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Dedication

For Ginny, without whom

this could never have been written




Epigraph

‘A human being is a part of the whole, called by us “Universe”, a part limited in time and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings as something separated from the rest – a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness. The striving to free oneself from this delusion is the one issue of true religion. Not to nourish the delusion but to try to overcome it is the way to reach the attainable measure of peace of mind’

Albert Einstein to Rabbi Dr Robert S. Marcus, 12 February 1950




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Prologue

    i. Et in Suburbia Ego

Part One: East to West: Smallpox

   ii. ‘The Fresh and Kindly Pock’

  iii. Safely! Quickly! Pleasantly!

Part Two: West to East: Cholera

  iv. Proust’s Travels

   v. Sans Frontières

Part Three: Power and Pestilence: Plague

  vi. The Death of Rats

 vii. Calamity Snaps

viii. Carbolic

  ix. Departures

   x. And in the End . . .

Acknowledgements

Notes

A Short Guide to Further Reading


Index

About the Author

Also by Simon Schama

Copyright

About the Publisher




Prologue

In the end, all history is natural history.

Old Pliny knew as much, well before his last posting to the Bay of Naples, beneath the volcano that would kill him. His nephew managed to compile thirty six volumes of The Natural History from his uncle’s encyclopaedic notes and it was still not enough. But Pliny’s data-glut was more than sufficient to make the point that biology and ecology, and the play between them, are the ultimate shapers of human destiny. For the ancients, mischief of the gods notwithstanding, this was a truism. Aristotle – zoologist as well as philosopher – would not have disagreed.

At this late point in the flash in the pan that is the paltry ten millennia of human civilisation, we have returned to this chastening truth: that the matter filling million upon millions of pages of recorded history – wars and revolutions, the rise and fall of cities and empires, fevers of faith, the heaping up and the emptying out of wealth – has been circumscribed by what we have done to nature and what it has done to us.

It would, of course, be absurd to discount the transformative power of human ingenuity. But the acme of its achievement, the natural sciences as they have long been called, have revealed almost unimaginable powers of genetically amending the terms of human life while at the same time making startlingly apparent the sobering limits of human agency. Bio-ecological imperatives, rather than the emperors of construction and destruction, are our true rulers. And science rather than military hardware is our best defence. Perhaps it is chagrin at the realisation that the best-laid plans of mice and monsters are so many vanity projects compared to the entropy of the habitable planet, or the eruption of pandemics, that makes for reluctance to describe those existential crises in anything but the stale vocabulary of political and military history. Diseases are invaders; measures to deal with them a plot; bacteriologists and epidemiologists an alien elite, the microbe and the scientist in cahoots against homespun wisdom. The health of the world contracts into the health of nations, even when the latter cannot be sustained without ensuring the former.

Much madness has arisen from this ongoing drama of false consciousness; and many are the perils arising from its obstinate perpetuation. What follows are scenes from this late-period episode of the human comedy. And like much comedy, they could not be more serious.




i

Et in Suburbia Ego

Thus it came about that oxen, asses, sheep, goats, pigs, chickens and even dogs (for all their fidelity to man) were driven away and allowed to roam freely through the fields where the crops lay abandoned and had not even been reaped let alone gathered in. And after a whole day’s feasting many of these animals, as though possessing the power of reason, would return glutted in the evening to their own quarters, without any shepherd to guide them . . .

Giovanni Boccaccio, Decameron, First Day
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In March 2021, the thirteenth month of the COVID confinement, the peepers, in their vast multitudes, sang out again. Down in the swampy wetlands below our house in the Hudson valley, millions of Pseudacris crucifer (‘Cross-bearing false locusts’ but actually minute frogs) puffed up their air sacs and warbled for a mate. That’s spring for you. The peepers are so tiny – an inch or so long – that you’ll never see one, no matter how carefully you creep up on them. Their blown-out song bags are nearly as big as the rest of them; it’s all they are: innocently inflated peeps of expectation.

They are not alone. In recent years the soprano peepers have been accompanied by a bass rhythm section – wood frogs, Lithobates sylvaticus, a tattoo of deep quacking, punctuated by raspy burps. They and the peepers survive bitter winters by means of anti-freeze cryoprotectants stored within their bodies. When ice crystals begin to form on their skins, their livers flood the blood-stream with glucose, sending vital organs like the heart, its beating paused, into a dormant but protected state. Seventy per cent of the frogs’ body water can then freeze without compromising the organs that will magically reawaken in the spring.1 To help matters, wood frogs can recycle urea through their urine. So if you were to come across a wood frog in deep winter, or expose a tiny peeper beneath the leaf litter, their sparkling, gelid rigidity would lead you to assume they were dead. A twist from your fingers could snap a leg. So don’t do that, for as the Hudson valley light goes pearly and the afternoons stretch out, the superficial body ice of the frogs melts away and, along with that decrystallising resurrection, wild singing begins: at first a mere tea-time tuning up by scattered vocalists, but by sunset building into a massive chorus, an entire Albert Hall-ful of peepers. There is always mating business to be getting on with and only a month or so to get it done. Quick, quack, peep. The teeming amphibians ecstatically multiplied, even as much of humanity sank into another engulfing wave of infection.

