is, they both possibly relate to an outbreak of an acute infectious disease.”3


But if an epidemic devastated the entire region, what disease caused it?


Chinese scientists are unable to give a clear answer to the question of what killed the residents of Hamin Mangha and other settlements up to hundreds of miles away. It could have been smallpox, which, in one form or another, plagued humanity for at least ten thousand years until it was eradicated a few decades ago.


We know from written records that practitioners of traditional Chinese medicine have been grappling with deadly strains of smallpox since well before the birth of Christ. By 200 BC, as we will see in chapter 1, they had already invented an early form of vaccination, called variolation, to protect people against the disease.4


Smallpox is certainly deadly enough to have killed half the population of Hamin Mangha, a death toll so high it may have led the survivors to burn the victims’ remains and flee the village in horror.5


But there is an invisible killer even deadlier than smallpox that may have struck Hamin Mangha. This would be the same disease that was responsible for three of the greatest pandemics in recorded history—the Plague of Justinian, the Black Death, and the Yunnan Plague (see chapters 2, 3, and 4 below): the bubonic plague.


All three plagues, each of which eventually made its way West, can be traced back to major epidemics in China. But the Chinese empire also endured many other outbreaks over the course of time. The historical record suggests that China, at least from the time of the first Shang Dynasty (1600–1046 BC), has probably never been completely free of the plague.6 It is the ancestral home of the plague bacillus Yersinia pestis, and certain populations of rats and other rodents there serve as natural reservoirs of the disease.


The preliterate people who lived in Hamin Mangha could not leave us a written record of their travails, but the archeological record establishes that they relied on both farming and hunting for food. And among the animals they hunted was a ground-dwelling rodent—something like a prairie dog—called a marmot. Marmots, as it happens, are among the natural reservoirs of the bacillus that causes bubonic plague.


Even today, marmot hunters in northeast China occasionally come down with one or another variety of the plague through contact with infected animals. Hunters can become infected not just through bites from infected fleas, but by direct infection while handling or skinning the carcasses of infected marmots. For this reason, illnesses and even deaths from the bubonic plague bacillus are not uncommon in northeast China, but the disease itself can now be treated with antibiotics if diagnosed early.7


The last major epidemic of the plague occurred in China’s Northeast from 1910 to 1911. Medical experts trace this epidemic back to marmot hunting as well. This time the outbreak was of the deadly pneumonic variety of the plague. There are three varieties of the disease caused by the bubonic plague bacillus Yersinia pestis. The disease known simply as the bubonic plague attacks the lymphatic system, the pneumonic plague infects the lungs, and the septicemic plague infects the circulatory system. One-third of those who come down with the bubonic variety survive; the other two are generally fatal.


Estimates of the death toll range up to sixty thousand, but this approximation may rely too heavily on urban statistics.8 It is impossible to know how many people in the surrounding countryside or remoter villages succumbed.


The pneumonic plague is among the deadliest diseases on earth, with a fatality rate close to 100 percent. If an outbreak of the pneumonic variety had occurred in Hamin Mangha, few residents would have been left standing.


Aside from the bubonic plague bacillus, there is one other suspect in the murder mystery that is Hamin Mangha. We cannot rule out the possibility that this early epidemic was caused by a novel influenza virus. Many influenzas have crossed the species barrier over the millennia and taken up residence in new host populations of human beings. The disease at Hamin Mangha may have been a true zoonosis, as such infectious diseases are called—a virus new to human beings.


We know such zoonotic transmission has often occurred in China. The Chinese have eaten not just marmots but pretty much everything that flies, walks, crawls, and swims since time immemorial, providing countless opportunities for such infections to occur.9 And once they do, China’s large population provides ample opportunity for such a virus (or a bacteria) to gain a permanent foothold among its new hosts and become an endemic disease. The several viral pandemics that have emerged from China over the past century or so (see chapters 6 and 7) are proof enough of this.


We cannot know at this great remove whether the villagers of Hamin Mangha perished of smallpox, the bubonic plague, or some unknown but deadly flu virus.


The only thing we are sure of is that the residents of Hamin Mangha did not die of Covid-19 or, as I call it, the China Virus. That particular scourge would have to wait until bioweapons experts of the People’s Liberation Army had mastered twenty-first-century genomic technology, created an enhanced coronavirus in the lab, and let it out into the world.


Which they did.


Plague Planet


History is largely the story of man’s inhumanity to man. From Cain and Abel to Herod’s Slaughter of the Innocents, from the Aztecs’ cannibalistic slaughter of neighboring tribes to the Chinese Communist Party’s elimination of roughly 500 million of its own citizens, born and unborn,10 since it came to power in 1949, the death toll from the violence that men have wrought upon other men is staggering.


Natural disasters have also taken a heavy toll on humanity. From the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in AD 79 to the 1976 earthquake in Tangshan, China, that killed 240,000, from the Yangtze River flood of 1931 that killed 3.7 million to the famine that took 42.5 million Chinese lives in the wake of the Great Leap Forward, tens of millions of people have been burned, crushed, drowned, and starved to death over the centuries.


But all of these causes of death pale in comparison to the wide swath that a host of tiny killers has cut through humanity. The butcher’s bill from these killers, invisible to the naked eye and unknown until the advent of modern science, numbers in the billions. Over the course of human history, far more people have been felled by microorganisms than by any other cause of death.
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Then and Now: Zoonotic Diseases


Humanity is constantly being bombarded with zoonotic bacteria and viruses that, by reason of random genetic mutations and recombinations, manage to cross the species barrier to infect mankind. If the virus in question is highly lethal but only moderately infectious, it infects a small number of people, kills them quickly, and then dies out with its hosts. If, on the other hand, the virus is highly infectious but, say, causes little more than the sniffles, it may stick around for centuries in the human population. The common cold has been with us since the beginning of time and may well still be around at the end.


Every once in a while, however, a nightmare emerges from nature. Often as a result of a close encounter with a bird or a pig, a novel pathogen arrives on the scene that both spreads quickly and also kills mercilessly. A pandemic follows, and millions, or tens of millions, of people die.


The China Virus is different. It did not manage to cross the species barrier on its own. In fact, its precursor did not even exist in nature. It is a man-made virus, the result of laboratory insertions into an existing coronavirus. The goal was to create an “unrestricted bioweapon”—a virus that was highly infectious but only moderately lethal and whose makers could plausibly deny any connection with it. The pandemic that followed the virus’s release, like the virus itself, was the first man-made pandemic in the history of the world.


But perhaps not the last.





Until fairly recently, half of all newborns did not survive to adolescence but were struck down in infancy or childhood by one of a host of waterborne and airborne pathogens. It was largely because of these tiny packets of poison—bacteria and their even smaller cousins, viruses—that human life spans averaged only twenty years or so throughout most of human history.


Many of these pathogens have probably coexisted with humanity from the beginning. We are also constantly being bombarded with zoonotic pathogens—viruses or bacteria that cross over the species barrier and “learn” to infect human beings. The vast majority of these microbes cause mild symptoms; the diseases they cause do not reach epidemic proportions; and the pathogens themselves die out after infecting, sickening, or, in the worst case, killing a small number of people. They are self-limiting.


