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The #Covid-19 Experience

I first learned of Covid-19 in
the news, just like everyone else and like the vast majority of
people, I paid little attention and wrote it off as the flu. I
suppose, working in the media as I have for 37 years, it’s easy to
grow cynical because every year, just as Autumn (Fall for you
northerners) sets in, we always hear about the next big flu coming
out of China or wherever and how it will be the worst one ever, so
when Covid-19 made its appearance, I didn’t give it a second
thought except to say sarcastically, “Here comes another sniffle
that’ll wipe us all out.”

It’s easy to look back now and
realise how wrong I was. To be honest I’m writing now after being
in isolation for only a few weeks. I saw a video on Facebook asking
how this will all be remembered and how the children of today and
beyond will study this in their history lessons. It inspired me to
tell the story from my perspective and to learn as much as I could
about this affliction and hopefully help you to understand it
too.

I’m Australian and live in the
small provincial city of Dubbo in Central New South Wales and this
is how I saw it…

But before we relive the days of
Covid-19 perhaps we should look at some history; the human history
of pandemics as they came about because this has been happening for
a very long time and for all kinds of reasons.

It’s likely, during the times of
tribal life and hunter-gatherers that illnesses like this occurred
regularly but because people lived in small groups and rarely
contacted each other, the effects were isolated and impacted only
small numbers. They probably had no idea what was happening, and no
doubt thought they had displeased the Gods in some way. They would
have watched as their kinfolk died off. Those that survived may
well have perished because they lacked the support and expertise to
carry on or just lived out their lives in isolation. We’ll probably
never really know.

When humanity started to learn
to sow crops and to farm, the nomadic hunter-gatherer ways ended,
and communities sprang up which saw people living in much larger
groups. In time some of these communities became huge cities and
with that the potential for greater suffering at the hands of
disease became much more significant, they just didn’t know it.

It’s likely that the first
experience of a pandemic
occurred around 8000BCE when these communities began the
spring up. Diseases like Malaria, tuberculosis, the flu, leprosy,
and smallpox would have been common over time; killers
all.

As communities grew and ocean
travel became possible diseases hitched a ride through the arrival
of foreign trade and of course war. Nothing much has changed.







Pandemics in History

The first pandemic that appears
in the record books occurred around 430BCE in Athens, Greece. It
happened during the Peloponnesian War. While there’s no definitive
diagnosis to go on it appears to have been typhoid fever with
symptoms described as fever, blood in the throat and on the tongue,
lesions, and red skin as well as muscle weakness. The disease has
now been defined as a pandemic because it crossed borders impacting
on Libya, Ethiopia, and Egypt. It found its way into the water
wells of Athens which was under siege at the time by the Spartans.
The effect of the disease turned the tide of the war and Athens
fell.

Next was likely the Antonine
Plague around 160AD. This was probably smallpox. Infected Huns
(Germans) passed it on to the Romans and when the Roman soldiers
returned home, it spread throughout the empire claiming many
victims including the Emperor Marcus Aurelius. Its symptoms
included fever, sore throat, and diarrhoea and if you survived long
enough, pussy sores. This plague lasted 15 years.

In 250AD came the Cyprian Plague
and its first known victim was also a man of high standing, the
Christian Bishop of Carthage. Symptoms were similar to smallpox,
but it was probably something else. When the people of the city
realised to their horror that the disease was amongst them, they
fled and took the illness with them to Ethiopia, Northern Africa,
Rome and into Egypt. The illness turned up time and time again for
the next three hundred years reaching Britain around 444AD. It had
a profound effect on the British who were at war with the Picts and
the Scots. They were forced to enlist the help of the Saxons who
ultimately took control of Britain.

541AD The Justinian Plague
showed up in Egypt and ran its course through Palestine and into
the Byzantine Empire. It too changed the course of history and was,
in part, responsible for the rise of Christianity. The disease,
possibly bubonic plague, lasted two hundred years and killed an
estimated 50 million people, around a quarter of the population of
the world at the time.