It’s a commonplace (but no less true for being so) that the empty desolation of cities, the grim, still, silence of locked-down streets and squares, was offset by the irrepressible burgeoning of nature. We saw it – the budding and blossoming, the buzzing and butterfly-fluttering on our walks in parks and on heaths, in our gardens and on windowsills. The cheek of nature, impervious to our fearful distress, flaunting the sociability of its flocks, gaggles and mysteriously choreographed starling murmurations: the avian corps de ballet. For a while, back then, the grounding of jets and the stilling of traffic scoured away the rusty scrim of pollution from the skies. Avians replaced aviation. Ruby-throated hummingbirds were seen in unprecedented numbers around Kennedy airport, their tiny wings, beating fifty times a second, more miraculously engineered than anything attached to aircraft. Children in vast conurbations – Beijing, Mumbai, São Paulo, Los Angeles – few of whom had ever seen a truly blue sky, now craned their necks to a clarified space hitherto glimpsed only in storybooks and video cartoons. At night, with ambient light dimmed and road traffic muted, stars glinted, needle sharp. The Milky Way sloshed across our field of vision. While we hunkered and cowered, and ordered home delivery, flora rioted; fauna trespassed. Parliaments of legislators were reduced to socially distanced barking from the hollow shell of their chambers, while parliaments of birds flocked and chattered. We tweeted with our fingers; they tweeted with their lungs. Those with the sweetest song showed off, none more liquidly around here, in the Hudson valley, than the Carolina wren nesting under our barbecue. The more we retreated into digitally numbed companionship, the more brazenly the company of animals advanced towards us. Coyotes raved in the midnight backyard. A weedy ditch by the road became the habitat of a family of water voles, pups slickly backflipping at each end of the conduit. One early summer morning, I chased a chipmunk round the house before dislodging the speedy trespasser from behind the television. Reckless possums crossed the roads at night, though their habit of playing dead before the odd oncoming car was often a prelude to being actually dead. Morning roadkill was evidence of nocturnal roamings and ramblings by hitherto seldom-seen critters. On the path leading to a local arts centre, weasels and milk snakes lay side by side, cartoonishly flattened, as if mutually KO’d in a small-hours brawl. At the entrance to our local woodland trail, a sign advised walkers not to make nice with the black bears. Everything, except us, seemed to be emboldened. Reporting on record fox sightings in her north London neighbourhood, a friend chuckled, ‘It’s laughing at us, nature is.’ So it was: the low chuckle of gallows humour.

But the joke’s on us. Things are amiss. Species are out of place, or incautiously testing human presumptions about where their place actually lies, and what its boundaries might be. Lockdowns or not, migrants, two legged and four, are on the move to wherever subsistence beckons. The domain of the wild now includes urban gardens, parks and alleyways. Even before the pandemic shut the doors on residents, wild boar from the woody slopes of Mount Carmel were seen on the streets of Haifa. But since the pandemic, the pigs – off the menu for both Muslims and Jews and thus unconcerned by hunting predators – have been regularly grazing central reservations, trotting over road crossings with a pause to drop dung, and waking sleepers with their snotty snuffling as they tear and munch on weedy backyards. Regular fights with pet dogs often end with Lulu the Pomeranian or Yossi the Labradoodle the worse for wear. For once, a Haifa schoolboy’s claim that a pig had eaten his homework (along with his sweatshirt and a final slice of Margherita pizza) turned out to be true.

In north Wales, mountain goats from the Great Orme munching potted petunias off Llandudno windowsills supplied much-needed online entertainment. But the crashing of barriers between wild and domestic spaces has an ominous side. Displacement is a symptom of ecosystems under stress. The capybara roaming through the upscale gardens of houses in Nordelta on the outskirts of Buenos Aires would not be there had not the suburb been built by draining extensive areas of the Lujan River delta, robbing the three-foot-long rodents of their natural habitat. The relentless growth of Mumbai – a million new residents a year – has pushed its eastern and western suburbs into areas normally reserved for leopards, specifically the hundred square kilometres of the Sanjay Gandhi Sanctuary. Deprived of prey, the big cats have strayed beyond the preserve. At least fifty of them have taken up residence within the city, sustaining themselves from the enormous population of feral dogs, occasionally sampling an amuse-bouche of a dachshund or a Siamese cat.

When a small herd of elephants broke out of their reserve in south-west China in April 2020, and were video-tracked lumbering through a car dealership and scouting kitchens by probing through open windows with their trunks, they became an online sensation, described by one transfixed fan as ‘magical’. But this was not circus time; it was a symptom of something gone awry. The causes and consequences of this ecological disruption are complicated. On the one hand, it’s not good for the leopards to become Mumbai street creatures; on the other, they are doing the bloated metropolis a favour by culling the feral dog packs, which often include rabid animals. But then again there would not be so many of those wild dogs were it not for the introduction, a decade ago, of diclofenac, an anti-inflammatory drug commonly used for livestock in the 1990s, which ended up driving the third player in this urban drama – white-rumped vultures – to near extinction as a result of scavenging drugged cattle. A south Asian vulture population of 40 million in the 1980s now numbers around 19,000 forty years later. This is more than a catastrophic species loss, bad enough though that is. The dramatic depletion of vultures has unpicked the ecological threads that have tied human and animal culture together in India for centuries. The reverent freedom given to sacred cows by Hinduism, so that they might wander the streets until their bodies lie down in peaceful death, depended on the working assumption that carcasses would be cleaned by scavenging vulture flocks. Parsi sky burials, with the human deceased set on stone slabs for vulture cleansing, have likewise been affected, to the point at which that community are raising birds specifically to service their ritual. Without the vultures in Hindu cities, decomposing cattle have attracted rats and feral dogs, whose numbers have increased exponentially as the birds have disappeared. A collateral result is the steeply rising incidence of rabid attacks on humans, many of them fatal.

Mutuality between humans and animals has been dangerously disrupted. Temple monkeys, long conditioned to exist symbiotically with humans and largely dependent on pilgrims and tourists for their food, turned combative as a result of the abrupt withdrawal of their customary diet. In March 2021, the Thai temple city of Lopburi saw gangs of macaques, in their thousands, engage in violent street battles over scraps of discarded food while residents barricaded themselves in their houses against the rampaging primates. There is good reason for their fear. Macaques are reservoir carriers of herpes B – McHV1 – often lethal for humans.