But a deadly few—smallpox, bubonic plague, and certain respiratory viruses—have proven to be both infectious and deadly to peoples and to empires. These tiny invaders have hollowed out populations, destroyed economies, and left the survivors too weak to resist the barbarians at the gates—or even to bury the dead.


We are living on a plague planet.










PART ONE THE CHINESE POX











CHAPTER 1 [image: ] Who Conquered Whom? The Antonine Plague (165–180)



As we know from the Neolithic plague village of Hamin Mangha,1 mankind has been plagued with pestilence since the beginning of time. But the first plague we have good records of took place in the Roman Empire.


In AD 165, the Romans were at the height of their power. The Pax Romana—the Roman Peace—had begun in 27 BC. For almost two centuries the empire’s economy had flourished, its population had burgeoned, and its well-trained and widely feared legions had maintained order and kept the barbarians at bay.
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Then and Now: Pandemics


Mankind has probably been plagued with pandemics—from nature, not from biolabs—since the beginnings of the human race. The first well-recorded one took place in the second century AD.





It would not be the barbarian hordes, though, that brought the Pax Romana to an end, but an invisible enemy against whom the legionaries’ weapons were useless.


The die was cast when the Parthians, whose empire occupied the territory that makes up modern-day Iraq and Iran, defeated the Roman forces in Armenia in AD 161 and advanced against the cities of Syria, and Roman co-emperor Lucius Verus was dispatched to deal with the invaders. Over the next couple of years, the tide turned in the direction of Rome. Verus’s forces pursued the defeated Parthians along the Euphrates River back to their capital and, according to the Roman historian Dio Cassius, Verus “destroyed Seleucia by fire and razed to the ground the palace of [the Parthian King] Vologases at Ctesiphon. In returning, he lost a great many of his soldiers through famine and disease, yet he got back to Syria with the survivors.”2


What Dio Cassius left out of his account was that a plague was sweeping through Parthia at the time of the Roman attack on Parthia. Upon entering Parthian cities, the Roman soldiers immediately began to fall ill. In fact, the plague may have led them to make a hasty withdrawal, burning the Parthians’ pestilential capital to the ground before they fled.3 Fire has often been used as a defense against the spread of disease.


Verus’s legions, laden with the spoils of plundered Parthian temples and herding droves of slaves and cattle, had meant to return in triumph. But as they marched west back across the desert to the Mediterranean, the deadly disease continued to eat away at their ranks. And the microscopic counter-invader that the cohorts carried back to the Roman Empire did not stop there. It ignited a devastating pandemic that would reach all corners of the Roman world over the next two decades, killing millions.


Depopulation by Plague


The Antonine Plague, as it came to be known, from the family name of the emperors Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus, who were both members of the Antonine family,4 would forever alter the trajectory of the Roman Empire. It seems to have claimed the life of co-emperor Lucius Verus himself in the year 169, and arguably that of Emperor Marcus Aurelius as well, a little over a decade later. The deaths of both emperors left the unstable, even insane, Commodus (later of Gladiator movie fame) in charge and had other disastrous consequences as well.


Dio describes a particularly lethal outbreak of the pestilence in AD 189—“the greatest of any of which I have known” he says—in which up to two thousand people a day were dying in Rome alone.5 Some historians estimate that between 7 and 10 percent of the population of the empire perished over the course of the twenty-three years of the Antonine Plague, although the death rate would have been considerably higher in Rome’s densely populated cities and even higher in the Roman legions where it started.6 But even this may underestimate the severity of the pandemic.
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Then and Now: Mortality Rates


Given a death rate around one in three or even higher, the Romans’ fear was a rational response to the actual threat level of the Antonine Plague. They personally saw many friends and family members dying. Americans in 2020 and 2021 were terrorized by media reports and official pronouncements that relentlessly exaggerated the danger of the China Virus and stoked irrational panic.





We now know that smallpox—which, it turns out, as we shall see below, was the pestilence in question—may kill up to 40 or even 50 percent of the individuals it afflicts.7 It has mercilessly devastated numerous populations in the past, including the Native American populations of the New World following their encounter with settlers from the Old. In 1707 Iceland suffered an epidemic of smallpox that swept away eighteen thousand people—a full 36 percent of the total population of fifty thousand—in a single year.8


With a death rate of 30 percent or more, smallpox was far more deadly than any viral plague since. Had Covid-19 struck at the time, it would scarcely have been noticed by the Romans, since its mortality rate is scarcely higher than that of a severe flu.


How many deaths would such a fatality rate have meant in Roman times? Estimates of the population of the Roman Empire during the time of Marcus Aurelius run from 60 million upwards, to 100 million or so.9 At the low end, the Antonine Plague may have killed 5 to 10 million. But easily double this number may well have perished.10 Those who survived were left scarred, and all too often blind.
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Then and Now: Flight Patterns


Just as the ancient Romans fled their plague-infested cities for the safer and more open environs of the countryside, Americans fled locked-down cities and states in 2020 and 2021 for the freer environs of states such as Florida and Texas. The difference is that there were no lockdowns in the Roman Empire, while Americans had to break quarantine to escape.





An Equal Opportunity Killer


No one, from emperor to slave, was safe from the new disease. The ranks of upper-class Athenians were so ravaged by the outbreak that in the year 174 Marcus Aurelius relaxed the requirements for membership in the city’s ruling council, the Areopagus, lest its seats go unfilled.11 Marcus Aurelius himself lost his co-emperor to the plague, and had to bear the burdens of empire alone until his own death in AD 180, when he, too, succumbed to the disease.


As the plague spread across the empire, many cities experienced significant population decline, both from direct mortality and from the subsequent flight of fearful survivors into the countryside—an ancient but effective form of social distancing. Egyptian tax documents of the time show a sharp decline in tax revenues, much like New York and other American states experienced with the Covid-19 pandemic.12 Civic building projects ground to a halt as well, as architectural evidence from both Rome and London shows.13 Internal trade routes were disrupted, both between Mediterranean ports and along the extensive road system that Rome had built into the interior, and the economy fell into a deep recession.



[image: Image]

The arms and hands of a smallpox patient, Kosovo, Yugoslavia, 1972. William Foege14





Aside from the economic consequences of the outbreak, think about the fear and helplessness that the Romans must have felt in the face of a virulent disease that left you either dead or disfigured. The psychological impact of seeing friends, neighbors, and family members swept away must have been devastating. With death all around them, and recognizing their own mortality, the ancient Romans not surprisingly turned to the divine.


Some sought to win back the favor of the empire’s ancient gods, who they feared had abandoned them. Marcus Aurelius himself put civic architectural projects on hold to set about restoring temples and shrines to placate the old Roman deities.15
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Then and Now: Resorting to Prayer


The natural reaction of people faced with their own mortality is to turn to the divine. Imagine how the Romans would have reacted if Marcus Aurelius, instead of keeping the shrines and temples open, had barred people from their places of worship, as state and local authorities across the world did during the Covid-19 pandemic. At the same time that Dr. Anthony Fauci was warning that millions might perish, he was pushing to close the very places where people might go to seek solace. With a few brave exceptions, most of the religious leaders in the United States—Catholic and Protestant alike—meekly complied.