In the
11th Century an outbreak of
leprosy ran riot through Europe. The significance of this outbreak
was the belief that it was responsible for the development of
hospitals. Sadly, leprosy is an ongoing affliction even
today.

Now we come to the year 1350 and
a disease that went down in history, known as The Black Plague. It
killed about one third of the World’s population. It started in
Asia a few years earlier and travelled east via caravan trains. It
arrived in Sicily in 1347 at the port of Messina and from there ran
rampant through Europe. There were so many dead that bodies were
left rotting in the streets and cities constantly smelled of death.
England and France were at war during this time and yet, the Plague
managed to stop the war temporarily. The Black Plague continued its
relentless march through Europe and into North Africa where it
finally ended sometime around 1353. The disease was caused by the
bacterium Yersinia pestis which was carried by the Oriental rat
flea. There were reported reoccurrences of the Black Plague right
up to the year 1400.

The Columbian Exchange of
1492 was taken to the Caribbean by Spanish explorers and passed on
to the native populations. Having never been exposed to such an
affliction before, the local people had no antibodies and it’s
thought that 90% of the population died. Similarly, when
Christopher Columbus reached an island called Hispaniola, he found
a population of 60,000 but by 1548 there were only five hundred
Taino people left. The Aztec people were killed off by Smallpox in
1520, and according to research conducted in 2019, as many as 56
million Native Americans died because of disease through the
16th and
17th centuries, thanks to
colonisation.

In 1665 came the Great Plague of
London. This was again the bubonic plague carried by rat fleas but
because no-one really understood the affliction people slaughtered
domestic animals to the tune of hundreds of thousands thinking they
were the cause, mainly dogs and cats. 15% of the population of
London perished.

The World witnessed its first
Cholera Pandemic in 1817 which would be repeated seven times over
the next 150 years. One million people died. It originated in
Russia and was spread through tainted food and water, via human
faeces. It was picked up by British soldiers who took it to India
and from there the British Navy took it all over the World, Africa,
Asia, America and Europe.

In 1855 came the third outbreak
of The Plague. This started in China and travelled through India
taking advantage of a mining boom at the time. It killed 15
million. This pandemic was still considered active right up until
1960.

1875 saw the Fiji Measles
Pandemic. When Fiji was brought into the British Empire a Royal
party visited Australia as a gift from Queen Victoria. They arrived
at the time of a measles outbreak and took the disease back to
Fiji. It spread very quickly killing 40,000 Fijians.

In 1889 influenza broke out in
Siberia and Kazakhstan and quickly ended up in Russia before
migrating into Finland and what is now Poland before spreading
across the rest of Europe. A year later it was in America and
Africa. By the end of 1890 the death toll was 360,000.

The first half of the
20th Century was a turbulent
time and one that will long be remembered for its two world wars
and the Great Depression, but it was a pandemic that would kill
more people than the two wars combined, the Spanish Flu of 1918. It
surfaced towards the end of WW1. Soldiers who were in Europe at the
time kept diaries of their wartime experiences and many wrote of
the Spanish Flu. The reason this disease was so profound was simply
because of bad timing when soldiers from all corners of the World
were headed home. What happened next was unavoidable. This pandemic
was an avian flu, and it was airborne which meant you could catch
it by inhaling it from the air when someone simply coughed or
sneezed close by. Needless to say, it spread quickly around the
world. By 1919 people had either developed immunity or died. The
death toll from the Spanish flu is thought to have been up to 80
million globally, although 50 million seems to be a common number
in many case studies. I think one of the strangest things about
Spanish Flu was the demographic target group of the disease. The
vast majority were young, healthy people in the prime of their
lives. No-one’s sure why it happened that way but when you think
about the era, the World had lost millions of young people to WW1,
then more to the Spanish flu and again millions more in WW2. All
together the death toll between those three events was probably
towards 200 million people over a period of 40 years. It was
perhaps one of the worst eras in human history. Another oddity of
the Spanish Flu is that it simply vanished, and no-one knows
why.