Et in suburbia ego. Disruption-born contagions are happening in domestic as well as exotic places. A serious malady generated by ecological displacement arrived almost fifty years ago in the United States and parked itself on the vegetation of the American dream: the suburban lawn.2 During my first year in New York State in 1994, it found me, and was no fun at all: three months of piercing headaches, spells of dizziness and sharp, arthritic muscle pain, before an antibiotic got the better of it. The infecting agent of Lyme disease (named after Old Lyme, Connecticut, where it was first diagnosed and analysed) is a corkscrew-shaped spirochaete found in white-footed mice and sometimes in other small mammals like chipmunks. Not only do those mice survive the excavation and shredding of the woodland habitat for house construction, they positively thrive on the alteration, overwintering in the suburban estates which have displaced their native habitat. The rodents function as reservoirs for the dormant but immanent spirochaete. Enter black-legged ticks, needing blood meals at each change in their life cycle, from larva to nymph to adult. A feed on the mice absorbs the spirochaete, which is then transferred to white-tailed deer, upon which the ticks lodge in huge numbers, especially on the ears and around the nose. The deer have themselves multiplied abundantly on the borderland between old forests and the herbicide-saturated, brilliantly lurid carpet lawns of ‘colonial’ McMansions. Suburbanites are accustomed to watching white-tailed deer emerge from their woodland cover to graze their shrubs or settle on lawn pasture. To compound all this, the spread of one disease, Lyme disease, has been accelerated by the social effects of another, COVID-19. During the pandemic, fear of urban contagiousness led to departures from cities by those who could afford to do so. But clearcutting for suburban construction to meet the quickened demand has brought new residents ever closer to those ubiquitous reservoirs of disease – white-footed mice. Even as house-dwellers awaited their next delivery of online-ordered groceries, black-legged ticks hung on the blades of those hyperfertilised lawns, primed for their next blood meal. Just how plentiful these biological hitch-hikers are depends on the presence or absence of the natural predators of the mice, which in turn depends on the extent of woodland cover. Our house sits on a ridge above second-growth forest covering the drystone wall remains of early nineteenth-century livestock farms. That relatively undisturbed native woodland of tulip, hickory, beech, chestnut and red oak is dense enough to support red-tailed hawks and barred and great horned owls, which prey on mice and other small rodents hosting the spirochaete. But we owe the preservation of these woodlands and wetlands to the self-interested benevolence of a plutocratic dynasty whose colossal fortune was built in the nineteenth century from the intensive extraction and production of oil. The creation of a broad cordon sanitaire of protected country was not, of course, purely a matter of public-spirited philanthropy. Protecting Hudson River landscapes served to insulate the bucolic manorial estate of the Rockefellers from the displeasing encroachments of the motorised modern world they had done a fair bit to enable. But closing off land to all but walkers and horse-riders had the effect (and still does) of coopting the public in the conservation of a green barrier.

Even at the height of the 2020 lockdown, local families rambled the Rockefeller State Park Preserve, children hooting at the flocks of decorative sheep and glossy herds of pedigree cattle. The domestic animals are impeccably maintained by the Stone Barns Center for Food and Agriculture, committed to educating the public on the reconciliation of farming with sustainable environmental practices. Meat from the humanely raised, pasture-fed animals supplies the menu of the famous high-end restaurant located on the same land. Diners are fed edifying environmental sermons along with their exquisitely cooked meals before being handed the eye-watering bill. But this exemplary suburban pastoral with its deer-roamed glades, meadow openings, and teacher-farmers, gardeners and cooks is a far cry from the perilous hellscape burning up much of the planet from the Amazon basin to Indonesia. In the Hudson valley we have feel-good farming; elsewhere, the eco-apocalypse is most certainly now. In 2020, 12 per cent more of the Amazon rain forest was cleared by burning than in the previous year, the pall of smoke easily visible in satellite photography.

Global hamburger syndrome drives much of this devastation. Millions of acres of tropical rain forest are cleared to make way for cattle pasture or the production of crops like soy and rape processed for the needs of industrial feedlot fattening, so that burger chains will never run short of inexpensive ground meat, American breakfasts never want for crispy bacon. McDonald’s alone purchases annually nearly 2 billion pounds of beef, packed from the carcasses of 7 million cattle.3 This is why American Big Meat – companies like Tyson Foods and lobbyists like the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association, on the defensive for methane emissions sent into the atmosphere by livestock and water polluted by the oceanic slurry of pig excreta – has spent millions of dollars over the past three decades attacking environmental reform. The last few intact temperate rain forests, such as the Tongass National Forest in south-east Alaska, are under pressure from mining companies to be opened for fossil fuel extraction. This is not an exclusively US problem. Between 17,400 and 26,400 hectares of Amazon rain forest are cut down every year to supply the Chinese market with Brazilian beef.4 Many more carbon-absorbing forests across the globe have already been irrecoverably lost to the same industrial pressure. The well-known result is a catastrophic destruction of biodiversity which at current rates will send at least a million species into extinction by the end of the century.

Even more ominously, the industrial production of cheap meat has seen the massing of livestock in foodlots so crowded and engorged that mass infections can only be prevented by the pre-emptive application of antibiotics. This routine practice in turn engenders two terrifying perils. First, it invites the evolution of antibiotic-resistant strains of disease among the cattle, pigs and poultry; and second, it increases the likelihood that those diseases will make the jump from animal to human populations that will no longer be able to depend on antibiotics to fight off the infection. This bleak syndrome is no longer a possibility but a certainty.

All these dislocations have already reordered the relationship between the animal and human worlds, with dire consequences for both. Deprived of native habitat and the complex web of biological relationships required to sustain and reproduce themselves, wild animals have moved into the human worlds of tourist and shantytown waste at the same time as swollen populations of impoverished cities have built halfway to meet them. The sight of feral animals – foxes, bears, wild cats, raccoons – rooting through discarded take-away rubbish has become an urban commonplace. Smart city rats now have big competition.