Romans also turned to Christianity in large numbers. The plague pushed them into churches to petition God for protection. But there were “pull” factors at work as well, which proved even more important. Christians were “inoculated” against their fear of death by their belief in the resurrection of the dead. Once Romans accepted this belief, they were able to say, along with St. Paul, “Death, where is thy sting?” Romans were also drawn to Christianity by the example of Christians who put their faith into action. Unlike other people, Christians did not flee from the plague. Instead, defying the disease, they “did unto others” by staying in the cities and tending to the sick and the dying. By the end of the second century—probably, in no small part, because of the plague—Christianity had spread throughout the Roman Empire.


While the Christian church was burgeoning with converts, Rome’s legions were having trouble filling their ranks.


At the outbreak of the plague, Rome’s military was composed of approximately 165,000 legionaries divided into some 30 legions, bolstered by 224,000 auxiliaries.16 This professional force was highly trained and well-armed, but neither training nor weapons were able to protect Rome’s military from the invisible enemy that the war with Parthia had introduced into its ranks.


Rome’s soldiers had been the vectors by which the plague entered the empire, and they not surprisingly bore the brunt of the assault. Barracks life put sick soldiers in close proximity with their fellows, and the disease spread through their close-packed quarters like wildfire. Legions everywhere in the empire were stricken, weakening Rome’s ability to defend the empire. Commanders in the Balkans, seeing their shrinking ranks, refused to allow old soldiers to retire from military service. In Egypt the legions replaced the fallen by enlisting the sons of soldiers who had died.17


The garrisons along the German frontier to the north were particularly hard hit. Both co-emperors, along with their Greek physician Galen, were present with the legions in the strategic frontier fortress of Aquileia during the winter of 168. As the plague swept through the ranks, the emperors quickly decamped to Rome, leaving their nervous physician behind to attend to the troops. Unfortunately, his humoral theory of disease was useless in dealing with an infectious disease like the plague.18


To bolster the depleted ranks, Marcus Aurelius began recruiting every man who could fight, including criminals, freed slaves, Germans, and even gladiators. This meant fewer games in the Colosseum, depriving the Romans of one of their chief entertainments. Still, despite the emperor’s efforts, not enough soldiers could be found, and gaps in the ranks remained.


Rome’s weakness invited aggression, and the Germanic tribes on the empire’s northern frontier, the Marcomanni, did not hesitate. Neither did the Sarmatian tribes farther to the east, who launched their own invasion.19 Rome’s armies, already laid low by the pandemic, were ill-prepared to respond.


Not surprisingly, the hastily recruited troops failed in their duty. In AD 167, for the first time in over two centuries, Germanic tribes crossed over the Rhine. The success of the invasion was a sign that the Pax Romana was coming to an end. The empire would henceforth be beset from within and without, as civil wars at home alternated with incursions along its long northern and eastern frontiers.


Identifying an Invisible Enemy


So how do we know just what was the pestilence that Verus’s legions brought back from the Middle East? Was it smallpox or, as some have thought, measles? Later historians have been frustrated by the fact that Galen, the author of Methodus Medendi and one of the most influential physicians of all time, treated patients at the time of this plague but did not describe it well enough to allow modern medical historians to choose between the two. His surviving case notes of the initial outbreak in Rome could describe either illness. They describe a disease that was both highly infectious and often fatal. Among the more common symptoms were fever, diarrhea, vomiting, thirstiness, swollen throat, and coughing. He wrote of a rash—he called it an “exanthem,” as doctors still do today—that was highly distinctive that erupted all over the bodies of victims. He noted that the illness usually ran its course in about two weeks, and that not all who caught the disease died. Those who survived were immune from further outbreaks.


Measles and smallpox are both deadly viruses that can be said to cause a rash. Modern doctors have no trouble distinguishing between the measles and smallpox. The “exanthem” of measles consists of a red, flat rash that starts on the face and then spreads to the rest of the body. Smallpox victims, on the other hand, develop distinctive bumps all over their bodies. The bumps are filled with thick fluid and have a characteristic depression or dimple in the center.
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Then and Now: Medical Advice


The Roman physician Galen’s best advice when dealing with a plague was to flee. He coined the Latin phrase Cito, longe, tarde: “Leave quickly, go far away, and come back slowly.” When the Antonine Plague struck the Roman Empire, he acted on his own advice and fled to Pergamon in Asia Minor. America would arguably have been better off if many of our public health officials had done the same thing in 2020—or had simply been fired.





It wasn’t until 2010 that a trio of Japanese scientists settled the issue once and for all. Measles turns out to have been a Johnny-come-lately in the plague wars. The scientists pointed out that it was not until the ninth century AD that the first scientific description of measles and smallpox—and the differences between the two—was provided by Abu Bakr, known as Rhazes.20 And the first epidemics clearly identified as measles were not recorded until the eleventh and twelfth centuries.


But the icing on the genetic cake came from comparing measles and a cattle disease called Rinderpest Virus, its closest known relative. Assuming standard mutation rates, the authors concluded that the two seem to have diverged around the eleventh or twelfth century. As they pointed out, “The result was unexpected because emergence of MeV [measles] was previously considered to have occurred in the prehistoric age.”21


Mystery solved. Measles didn’t even exist at the time of the Antonine Plague. It didn’t jump from cattle to humans until a millennium later.
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A child with smallpox in Bangladesh in 1973. James Hicks22





Smallpox, on the other hand, seems to have been around in one form or another for ten thousand years or so.23 Its distinctive pustules have been found on three Egyptian mummies dating back to three thousand years ago, including on the mummified head of Pharaoh Rameses V, who died in 1145 BC.24 Two hundred years earlier, it reportedly helped the Egyptians defeat the Hittites in war. The Hittite king and his son were among those who perished of the disease, after which the surviving Hittites accused the Egyptians of—you guessed it—germ warfare.25
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Then and Now: Vaccine Passports


The first “vaccine passports” were the scars from the smallpox vaccination. In American cities with compulsory vaccination, health officers would ask people to roll up their sleeves and check for the scar to make sure the person had been vaccinated.





The Athenian epidemic of 430–426 BC, which coincided with the opening battles of the Peloponnesian War, caused the death of the great statesman Pericles, decimated the population, and contributed significantly to the decline and fall of classical Greece. Recent scholarship suggests that it, too, was smallpox.26


The greatest success story in the history of vaccines has been the complete eradication of smallpox from humanity. Mass vaccination campaigns worldwide eliminated the deadly variola virus from the human population, and it has no other natural reservoirs. Many older Americans still carry a scar from the vaccination on their upper arm. The only remaining samples of the virus are confined in P4 high-containment labs.