In 1957 the Asian Flu broke out.
It began in Hong Kong and spread across China and then into the
United States and ultimately England. As is common with pandemics
there was a second wave in 1958. A vaccine saw the flu reigned in
but not before it killed 1.1million people.

In 1981 a strange news disease
made an appearance, the HIV/AIDS virus (Acquired Immune Deficiency
Syndrome/Human Immunodeficiency Virus). It was first observed in
the American gay community and became known as a homosexual
illness, but it didn’t stop there finding its way into the
heterosexual community. I will never forget the advertising
messages on TV about the illness and the constant warnings about
using condoms and safe sex; taboo subjects that were suddenly at
the forefront. I think it was the first time in my life I witnessed
such a reaction to an illness. It’s thought that it was originally
a virus of chimpanzees in West Africa, first defined in the 1920s.
It spread through bodily fluids, generally during sexual
intercourse. The virus renders a person’s immune system redundant,
and they are generally killed by a secondary illness such as
pneumonia. While the illness is now considered “manageable” through
antiviral protocols it is still prevalent today. AIDS has killed
approximately 35 million people.

2003 saw yet another disease
arrives from China. This one we called SARS (severe acute
respiratory syndrome) and was probably carried by bats which passed
it onto cats and then on to humans. SARS ended up crossing into 26
countries. While the death toll was relatively low at 774, the
similarities between SARS and Covid-19 cannot be ignored. They are
related and we’ll be comparing these two afflictions later.

2009 saw the arrival of H1N1/09
(Swine flu). As the name suggests it originated in pigs before
being passed on to humans. It was a variation of the Influenza A
virus, and it has been compared to the Spanish Flu of 1918 in terms
of its intensity and mortality rate. This disease also mutated
rapidly with multiple variations from H1N2 to H9N2. According to
the World Health Organisation, H1N1 and its derivatives killed
between 150,000 and 575,000 people globally. It has since been
managed through a vaccine.

2012 saw MERS arrive (Middle
East Respiratory Syndrome), another illness which resulted in a low
yield as far as the death toll was concerned, 866 but was again a
bat-based illness that crossed into another animal, possibly a
camel before passing on to humans.

So now we come to December 2019
and the arrival of Covid-19, a novel Coronavirus. The question many
have asked is why the World reacted to this virus in a way that saw
global business shut down, people isolated to their homes and the
side effects which included an economic downturn, massive
unemployment, and general panic. As we work our way through The
#Covid-19 Experience I will endeavour to answer that very
question.


So, what is
Covid-19?

Covid-19 is what’s known as a
novel coronavirus but what does that mean exactly? Well, it simply
means that we haven’t seen anything like it before in this form,
IE: novel.

Coronaviruses have been around
for hundreds of years. The word corona is Latin meaning crown or
wreath which, under an electron microscope describes the design of
the virus. The virus’s official name is 2019-nCoV which was
designated by the World Health Organisation. 2019 is the designated
year of identification and the Covid simply means coronavirus
disease. Put it all together you get Coronavirus disease of 2019 or
Covid-19.

These kinds of viruses are
derived from mammals and birds, anything from chickens to cows,
pigs and yes, even bats, mainly the fruit bat varieties which are
common around the World.

Back in the mid-nineties there
was a spate of illnesses reported in Australia. There were several
recorded fatalities attributed to either the Flying Fox; a kind of
fruit bat and another variety of bat which is an insectivore.

In 1996 a Queensland woman was
bitten on the finger by a yellow-bellied sheath tailed bat. She was
an animal caregiver. After four or five weeks she developed
symptoms akin to rabies. Death followed about twenty days
later.

In December 2012, an
eight-year-old boy was either bitten or scratched by a bat, also in
Queensland. He became ill within three weeks and died the following
February.

In 2013 a rabies-like infection
killed two horses in south-east Queensland; they were bitten
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