The shrinking of distance between wild and human habitats has also generated opportunities for another source of desperately needed income: the long-distance traffic in wild animals. In 2005, it was estimated that each year of the previous decade had seen the live trafficking of 40,000 primates, 640,000 reptiles, 4 million birds and 350 million fish, numbers which have almost certainly increased in the years since. In 2016, China’s National Key Research and Development Programme estimated the value of wildlife trades for medical sales and food consumption at 520 billion yuan. While most proposals seeking to break the connection between the wildlife trade and zoonotic diseases argue for strict bans on the former, such measures will not be easy since a large proportion of the planet’s poor, especially in tropical Africa, depends on ‘bush meats’ made available to those for whom Big Whoppers are well out of reach.5 Some animal meats are also in demand at the other end of the market, both as exotic luxury food and as traditional medicine. Pangolins – scaly anteaters found in both sub-Saharan Africa and south-east Asia – are, since the enforcement of restrictions against ivory, the most commonly trafficked mammals of all. Malayan pangolins are served up in high-end restaurants in south-east Asia, especially in Vietnam where they are both the most popular wild delicacy on the menu and, at $150 a pound, the most expensive. Assuming you have remembered to order your pangolin three hours in advance, the manager of the Thiên Vương Tửu (Alcohol of the Gods) restaurant in Ho Chi Minh City will personally bring the live animal to your table and slit its throat to assure you of the unimpeachable freshness of the upcoming dish. At a neighbouring table you may catch fellow diners having their cobra’s heart opened up, its medically touted blood or ‘snake wine’ pumping into a waiting decanter. Unlike sources of ivory, pangolins are pathetically easy to catch. Their scaly covering may pose a challenge for animal predators, but when they are shaken from a tree or a bushy hideaway, the perfectly curled-up ball into which they form themselves is a pangolin harvester’s perfect convenience. Into the bag go the scaly balls and into the truck goes the bagful. Tens of thousands of these animals are caught this way every year, most of them merely for the scales which, when ground fine, are advertised as promoting lactation, helping to heal sores and rashes, banishing headaches, and curing anorexia, infertility and pretty much anything else that might ail you. The fact that since the scales are entirely keratin, and thus ingesting them is no more medical help than eating chewed fingernails, has no effect on the size and success of the pangolin market, which asks $3,000 for a kilo of scales plucked from the roasted animals. Ostensibly, and in response to their increasingly endangered status, there are heavy penalties for pangolin-smuggling. In January 2021, China jailed two smugglers for fourteen and thirteen years respectively. But the fact that, for a long period, companies in China and Vietnam have been permitted to manufacture more than sixty panaceas, all containing pangolin scales, has done little to constrain cross-frontier traffic. Overland routes from Cambodia, Thailand and Malaysia are still busy with truckloads of pangolins. In some cases they are even used for striking fashion statements, though it is not known if King George III, presented by the Marquess of Hastings, governor-general of Bengal in 1820, with an Indian coat and helmet made entirely from pangolin scales, ever got to wear that exotic outfit in the last year of his reign.6

An ironic consequence of the rise in demand for animal-sourced remedies is that they have ended up contributing to the ailments they are thought to cure. In the spring of 2020 a group of Chinese scientists published analyses of coronavirus-infected pangolins confiscated from smugglers in 2017 and 2018 by customs officials at Guangdong.7 The receptor binding domain of the virus was 97 per cent identical with that of SARS-CoV-2. Though this is not enough to clinch the case for pangolins being the intermediary host for the virus between a reservoir mammal like a bat and the end destination in humans, it adds to the growing evidence that the waves of terrifying diseases coming at the world faster and faster are almost always zoonotic. They are the direct result of what we have done to our planetary habitat.8 Climate change has added to the witches’ brew since the flooding that comes with extreme weather events has created more breeding pools for disease-carrying mosquitoes which, thanks to global warming, now also have an extended season in which to multiply. The massively extended disease ranges of West Nile fever and Zika virus are the result. In a disconcertingly Gothic footnote that Mary Shelley would have appreciated, the melting of glaciers on the Tibet–Qinghai border into a vast saline lake has revealed viruses dated to 15,000 years ago and said to be unlike any yet known to contemporary science.9
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Pangolin-scale coat made for George III (Indian, early nineteenth century).
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The years since 1980 have seen outbreaks of new infections at a rate of one every eight months in hot zones from Brazil to central Africa to south-east Asia, most of them viral. They include the catastrophes of HIV and Ebola, as well as SARS and H5N1 bird flu. The routinisation of long-distance trade in animals has speeded up the pace of these contagions. H5N1 originated in two mountain eagles illegally transported to Belgium from Thailand; chytridiomycosis, the fungal disease which made ninety species of amphibians extinct and another 124 species lose 90 per cent of their population, was spread by the international traffic in African clawed frogs. Sickness in animals has, inevitably, made its way into the human population transporting, marketing and consuming them.10 M-pox (formerly known as monkeypox), first identified in 1958 in macaques, has reservoirs in striped mice, giant pouched rats, African rope squirrels and brush-tailed porcupines. A first American outbreak in 2003 has been traced to some of those exotic animals being housed with prairie dogs for the wild pet trade.11 The jump of the disease from animal to human populations in Africa is itself a cascade of all the disruptions – demographic, social and environmental – that have stirred new contagions from dormancy.12 For forty years no human cases of M-pox were recorded. But between 1970 and 2018 the population of Nigeria almost quadrupled from nearly 56 million to 195 million. The demographic explosion drove the conversion of rain forest to farmland and conurbations, along with the migration of reservoir species of animals into cities. A series of floods generated by climate change accelerated this migration, and, ironically, the termination of smallpox vaccination programmes due to the announced declaration of the extinction of the disease in 1979, weakened immunity to the closely related M-pox virus. From two African zones – west Africa and the chronically war-ravaged Democratic Republic of Congo – the international trade in wildlife exported the disease to the United States and beyond.