Could smallpox make a comeback—because of a lab leak or, worse yet, at the hands of some bad actor with a bioweapons program? If a coronavirus can be weaponized and released by China—as we will see it was—then smallpox could be too.
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The mummified head of Pharaoh Rameses V, who died in 1145 BC, shows signs of smallpox pustules. G. Elliott Smith27
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Then and Now: Vaccine Mandates


More than a century ago, a Massachusetts state law allowed cities to compel residents to be vaccinated in order to stop the spread of smallpox. The city of Cambridge mandated smallpox vaccinations, but resident Henning Jacobson refused, arguing that the law violated his Fourteenth Amendment due process rights. In 1905, in Jacobson vs. Massachusetts, the Supreme Court held that compulsory vaccination was a legitimate exercise of the state’s police power to protect the health and safety of its citizens. At the same time, however, it underlined the importance of allowing local boards of health to make such decisions, which must be grounded in the “necessity of the case.” The government could not exercise its power to mandate vaccines in “an arbitrary, unreasonable manner” or exceed “what was reasonably required for the safety of the public.”28


According to the Congressional Research Service (CRS), the principles laid out in Jacobson support modern state and local vaccine mandates. But the CRS analysis notes that there are no federal laws that allow the federal government to issue mandates to the general population. Indeed, a one-size-fits-all federal vaccine mandate for the entire country would seem to be the very definition of the “arbitrary, unreasonable” measure going beyond the “reasonably required for the safety of the public” standard that the Supreme Court set out in Jacobson.


And what about the right to privacy that the Supreme Court has found in the Fourteenth Amendment? At what point does the state’s interest in protecting health and safety override the right to privacy and bodily integrity? It was one thing to compel vaccinations for smallpox, which had a case fatality rate of 30 percent. It is quite another to impose a similar vaccination mandate for Covid-19, which has an infection fatality rate of 0.17 percent, according to an early but persuasive estimate by John Ioannidis, professor of medicine at Stanford University.29


Few people would argue against mandatory vaccinations for a disease as deadly as smallpox. But mandates for influenza-like illnesses are an overreach, especially when there are therapeutic treatments available that greatly reduce the already comparatively small number of fatalities.





Not All Strains of Smallpox Are Created Equal


If the Antonine Plague was a smallpox pandemic, where did it ultimately come from? Did it originate in Seleucia, where Rome’s legions contracted it, or farther east? The evidence suggests that it may have started with a particularly vicious strain of the pox that originated in, of all places, China.
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Then and Now: Origins


The Antonine Plague may have started with a particularly vicious strain of smallpox that originated in China. Odds are it did, although it was not deliberately spread from there. At that time, biowarfare was still in its infancy.





All viruses produce variants, and all variants of the variola virus, which causes smallpox, are not created equal. Whereas some of the variants later found in Africa and the Americas were relatively mild, the original virus, which seems to have originated in Asia in the early centuries of the Christian era—variola major—was much more deadly.30


This may explain why the ancients overlooked it, as smallpox researcher C. W. Dixon was surprised to note. Dixon wrote, “The most striking thing about smallpox is its absence from the books of the Old and New Testaments, and also from the literature of the Greeks and Romans. Such a serious disease as variola major is very unlikely to have escaped a description by Hippocrates if it existed.”31


Well, it did exist, but perhaps not yet in its most virulent form. The particular variant that struck down the Roman legions seems to have been incubating in China for some time before it burst forth from the Middle Kingdom during the second century AD. Chinese historical records record a series of plagues that broke out near the end of the Eastern Han Empire. The first occurred in AD 151, during the reign of Emperor Huan of Han (r. 146–168). Another major outbreak occurred ten years later, in AD 161, and then regularly thereafter for the next couple of decades.


China had apparently been grappling with deadly strains of smallpox for centuries by that point.32 As early as 200 BC, practitioners of traditional Chinese medicine had invented an early form of vaccination, called variolation, which involved grinding up smallpox scabs and blowing the resulting powder, virus and all, up into someone’s nostrils.
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Smallpox symptoms and inoculation. Chinese images presented at the XVIIth International Congress of Medicine, London, 1913. Wellcome Library33





As you can imagine, this was a pretty risky procedure. You were deliberately infecting yourself with live smallpox. Most people contracted a mild case of the disease. But one in fifty contracted a case of smallpox severe enough to kill him. These odds might seem pretty daunting—until you remembered that you had a one in three chance of dying from the real thing. So… variolate me, said many Chinese over the centuries.


This includes Qing dynasty emperor Kangxi (1654–1722), who survived the ravages of smallpox as a child. The disease left his face pockmarked but paradoxically made him a prime candidate for the Dragon Throne on the grounds that he was now immune from the deadly disease. Kangxi had the most children of any emperor—the official number is twenty-four sons and twelve daughters—and had them all inoculated. It is not known if any of them died from the procedure.


Another fact that suggests that the Middle Kingdom was the original epicenter of the Antonine Plague is that the earliest accurate description of the symptoms of smallpox comes from China. A practitioner of traditional Chinese medicine by the name of Ge Hong (AD 284–364) anticipated later (seventh- and tenth-century) descriptions by Indian and Persian physicians by several centuries. Apparently the Chinese suffered an especially virulent variant of the disease.


Australian sinologist and historian Rafe de Crespigny is among those who believe that the Antonine Plague was born in China. He points to a plague that, according to the records of the Eastern Han dynasty, broke out in China before AD 166.34


If smallpox was originally confined to the Han Empire, how did it spread outside the country? Undoubtedly in the same way that later diseases, such as the Wuhan Virus, spread in 2019 and 2020: along trade and travel routes. In the second century AD this meant the Silk Road, which linked Han China to the Roman Empire by land and by sea.


The route of the Silk Road varied over time, but the twin cities of Seleucia and Ctesiphon lay on the main route used in Roman times. Roman legions advancing against the Parthians reached those cities some time in late AD 165, but the invisible enemy—which had gotten there before them, traveling along the Silk Road from China—met them there.35


The plague could also have reached Rome on trading ships that plied the Indian Ocean—not to mention the fact, which Rafe de Crespigny notes, that there was direct contact between Rome and China. “It may be only chance” writes de Crespigny, “that the outbreak of the Antonine plague in 166 AD coincides with the Roman embassy of ‘Daqin’ (the Roman Empire) landing in Jiaozhi (northern Vietnam) and visiting the Han court of Emperor Huan.”37 The returning Roman embassy is another possible vector by which the Han plague may have reached Roman territory.
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The Silk Road at the time of the Han Dynasty. Courtesy of China Sage36





Every pandemic in history has been ended by natural immunity. And so it was with the Antonine Plague. The survivors found they had not suffered in vain, but were henceforth immune to the disease. When the numbers of the newly immune grew large enough, herd immunity was reached, and the pandemic vanished for want of new victims.
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Then and Now: Natural Immunity


Natural immunity has been known in the West at least since the Plague of Athens, which raged on and off in the city from 430 to 426 BC. The Greek historian Thucydides describes in gruesome detail how tens of thousands of his fellow Athenians fell ill and died, with “men dying like sheep, through having caught the infection from nursing each other.”


But he also noted that “it was with those who had recovered from the disease that the sick and the dying found most compassion. These [survivors] knew what it was from experience, and had now no fear for themselves; for the same man was never attacked twice—never at least fatally.”38





How to Kill an Empire


By the time the plague had run its course, the Pax Romana was over. The population of the empire had been greatly reduced, the economy had been devastated, the imperial coffers had been emptied, and the army was a hollow shell of its former self, unable to fend off increasingly aggressive incursions from foreign invaders.


But the plague did more than end the Pax Romana. It precipitated the long decline and fall of the Roman Empire. The third century AD saw a series of upheavals—crises in which emperors came and went as if through a revolving door. The empire was besieged from all sides and came near to collapse, mostly because the plague had deprived it of the one resource a great empire cannot do without: people.


And a similar drama was playing at the other end of the Eurasian continent. In the latter half of the second century AD, a series of plagues also hollowed out the population of China and crushed its economy. De Crespigny believes that the repeated outbreaks of the plague, and the terror they generated among the population, led directly to the rise of a millenarian movement led by Zhang Jue (d. 184). This was not a peaceful movement that promoted selfless love of neighbor like Christianity. Zhang and his followers engaged in faith healing, but his cult also instigated the disastrous Yellow Turban Rebellion (184–205).39 This rebellion was eventually suppressed, but not before the Eastern Han dynasty was fatally weakened. A state of turmoil obtained in China until the dynasty finally collapsed in AD 220.
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Then and Now: Geopolitical Implications


An invisible enemy ended the Pax Romana—and precipitated the long decline and fall of the Roman Empire.


Now ask yourself: How would the Chinese communists feel if the Pax Americana that has been in place since World War II ended the same way?





Pandemics, it turns out, often mark the beginning of the end for empires.










PART TWO THE CHINESE PLAGUES











CHAPTER 2 [image: ] The Rats and the Roman Empire: The Plague of Justinian (541–750)





“During these times, there was a pestilence, by which the whole human race came near to being annihilated. Now in the case of all other scourges sent from Heaven some explanation of a cause might be given.… But for this calamity, it is quite impossible either to express in words or to conceive in thought any explanation except indeed to refer it to God.… It started from the Egyptians who dwell in Pelusium.”


—Procopius, History of the Wars





By AD 541 the Roman emperor Justinian was well on his way to cobbling back together the greatest empire the Western world had ever known—when another microscopic invader from the East began ravaging his dominions. Justinian had inherited a rump Roman Empire shorn of its western provinces, but had energetically set in motion plans for recovery.


Victory followed victory as he subjugated the Vandals in North Africa, won victories over the Ostrogoths in Italy, and began making inroads into Spain. The population of the empire was growing, the economy was strong, and tax revenues were increasing. Morale in the increasingly numerous legions was excellent, and the recovery of the remaining lost provinces seemed just a matter of time. No enemies formidable enough to stop him stood in the way.


At the same time, the last Roman emperor who deserves to be called Great was creating legal and architectural edifices that stand to the present day. Chief among these were the Code of Justinian and the Hagia Sophia—whose name means “Holy Wisdom”—the greatest cathedral the world had ever seen. With these and other accomplishments, Justinian was on a trajectory not only to reassemble the Roman Empire but to restore its greatness.


Then came the Plague of Justinian, as it is called. Starting in the year 541, the first truly global pandemic spread across the empire, emptying out its cities and destroying its economy. For the rest of Justinian’s long rule—he reigned until AD 565—he accomplished little beyond dealing with the problems caused by the disease. The plague that not only killed millions of his subjects but also ended his dream of a restored Roman Empire bears his name. Who said history was fair?
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Then and Now: Bubonic Plague


The Black Death in the Middle Ages was actually the bubonic plague’s second invasion of Europe. The first had occurred seven hundred years before, in the Plague of Justinian. As in the first—and in many a pandemic that came after—the invading pathogen came from China. Unlike smallpox, the bubonic plague has not been eradicated. The CDC estimates there have been an average of between five and six cases of bubonic plague per year in the United States in recent decades.1





“It Started from the Egyptians Who Dwell in Pelusium”


It was the year AD 541, Justinian’s court historian Procopius recalled, when a plague “started among the Egyptians who dwell in Pelusium.” This small port city, located on the east side of the Nile Delta, was a propitious entry point for the plague—at least from the plague’s point of view. Alexandria, one of the Roman Empire’s largest cities, was situated on the western side of the same delta—only 160 miles away, well within striking distance.


The city founded by and named after the great conqueror boasted the busiest harbor in the empire. Egyptian grain fed the great cities of the empire, and massive grain ships regularly left from Alexandria for Constantinople and Rome. Smaller coastal traders carried grain and other goods up and down the coasts of Africa and Syria. And no ship in those days, whatever its size or cargo, was without a pack of hungry rats as supercargo. While rats, like humans, will eat almost anything, their favorite food is grain.


By the following year, the plague was raging in Alexandria and throughout Egypt. Besides grain and rats, each ship leaving the harbor now carried something else as well: a microscopic demon hidden away in the guts of the tiny fleas that the rats always carried. When the ships arrived at their destination and offloaded their grain, the rats scurried ashore as well, carrying their deadly supercargo with them. This is why, as Procopius notes, the plague always started in the empire’s coastal cities, and then spread inland from there to cities along the Roman roads.2


No place was spared. As Lester K. Little, the author of Plague and the End of Antiquity, writes, “From Alexandria it spread all over the Mediterranean, to Libya, Africa, Italy, Sicily, Gaul, and Spain. It also spread from Alexandria to Palestine via the ports of Gaza and Ashkelon, going from the coast inland to the region around Jerusalem.”3 But it was in Constantinople, the very heart of the empire, that the plague was to exact the highest price.




[image: ]


Then and Now: Modes of Transport


The bubonic plague was spread via ships carrying it to ports all around the Mediterranean, by a bacterium hitching a ride on fleas on rats. The Covid-19 pandemic was spread via airplanes carrying it to cities all over the world, by a virus hitching a ride on people from Wuhan. Except that, as we shall see, was done deliberately.





The Circle of Death: Bacteria, Fleas, Rats, Humans—We All Fall Down


Procopius can be forgiven for thinking of the plague as divine punishment. Not only did it kill with a vengeance, it seemed to have no natural explanation. It would take the advent of modern medicine to discover the complex life cycle of the Black Plague: the rats that carried the flea that carried the deadly bacteria that caused a pandemic that would nearly destroy the empire.


Most bacteria rely on human or animal droppings to make their way from one host to another. The bacterium that causes the plague, Yersinia pestis, however, is not content to simply wait around for someone to step in it. Instead it has hijacked the flea. It takes up residence in the flea’s foregut and waits for its ride to find a host for both of them. The tiny insect is able to jump two feet high and, upon landing on a host animal, to latch onto it with built-in grappling hooks. The flea’s preferred host is a rat, but a ravenous flea will bite just about anything warm-blooded, and the clever passenger riding inside it has found a way to make the flea very, very hungry.


The flea, like the mosquito, is a bloodsucker. It has two hollow lancets—one on either side of its mouth—that penetrate the rat’s skin and connect its two pumping systems directly to its host’s bloodstream. In this way it creates a pathway for the bacteria to get from inside its foregut to inside the rat. But to complete its journey from flea to rat, the bacteria has to somehow “swim against the tide” of incoming blood.


Y. pestis does this in an ingenious way. The bacteria glue themselves together in the flea’s foregut, thus blocking the blood from flowing into the flea’s stomach. As the hungry flea begins to frantically bite its host over and over again in an effort to get nourishment, this bacterial plug acts in reverse, forcing out the blood and bacteria from inside the flea into the rat and infecting it.4


Yersinia pestis is fatal for rats. And when the rat dies, the now ravenous fleas abandon the corpse in a frantic search for food, biting any warm-blooded creatures they happen upon. This includes any humans who might happen to be in the vicinity. And there were many humans within their reach in Roman times, when rats were a fixture in and around Roman dwellings. The fleabites that followed generally proved fatal for the person on the receiving end of the flea’s lancets.