The SARS epidemic of 2003–4, only barely contained, has been traced back to the meat of masked palm civets, shredded and combined with chrysanthemum petals and minced snake to make the high-priced delicacy ‘dragon-tiger-phoenix soup’, served in up-market restaurants in south China. The virus jumped, not to civet-eaters, but to others in the supply chain leading to the dish: breeders of captive civets held in filthy cages in Guangdong, transporters, slaughterers and cooks. It gets worse (or better) for an opportunistic virus. In Thailand, captive populations of masked palm civets are fed exclusively on coffee bean ‘cherries’ which, as they travel through the gastro-intestinal tract, have the acidity extracted from them by the action of digestion-aiding enzymes. The neat piles of coffee cherries packed in civet excreta will then end up as your speciality java of the day, expensively priced on the market. Imagine how many opportunities there might be for a virus to make the jump from an infected animal to a civet-shit gatherer slaving on minimum wage. Venti latte, anyone?

Although a letter to Nature Medicine in March 2020 from Kristian Andersen and four microbiologist colleagues argued, on the basis of genomic analysis, that ‘it is improbable that SARS-CoV-2 emerged from the laboratory manipulation of a related SARS-CoV-like coronavirus’ and that it was more likely to have come from an animal reservoir – like Rhinolophus affinis, the intermediate horseshoe bat – there is, at the time of writing, no definitive verdict on the virus’s aetiology.13 Live mammals known to be susceptible to SARS, such as hog badgers, foxes and (especially) raccoon dogs sold for both fur and meat, were stored and sold in quantities at the Huanan Seafood Wholesale Market in Wuhan, and the first known infected person was a vendor there. In March 2023, raw genetic data taken from swabs around the stacked cages of raccoon dogs showed that an animal did indeed carry the SARS-CoV-2 virus, although whether it contracted the infection independently in the wild or was infected by a human remains as yet unproven.14 In January 2023, 156 microbiologists joined a commentary by the editor of the Journal of Virology, Felicia Goodrum, asking, optimistically, for a less politicised ‘rational discourse’ on the subject, stating that ‘at this time and based on the available data, there is no compelling evidence’ supporting either ‘an accident’ or ‘nefarious actors’ at the Wuhan Institute of Virology.15 That still remains the case, since data supporting the US Department of Energy’s ‘low confidence’ opinion, made public in February 2023, that a lab leak was the likely origin of the virus, remains classified. Four ‘intelligence community elements’ and the National Intelligence Council have taken the opposite view (albeit also with gnomic ‘low confidence’) that exposure to an animal infected with SARS-CoV-2 or ‘a close progenitor virus’ was the more probable origin. Lab accidents, however, are not unknown and no one in the microbiological community takes issue with renewed, stringent attention being paid to safety issues in laboratories working with genetically manipulated viruses, especially those with potential transmissibility to humans.

Unfortunately, there may never be a definitive explanation of the origin of SARS-CoV-2, but there is no doubt that the closeness between human and wild animal populations has enabled ‘reverse zoonosis’: viral leaps from humans to non-humans, and then back again. It is thought by some epidemiologists that this is the route that the Omicron variant of COVID-19 took, mutation taking place in infected rats which then transmitted an adapted virus back to humans.16 On 27 April 2022, it was reported that a virulent strain of avian influenza – H3N8 – had infected a four-year-old boy exposed to chickens and crows in the Chinese province of Henan. On 23 February 2023, Cambodian health authorities reported the death of an eleven-year-old girl in Prey Veng province from H5N1, the virus responsible for the pandemic of influenza in wild and domestic bird populations. The virus had already made the jump from avians to mammals including Peruvian seals and Spanish mink. At the time of writing, although the Cambodian girl’s father also tested positive for H5N1 infection, there is as yet no clear evidence of human-to-human transmission. But the likely epidemiological implication of this news from Cambodia has already made the World Health Organization (WHO) state that the report is ‘worrying’. Wildlife, intensively fed and bred livestock, and humans to all intents and purposes now constitute a common planetary reservoir of perpetually evolving and mutating micro-organisms, some of them baleful. The Global Virome Project, established, as its name suggests, to coordinate world-wide research, estimates that there are 1.6 million potential zoonotic viruses in the world with just 1 per cent of them currently identified and analysed.17

All this is happening at ever briefer intervals. Demography remakes geography, transforming – right now, and not for the better – the future of life on earth.

By the end of 2021, up to eighteen million people had died, world-wide, from COVID-19 infection.18 You would suppose that in the face of a pandemic – an outbreak which by definition is global – together with a recognition of shared vulnerability, governments and politicians might have set aside the usual mutual suspicions and, under the aegis of the WHO, agreed on common approaches to containment, vaccination and control.19 Needless to say, nothing remotely like that has happened. If anything, the reverse has been the case: responses to the pandemic sharply diverged, even within entities like the European Union, ostensibly committed to common policies. Decisions taken by individual American states on vaccination requirements and mask mandates thwarted federal guidelines, deepening the already bitter cultural divisions between ‘red’ and ‘blue’ America. Ron de Santis, the Republican governor of Florida, cast himself as the voice of Regular Folks’ mistrust of expert opinion handed down from the Centers of Disease Control: the people’s anti-Fauci.