Of course, none of this was known at the time. People simply had no idea where the pestilence came from or how it was being spread. As Procopius, watching in fearful confusion as people of all ages and walks of life were cut down, observed,




But for this calamity it is quite impossible either to express in words or to conceive in thought any explanation, except indeed to refer it to God. For it did not come in a part of the world, nor upon certain men, nor did it confine itself to any season of the year, so that from such circumstances it might be possible to find subtle explanations of a cause. But it embraced the entire world, and blighted the lives of all men, though differing from one another in the most marked degree, respecting neither sex nor age. For much as men differ with regard to places in which they live, or in the law of their daily life, or in natural bent, or in active pursuits, or in whatever else man differs from man, in the case of this disease alone the difference availed naught.5
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Then and Now: Methods of Transmission


Bubonic plague, the deadliest disease in mankind’s history, is not directly contagious between people; it has to hitch a ride on a flea. The China Virus, on the other hand, was engineered to be highly infectious and can easily spread through the air from person to person—a fact that the CCP initially tried to hide, in order to jump-start the pandemic.





The best advice of the medical practitioners of the time remained the prescription that Galen had written out four hundred years before: Cito, longe, tarde. “Leave quickly, go far away, and come back slowly.” Or as Denethor, Steward of Gondor in the Lord of the Rings movies, put it even more succinctly when Sauron’s forces attacked his city: “Flee, flee for your lives!”


“Lord of Demons”


The residents of Constantinople, the densely populated imperial capital, were especially hard-hit. Many of the city’s residents had no permanent lodging—they slept in homeless shelters run by the city’s monasteries and churches. The crowded conditions of their lodgings made them vulnerable to infection and contributed mightily to the spread of the disease.


To make matters worse, those who lived in the city were soon facing a food shortage. Justinian, continuing a practice from Rome’s heyday, had long offered a free bread ration to many of his citizens, something that required almost daily shipments of grain from Alexandria. And every ship tying up to the city’s docks brought new packs of flea-bitten rats to the capital.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


If you want to know what a real pandemic is like, read Procopius’s History of the Wars. As Justinian’s court historian, Procopius was at the emperor’s right hand throughout the plague. He wrote the best eyewitness account we have of the devastation that it wrought.





Once the pandemic took off in earnest the shipments slowed down, and then all but stopped. The emperor found it impossible to continue feeding his people. The grain mills stopped milling, the bakers stopped baking, and the bread ration stopped. Widespread hunger quickly turned into starvation, lowering people’s resistance to the plague and greatly increasing the mortality rate.


The survivors began blaming the emperor for their misery and death, cursing him, Procopius says, as the “Lord of Demons.” It’s probably a good thing that Justinian, unlike President Donald Trump in 2020, did not have an election coming up.


Constantinople came to resemble a ghost town, even without the imposition of Covid-like lockdowns. As Procopius writes:




During that time it seemed no easy thing to see any man in the streets of Byzantium, but all who had the good fortune to be in health were sitting in their houses, either attending the sick or mourning the dead. And if one did succeed in meeting a man going out, he was carrying one of the dead. And work of every description ceased, and all the trades were abandoned by the artisans, and all other work as well, such as each had in hand.6





Before long, thousands of the city’s residents were becoming infected every day—and two-thirds of the infected would be dead within the span of two weeks. It proved impossible to bury all the dead, and with the corpses piling up at an alarming rate, Justinian turned to the city walls to dispose of the bodies. He decided to use the hollow towers that dotted the walls as crude mausoleums and ordered the bodies of the dead to be flung into them. This got the bodies off the streets and out of sight but not, unfortunately, out of mind. “As a result of this an evil stench pervaded the city,” Procopius noted. “[This] distressed the inhabitants still more, especially when the wind blew fresh from that quarter.”7
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Then and Now: Bodies in the Streets


From the if-you-thought-Covid-was-bad annals: When the plague hit Constantinople in earnest, people began wearing identification tags so that if they should die in the street their families could be notified and their corpses collected for burial. The only place people “died in the streets” from Covid was China—and many of them revived as soon as the CCP propaganda teams were done filming.





As the Plague of Justinian killed off the agricultural workforce, the economy went into free fall. Even people living in the smaller cities found it difficult to feed themselves and their families. Some cities attempted to control the spread of the disease by shutting themselves off from the outside world. Quarantining, however, created—as always—a new set of problems. Bishop Nicholas of Sion banned farmers from entering his city on market days, trying to stop the plague, but he had to withdraw his edict after local authorities unfairly accused him of trying to drive up food prices.


Even those who escaped being infected by the plague were often “infected” by hysterical rumors. As the death toll mounted, panic began to spread among the survivors, many of whom thought that the end of the world was upon them. In September 541, as the plague broke out in Constantinople, a woman attracted a large following by prophesying that “in three days’ time the sea would rise and swallow everything.”8 Another rumor that spread throughout the city was that breaking pottery would drive the plague out. The streets filled with shards—and the dead.9


Justinian’s officials did everything they could to calm the public and reduce panic, but the death toll even in smaller Roman cities was horrific. Bishop Gregory of Tours, writing a half century later, described the situation in the city of Arvernis in Gaul (modern-day Clermont, France): “Since soon no coffins or biers were left, six and even more persons were buried together in the same grave. One Sunday, 300 corpses were counted in Saint Peter’s Basilica alone.”10
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Then and Now: Superstitious Beliefs


We moderns may be tempted to mock the citizens of sixth-century Constantinople for their superstitions, but their beliefs were not all that different from the modern hysteria surrounding masks, driven by the debunked notion that wearing a piece of paper over one’s mouth and nose protects against a virus tiny enough to pass right through it.





Procopius, in his Anekdota, says that some people viewed the plague as retribution for sin. This Old Testament view of the matter conflicts with the New, however, in which Christ makes clear that disease and disability are not punishments for sin.11 Others set about caring for the sick. Christians were in fact responsible for the one great medical innovation of late antiquity: the hospital. These centers for caring for the sick and dying spread from Judea in the late fourth century to cities throughout the empire. Victims of the Plague of Justinian in cities including Rome, Ephesus, and Constantinople sought and received care in these Christian-run hospices, and often themselves became Christian as a result.12


As to how many died in the Plague of Justinian, we can only speculate. Most authorities suggest that Europe as a whole lost something between one-third to one-half of its people to the sixth-century plague. Even if we take the lower estimate, this would have been a devastating blow to Justinian’s empire, reducing its population from 26 million to 17 million or less by the time the plague had run its course.13


The capital itself was particularly hard-hit, losing half its population. At the height of the plague, Procopius says, 10,000 people a day were dying in Constantinople.14 Historian T. H. Hollingsworth suggests that out of an initial population of 508,000 almost half, or some 244,000 people, succumbed to the pandemic.15 No wonder Justinian ran out of room to bury the dead.


As the plague raged all across the Eurasian continent and even into Africa, the global death toll must have been horrific. Given the high mortality rate of the disease, 10 percent or even more of the world’s population may have died.