To some extent the raising of walls, psychological and institutional, is understandable. The instinctive reaction to contagion breaking out somewhere distant is to erect barriers against its importation. For a while, geographically isolated countries like New Zealand benefited from the possibility of self-sealing. But two years’ experience of the pandemic, in particular the unpredictable incidence of recurring outbreaks and viral mutations, has made the locking off of discrete zones of exclusion all but impossible. The need for an alternative, transnational approach to containment, mitigation and protection, coordinated by the WHO (since that is why it was established in the first place in 1948), has never been more urgent. The geographically uneven and glaringly unequal supply and delivery of vaccines and therapeutic drugs has only underlined this need. Because mutations arise most easily in thinly vaccinated populations, the comment of Tedros Adhenom Ghebreyesus, the WHO director-general, that ‘until everyone is vaccinated no one will be safe’ ought to have been an epidemiological truism.

This was not, however, the attitude of the then president of the United States. At the end of May 2020, during the most desperate early days of the pandemic, Donald Trump announced that the US would be withdrawing from the WHO.20 His major justification was to complain that the organisation had become a pawn of the Chinese government and had, in effect, been an accomplice of Beijing’s efforts to disguise the origin of the COVID outbreak. In Trump’s view this meant that China and the WHO, working as collaborators, had knowingly unleashed the contagion on the world with the unpardonable consequence (if not actual intention) of damaging his re-election prospects. They had had the audacity to launch the embarrassment virus with millions of fatalities as collateral damage. Whether or not COVID-19 was the result of a lab leak at the Wuhan Institute of Virology, it is undeniable that China did initially play down the magnitude of the outbreak in Wuhan. The WIV was not at all transparent in making documentation of its experiments with genetically manipulated viruses available, yet the WHO was prepared to take on trust Chinese statements, such as they were, about the origin and spread of the disease. It was, however, far from alone in this incuriousness. In the early stages of the outbreak there was no more ardent cheerleader for Xi Jinping and his government’s COVID measures than Donald Trump himself. ‘China has been working very hard to contain the virus,’ he said in January 2020, and a month later, ‘I think China’s handled it [COVID] really well.’ Politico found no less than fifteen such public comments, all in this generously appreciative vein.

Once, however, Trump concluded that China had weaponised its own epidemiological dishonesty and incompetence expressly to make him look bad, his mentions of the virus invariably came with a tag of culpability, as in ‘the China virus’ or more facetiously ‘the Kung flu’. There is a history to attaching misleading nicknames to pandemics, the better to characterise them as an alien plague falling upon a vulnerable homeland. Although the first documented cases of the horrific influenza outbreak of 1918 occurred in a military establishment in Kansas, the pandemic became known as ‘the Spanish flu’, principally as a result of that country’s willingness (unlike belligerents in Europe) to report candidly on the severity and extent of the contagion. The cholera which swept through most of Europe in the nineteenth century, and which in Britain’s case arose from local sanitary contamination, became commonly known as ‘the Asian cholera’ or more offensively still as ‘the yellow peril’.21 In no time at all, discussion about the origin and transmission routes of COVID had likewise collapsed into the usual mire of military metaphors, so that its progress became an ‘invasion’ against which ‘defences’ had to be manned, battles fought, conquests pursued, to a decisive ‘victory’.22 Politically, it was all too easy for populist leaders, like Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro, infuriated by their impotence in the face of a microbial ‘enemy’, to emerge from an initial state of denial into a nationalist blame game; somehow, some other force, some other nation, was responsible for their country’s predicament. Before long, any possibility of a clear and honest understanding of the common world-wide conditions that allowed such disasters to happen, not least the biological consequences of environmental degradation, became swallowed up by this default vocabulary of competitive nationalism. Astonishingly, the Johnson government of the United Kingdom was so intent on applying its new norms of Brexit isolation that it withdrew from the common European pandemic early warning information pool. Later, it made the claim that Brexit had allowed it to have the earliest and most successful vaccination programme, passing over the inconvenient fact that, as of July 2022, Britain nonetheless had the highest case and mortality rate of any state in western Europe.23 In an impressive demonstration of cutting-nose-to-spite-face delusion of autarkic grandeur, heavily locked-down North Korea rejected an offer of 3 million doses of Sinovac vaccine from China as well as another major offer from AstraZeneca, and as of April 2022 was one of only two countries in the world (the other being Eritrea) to have no vaccines at all within its territory.24

Mercifully, it has not all been a zero-sum game. In late March 2021, twenty five world leaders, including Emmanuel Macron, Boris Johnson, Mario Draghi, Angela Merkel, Cyril Ramaphosa, Wolodymyr Zelensky and the head of the European Council, Charles Michel, as well as the prime ministers of South Korea, Fiji, Thailand, Chile, Senegal and Tunisia – but, depressingly, missing the leaders of the United States, Japan, Russia and China – issued a statement explicitly acknowledging the chain linking human and non-human lives and destinies. Invoking the multilateralist idealism of the years following the Second World War that sought a reconnected world through the United Nations and agencies like the WHO, they proposed a legally binding international treaty to deal with future pandemics. Such a treaty would embody ‘an approach that connects the health of humans, animals and our planet’. This built on the impressive 2015 Lancet–Rockefeller Foundation joint report seeking to establish a ‘One Health’ globally indivisible approach to the environmental-epidemiological nexus that would necessarily ‘transcend national boundaries’.25 On 1 September 2021, Merkel and Todros Adhenom Ghebreyesus opened a Hub for Pandemic and Epidemic Intelligence in Berlin. In a gesture more appropriate for a country fair or the launch of an ocean liner, they cut a ribbon in two places. The ribbon was striped red and white as if simultaneously alerting visitors to peril and bidding them enter anyway. The Hub’s mission brief says that it is meant to provide global data linkage and the sharing of advanced analytical tools and predictive models, the better to be armed against future outbreaks. ‘No single institution or nation can do this alone,’ Ghebreyesus declared. ‘That’s why we have coined the term “collaborative intelligence”.’ But there is already data-gathering at the WHO Academy in Lyon and preparations for the storage of infectious material at a secure bio-bank in – where else? – Switzerland. None of this, however, overcomes the immense disparity of resources, for both research and clinical trials, between richer countries and the regions of the world from which new infectious diseases often arise. The Global Health Network led by Professor Trudie Lang in Oxford is a promising effort to decentralise epidemiological and microbiological research and establish programmes of training in countries where it is desperately needed. This effort to supersede national self-interest with genuinely internationalist pooling of resources is uncontroversially commendable. But in some quarters there is uncharitable muttering about compulsive Hub-ification. It is easier, those critics say, to manufacture a hub than set it spinning.