“God Bless You”


The first symptom of bubonic plague is a mild fever and a headache. By the second day many of the infected are already in delirium—confused, fatigued, and slurring their speech. By the third day the lymph glands in the neck, armpits, and groin begin to swell painfully into the characteristic “buboes”—sometimes as small as a pea, other times to the size of goose eggs. Purplish blotches show up on the skin as the tiny capillaries underneath rupture, while the fleabites—the original source of the infection—grow from dark-ringed red spots to open putrid lesions. As if this isn’t enough, the disease also attacks the victim’s nervous system, causing excruciating pain, wild anxiety, and bizarre behavior.


Some plague victims will develop infections in their blood or their lungs—the septicemic or pneumonic plague. Both are almost invariably fatal. The pneumonic plague is also highly infectious, since the sufferer often has uncontrolled bouts of coughing and sneezing, which aerosolize the bacillus, allowing it to spread directly from person to person.


Pope Gregory the Great (r. 590–604), noting that coughing and sneezing were early warning signs of infection, suggested that everyone respond with a blessing. We’ve been blessing each other when we sneeze ever since.


There was nothing that Roman doctors could do to alter the course of the disease; the only care they could offer was palliative. To alleviate the pain, doctors administered the “juice of the opium poppy,” which was in common use in the Roman cities of the time, to those who could afford it.16 Of those infected with the bubonic plague, seven out of ten would die an agonizing death.17 How painful? Thousands of the citizens of Constantinople threw themselves into the sea in order to end their agony. It was said that those who did not die envied the dead.
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Then and Now: Episcopal Blessings


Sixth-century pope Gregory the Great did not order the churches shut down and Masses suspended. He did not suggest that everyone, sick or not, needed to quarantine themselves, or that everyone, indoors and outdoors, needed to wear masks. That particular brand of episcopal madness—or cowardice—would have to wait for the twenty-first century.





The epidemic initially lasted for just over three years, from 541 to 543, but then it recurred periodically for the next two centuries. Between 541 and 750 there were no fewer than eighteen outbreaks. Those who survived the plague, including Justinian himself, developed robust and long-lasting natural immunity to the subsequent episodes of the disease—similar to the robust natural immunity enjoyed by those who have had Covid-19 in our time—but each new generation had to run the plague gantlet, and a large percentage of them would die.18



Another Plague That Brought Down Another Empire


The Plague of Justinian was a pandemic the likes of which would not be seen again in Christendom until the Black Death in the fourteenth century. The drastic reduction of the population caused a near collapse of the economic base of the late Roman Empire. The great depression that followed greatly reduced the tax revenue that the imperial state could collect. Among other things, it forced Justinian to cut his once strong army in half, so that he no longer had the military strength he needed to continue his efforts to reconstitute the Roman Empire.19 From that point forward he was simply trying to hold things together.


None of Justinian’s successors was ever again in a position to attempt—as he had—the restoration of the empire’s lost provinces. They continued to be hamstrung by outbreaks of the plague every ten years or so, and the empire went into a long, slow decline. With the treasury often running at a deficit, no more basilicas arose, no more public baths were built, and no more city walls were constructed to protect the empire’s cities. The construction of new housing by private citizens ceased as well, since the recurrent plagues regularly produced a plentiful and regular supply of vacant residences.20


The emperors of what came to be known as the Byzantine Empire were hard-pressed to maintain their current borders. They were often unsuccessful. The Roman-Sasanian War that raged from 602 to 628 ended in a stalemate, but not so the war that followed. The forces of Islam erupted out of Arabia in 629, swiftly overrunning the entire Sasanian Empire and also Roman provinces in Syria, the Caucasus, Egypt, and North Africa. Constantinople’s holdings were reduced to Anatolia (modern-day Turkey), Greece, and a few enclaves in Italy and the Balkans. But for the plague, that conflict might well have ended differently.


The Plague of Justinian laid the groundwork for the medieval world. Labor shortages and an abundance of available land led to the end of slavery, as landowners raised slaves to serfs and offered them protection in return for their loyalty. With the disintegration of the empire and its civil institutions, the only remaining institution that spanned the entire Latin Christian world was the Catholic Church. Catholic bishops were looked to for guidance not just in ecclesiastical matters but in other issues of public concern as well. Almost by default, the Church became the dominant power in medieval Europe, with both peasants and feudal lords submitting to its authority for centuries to come.


Tracing “Patient Zero”


Procopius pointed to “the Egyptians who dwell in Pelusium” as the source of the plague, but this was merely the point at which the disease had entered the empire. The actual origin of this particular plague, like that of many others, was much farther east. It was, as historian John Barker remarks, “an unexpected bonus, perhaps, of Justinian’s southern trade route to the Far East.”21 As in later bubonic plagues (as we shall see in the next chapters) the original patient was not from the Mediterranean, but in faraway China along the Silk Road.


The Silk Road of the time had both land and sea routes. While Constantinople was a hub of the northern overland routes, the initial outbreak in Egypt suggests that the rats carrying the fleas carrying the deadly bacillus came from China by boat via the southern route.


The demon had come from the East and did not spare the East, though it had only a minor impact on China as a whole. Major cities and some provinces experienced breakouts, but the plague advanced only a few miles per day and could not easily spread throughout the whole of China’s huge land-based empire. Each of China’s provinces constituted a self-contained agricultural economy, and most were separated by mountains and rivers. The fact that trade between the different provinces was limited helped to contain the spread of disease-laden rats.


Still, like the Roman Empire, the Chinese, going through a period of disunion after the fall of the Han dynasty in the third century, suffered repeated outbreaks of the plague. It was not until the year 689 that the emperor Yang Jian successfully reunited the country, founding the Sui dynasty. China may be the source of most pandemics, but historically it has been better able to cope with them than those it infects.
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Then and Now: Patient Zero


In plague after plague, pandemic after pandemic, the original “patient zero” turns out to have been in China. The Covid-19 pandemic is not the exception but the rule. With, as we shall see, one important difference—this one was on purpose.





The Roman Empire, as we have seen, was not nearly so fortunate. Rome’s provinces ringed the Mediterranean, and the ships that fueled its economic life also carried the plague with a speed and deadliness unmatched in any other part of the world.


The Plague of Justinian permanently shattered the Roman world, ushering in the medieval European world, which would last for another eight centuries or so, until it was—ironically enough—brought down in turn by the next bubonic plague, the Black Death of the fourteenth century.


And “patient zero” would once again be in the Far East.










CHAPTER 3 [image: ] The Greatest Public Health Disaster in History: The Black Death (1347–1351)



On the eve of the Black Death, Europe was populated and prosperous. The European population had tripled in the previous three centuries, and additional land had been brought under cultivation.1 Cities were growing even faster, as craftsmen set up shops and organized guilds, and merchants took advantage of expanding local markets to set up trading networks. The cathedrals, fortifications, abbeys, and private homes constructed during this period—many built of expensive stone rather than cheaper wood—testify to the aggregate wealth of the early-fourteenth-century economy.


At the same time, the lot of ordinary peasants did not seem to be improving, as rents were high and the soil was becoming exhausted. To make matters worse, the “Little Ice Age,” which began in 1300, was shortening the growing season and causing crop failures.2 Those peasants who made their way to the cities were no better off than their country cousins, since as unskilled laborers they had difficulty earning their daily bread.