This moment in world history is no less fraught for being so depressingly familiar: the immemorial conflict between ‘is’ and ‘ought’; between short-term power plays and long-term security; between the habits of immediate gratification and the prospering of future generations; between the cult of individualism and the urgencies of common interest; between the drum beat of national tribalism and the bugle call of global peril; between native instinct and hard-earned knowledge. If it is a happy answer you want to the question as to which will prevail, it is probably best not to ask an historian. For history’s findings are more often than not tragic, and its boneyard littered with the remains of high-minded internationalist projects. The appeals of idealists fill whole-page declarations in earnest broadsheets and win funds from far-sighted philanthropic foundations. But the plans and the planners are demonised by the tribunes of gut instinct as suspiciously alien, hatched by cosmopolitan elites: the work of foreign bodies.

Not invariably, though.
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Part One

East to West: Smallpox
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ii

‘The Fresh and Kindly Pock’
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Nicolas de Largillière, portrait of Voltaire aged twenty three, 1728.

Bridgeman Images



Two hundred pints of lemonade, was, Voltaire acknowledged, a surprising treatment for a victim of smallpox; nonetheless he was quite certain it had saved his life.1 For some days, in early November 1723, it had been touch and go. For a week, his head and body burned with fever. Clarity deserted him. The sudden sickness wrecked a moment Voltaire had been eagerly anticipating. The marquis de Maisons, Jean-René de Longueil, as rich as Croesus, had invited Voltaire to his chateau on the edge of the Forêt de Saint-Germain-en-Laye, 9 miles north-west of Paris. A company from the cream of society and the republic of letters was gathered for a reading of Voltaire’s latest play, a Herodian melodrama: Mariamne.2 Its author, despite the succès d’estime of his earlier play, Œdipe, was not yet irreversibly established as a literary fixture. Everything seemed auspicious. Built by François Mansart in the previous century, the house was contrapuntal music in stone; what Versailles might have been had architectural monomania not set in. This reading, in the salle des fêtes with the star of the Comédie Française, Adrienne Lecouvreur, performing the title role, would surely make Voltaire. He would do his best to bat away the flattery with gestures of unconvincing modesty. It was what was expected.

But the virus gatecrashed the party and all was ruined. Fearing the worst, even before the first pustule had erupted on Voltaire’s angular face, most of the guests fled. The marquis de Maisons, however, stayed put. At twenty four he was five years younger than Voltaire, not just the president of the Paris Parlement but a keen amateur scientist with an experimental chemistry lab. The marquis was also France’s only grower of coffee, the beans said to compare favourably with the best mocha. Now, he walked through the enfiladed chambers of his beautiful house, distressed but practical. Money and power, of which he had plenty, meant he could call on the highest connections for help. So the personal physician of the Chevalier de Rohan, M. Gervasi, was summoned to attend the prostrate writer.3 Understandably though unprofessionally, the doctor had needed some persuasion to hurry to the chateau, seeing that the patient was probably in the grip of a disease believed to have already killed 20,000 Parisians in twelve months. Voltaire might or might not be at death’s door, but either way, he was bound to be infectious. Nonetheless, with whatever reluctance, Gervasi arrived and did his professional duty. An initial examination confirmed the doctor’s pessimism, ‘an opinion’, Voltaire commented sardonically, ‘which the servants made sure to communicate to me’. The usual prescriptions – a bleeding and a purge – were vigorously applied, but, as expected, pustules broke out on Voltaire’s face and body, quickly filling with viscous gunk. At one stage, matters looked so dire that Maisons wondered out loud whether, notwithstanding his guest’s famous scepticism in matters of faith, it might not be prudent for the curé to make a call. Expecting the worst, Voltaire agreed and duly made confession, which, he wrote to the baron de Breteuil, ‘[it] will not surprise you, did not take long’. Forever anxious about the state of what he called his ‘delicate’ constitution, and believing bodies to be merely the shabby casing for the soul, Voltaire resigned himself, ‘tranquilly awaiting death’, aggrieved only that it would prevent his putting finishing touches to Mariamne and the completion of his epic poem La Henriade, set in the sixteenth-century wars of religion. Most upsetting was the bitter thought that he would have to depart from his friends de bonne heure, much too early.