Gunpowder had been invented by the Chinese and made its way westward, rendering castle walls easier to breach. Still, the feudal lords remained in control.


The citizens of both the crowded, unsanitary cities and the largely destitute countryside fell to the Black Death like wheat before the scythe. Over the five years from 1347 to 1352, perhaps half the population of Europe contracted the plague. In the words of the old “Ring around the Rosie” nursery rhyme, many were to “fall down,” never to rise again.



Breaching the Portals of Europe


The earliest known episode of biological warfare in human history involved weaponizing the Black Death against Europe. The year was AD 1346, and the Tatar Mongols were besieging the Genoese port of Caffa on the Black Sea.3 The Mongols had brought the plague with them, and when their ranks began to thin from the disease, they thought to use the diseased corpses of their fallen comrades against their walled enemies.


As Mark Wheelis has written, the Mongols “ordered corpses to be placed in catapults and lobbed into the city in the hope that the intolerable stench would kill everyone inside. What seemed like mountains of dead were thrown into the city, and the Christians could not hide or flee or escape from them.”5
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Then and Now: Naming Rights


The word “Black” in the Black Death does not refer to the color or a symptom of the disease—it’s just a synonym for “terrible” or “dreadful.”4 Similarly, the term China Virus is not a reference to a people or a culture, but rather to the country controlled by the Chinese Communist Party, whose military bioengineered the coronavirus and released it upon the world. President Donald Trump was once asked why he insisted upon calling the coronavirus the “China Virus.” His answer? “Because it comes from China.” Enough said.





The city did not fall, but as conditions grew worse, some of the Genoese fled in their ships, unwittingly carrying the plague with them. By the following year the Black Death had entered Europe. History records that four Genoese ships from Caffa landed in Messina, Sicily, in the fall of 1347. These were carrying grain, and each of them—like the Alexandrian grain ships of centuries before—carried a full complement of flea-infested rats and sick crewmembers. Within a few days, the city was in the grip of a full-blown epidemic.6


The plague reached a number of other ports, including Constantinople and Marseilles, by ship that same year. But the disease was so virulent that some vessels became ghost ships “whose whole crews had been carried off by the plague, and which drifted about as derelicts until cast upon some coast where they brought death and destruction to those who hastened to the rescue.”7
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The spread of the Black Death through Europe (map shows modern borders), 1347–1351. Original by Robert Zenner, enlarged, translated, and edited by Jaybear8
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Then and Now: Biowarfare


Biological warfare isn’t new, but it has been considerably refined since the Mongol army hurled plague-infected dead into the besieged Crimean city of Caffa. The Chinese Communist Party has advanced to using the infected bodies of the people they control while they are still alive, as we shall see. These disease vectors, as we might call them, were allowed to travel all around the world, shedding the deadly coronavirus as they went on their way to their unsuspecting targets.





The Black Death spread inland from the coast, reaching Rome and Paris in the summer of 1348. The first wave of the pestilence would not die out until it reached Scandinavia and the Russian wilderness in 1351. The plague continued to return periodically for the next century or more. It continued to pop up in England until 1665, while for France the horror did not end until 1720. The demographic effect was equivalent to Europe’s major population centers being periodically nuked.


A Civilizational Apocalypse


Had the Black Death been a one-and-done affair, it would have been bad enough. But for five long years after the initial pandemic, the plague would retreat during the winter, when infected fleas would die before they could latch onto human beings, only to return in the spring with a vengeance. And each year it spread more widely.


Knowing that cities were centers of infection, people fled to the country as they had during the Plague of Justinian. Trade and commerce ground to a halt, and the price of food and other goods skyrocketed. The peasants, for as long as they stayed healthy, continued to plow their fields—they and their families had to eat—but tradesmen closed their shops, schools closed their doors, and municipal governments ceased functioning, as officials and common people alike abandoned their posts. Everything from government and science to arts and religion was negatively affected. It was a civilizational apocalypse.
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Then and Now: Panic


In the midst of a deadly plague that killed more than half the population, unbridled fear and mass panic naturally reigned. The authorities tried—and largely failed—to prevent a complete breakdown of society. In the face of the China Virus that kills only a fraction of 1 percent of the population, many politicians deliberately stoked fear and panic so as “not to let a crisis go to waste”—as they took the opportunity to remake society along their preferred lines.





Those who fled to the countryside found the villages as blighted as the cities, perhaps even more so. As in all pandemics, the poor suffered most, and no wonder. The peasants died in droves, as Francis Gasquet wrote, “living as [they]… did in close, unclean huts, with no rooms above ground, without windows, artificial light, soap, linen; ignorant of certain vegetables, constrained to live half the year on salt meat; [afflicted by] scurvy, leprosy, and other diseases, which are engendered by hard living and the neglect of every sanitary precaution.”9 As we have learned during the Covid pandemic, comorbidities kill.


The plague was omnipresent; nowhere was safe. As Marchionne de Coppo di Stefano Buonaiuti, who lived through the Black Death, wrote, “Some fled to the country, and some to provincial towns, to get a change of air; where there was no plague they brought it, and where it already existed they added to it.”10 As the death toll mounted, the mood of the people darkened. The abbot of Tournai, Gilles li Muisis, recorded in his diary how some people sought release from the fear in free love, while others engaged in intense devotions and ritualistic purging.11


As fast as the disease spread, a fatalistic sense of utter hopelessness and despair spread even faster. “ ‘Ha, ha,’ quoth Death, ‘that ye may know that no fortress can resist me and even if it had bastions… and if it were surrounded by a moat which could supply water to the mighty ocean, in spite of all this I will take the town.’ ”13
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An Image So Vivid It May Put You Off Italian Food for a While


Buonaiuti famously compared the mass graves, in which the corpses were sandwiched between thin layers of soil, to lasagna, with its layers of sauce, noodles, and cheese.12





As the plague took its toll on the population, the survivors became suspicious of everyone outside of their rapidly shrinking immediate circles. Travelers, beggars, and strangers were all looked upon with jaundiced eyes, if not outright hostility. The authority and respect once enjoyed by governors, priests, and physicians ebbed away, as they all, in their own different ways, proved unable to cope with the spread of the disease.14 Society was riven by the same kinds of division that we saw during the Covid pandemic, when the fearful are maddened by the sight of a maskless face, and Karens are quick to report on people not keeping the proper “social distance”—though with considerably more justification, since mortality rates were running at 70 percent.


The fear gnawing away at people’s very souls ran so deep that it often fractured families, the very bedrock of society. According to Marchionne de Coppo di Stefano Buonaiuti, people would often abandon members of their own families if they showed signs of the disease: “When evening came, the relatives said to the patient: ‘So that you don’t have to wake up the people looking after you at night, asking for things, because this is going on day and night, you yourself can reach for cakes and wine or water, here they are on the shelf above your bed, you can get the stuff when you want.’ And when the patient fell asleep, they went away and did not return.”15


Gravestones from the time of the Black Death and the subsequent plagues that continued to break out in Europe over the next centuries tell the sad tale of how the bubonic plague felled entire families and devastated communities:
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