Would those friends grieve for him the way he had grieved for his bosom companion La Faluère de Genonville, who had been among those taken just two months before? Distraught when that had happened, Voltaire would write a poem lamenting the loss of the man with whom he had shared much, including a mistress: ‘We who loved all three – reason, foolishness and love / The enchantment of tender errors.’4 His condition rapidly deteriorated. As the blistering pustules turned purulent and broke, they gave off a rank stench. Servants crept about him, economical with timing, handkerchiefs pressed to their faces. The château was now a place of utmost danger. Still, the noble Maisons remained, watchful and touchingly concerned. That the customary, base instincts of self-preservation had yielded to hospitality and humanity moved Voltaire deeply. Two others also behaved well. The actress Adrienne Lecouvreur stayed with him until the arrival of his close friend Nicolas-Claude Thieriot, who had ridden 40 miles post-haste to be at the bedside. ‘I was fortunate enough’, Voltaire wrote to Breteuil, ‘to have had beside me a man who can be counted among the very few virtuous men who truly understand friendship rather than merely know it as a word.’5

Despite (or because of) his ominous judgement, Gervasi persevered with his patient. Since Voltaire had long decided that he was his own best physician, this took some forbearance. Voltaire’s view, common in his day, was that smallpox was nothing more than the vascular system’s way of ridding itself of dangerous ‘impurities’ caused by an imbalance of humours. Thus, the whole sickness was generated internally and spontaneously rather than through any kind of invasive infection. The idea that smallpox was inherent in a ‘natural’ process of self-regulation in which the excessively ‘moist’ blood of childhood was evolving into the drier sanguine of adulthood had been rehearsed in 1676 in the Observationes medicae of Thomas Sydenham, ex-Parliamentary trooper and largely self-taught physician and biologist.6 Despite his rough-and-ready medical education Sydenham had been befriended by the great eminences of the Royal Society, Robert Hooke and Robert Boyle – albeit not generously enough to get himself elected as Fellow. Most likely it was the influence of Boyle’s ‘corpuscular’ theory of disease that persuaded Sydenham of the existence of innate ‘morbific particles’ residing within the human organism. Confessing ignorance of what exactly triggered their active corruption of the blood, Sydenham followed contemporary speculation that this might have something to do with atmospheric disruptions or untoward motions ‘in the bowels of the earth’. Alongside these traditional speculations and his devotion to the doctrine of the humours, Sydenham believed that inflammation should be understood as a ‘striving at the digestion and concoction of the inflamed particles with the intention of afterwards discharging them on the surface of the body and finally expelling them from her boundaries under the form of little abscesses’.7 Logically, then, the visitation of smallpox (or measles, which also interested Sydenham) was to be seen not as a destructive, but as an ultimately salutary process: a violent refreshment of the metabolism. Of course, it might be so violent as to kill the subject of regeneration. But we now know that the immune system can, in some circumstances, deliver a cytokine storm that can do more harm than good to a SARS-CoV-2 infected body.8

Voltaire subscribed to many of Sydenham’s assumptions, including the notion that smallpox, notwithstanding its lethal harvest of victims, was, as he wrote to Breteuil, ‘merely a purification of the blood, favourable to nature, which, by cleansing the body from the agencies of impurity, prepares it for vigorous health’.9 Accordingly, the worst thing one could do was to suppress or interrupt the ‘natural’ course of the disease. Despite the onset of feverishness, conventional treatment – described by the tenth-century Persian doctor Abu Bakr Muhammad Ibn Zakariyya al-Razi, called ‘Rhazes’ by European writers – counselled heat, as the best accelerator of the pustular exit of toxins. Patients were wrapped in blankets and confined to warm rooms to induce a sweating out of the infection. But Voltaire already knew that this was useless if not dangerous, as was covering erupted sites on the body with tight plasters or, as the physician Richard Morton recommended, rubbing the body with alcohol-rich ‘Rabel Water’. Especially unhelpful, Voltaire thought, except in cases where ‘sluggish blood’ required encouragement to flow, was the ubiquitous ‘Countess of Kent’s Powder’: a seventeenth-century concoction of ‘crabs’ eyes’ (actually lime found in the stomach of crayfish), pulverised pearl and white coral, and the miracle substance ‘contrajerva’ (dorstenia) root, first brought from the New World by Francis Drake and imagined to be an antidote to, inter alia, syphilis, diarrhoea and tumours.10 To Voltaire’s disdain, many of the French aristocracy, including the duchesse d’Orléans, swore by ‘Milady Kent’s Powder’. He commented to Breteuil that survivors of a smallpox attack were in the habit of supposing their survival had something to do with these supposed remedies, when in fact they were lucky not to have been killed by them. The charlatans who made their reputation from dosing patients with such cordials and went around Paris boasting of their remedial talent should, he wrote, be summarily imprisoned as poisoners.

Sydenham had insisted that cooling, not warmth, was called for. It was thought to reduce blood pressure while somehow encouraging the coursing of foreign matter towards evacuation through the broken surface of the skin. Bring on the lemonade; again and again, together with another great bleed and eight emetic purges. The wonder is that Voltaire survived, but he did, and believed that the correct remedies had been applied to save his life as well as to preserve him from the blindness which struck many smallpox survivors along with the cratering of their skin. As his strength returned towards the end of November 1723, Voltaire longed to be off, not least to end his being a burden on the kindly Maisons and his household.

On 1 December, he was finally out of the house of his sickness and back in his Paris apartment, a stone’s throw from the École de Médecine. But exhilaration was abruptly cut short. The following day brought the awful news that no sooner had Voltaire’s carriage exited the grounds of the chateau than the floor of the room in which he had stayed had burst into flame, taking with it the apartments below and an entire wing of the majestically elegant house. Though Maisons was at pains to console his guest and insist that the disaster was in no way his fault, Voltaire was mortified and bewildered. When he had left the house, there was, he wrote, barely an ember glowing in the fireplace. But he learned that a wooden beam beneath the floor of the unevenly paved hearth must somehow have caught fire. ‘I was not the cause’, Voltaire wrote, ‘but the unhappy occasion.’ This, however, was enough to make him feel irrationally guilty; that somehow he had repaid the kindnesses of the man who had treated him ‘like a brother’ by incinerating his chateau. Along with the admiration he felt for Maisons, the pain of this consciousness would, he wrote, remain with him, his whole life long.

This may have been true, given the poignant postscript. In 1726, Voltaire’s elder sister Catherine-Marguerite died of smallpox at the age of thirty nine. Five years later, it carried off the guardian angel of his own ordeal, René-Jean Longueil, the marquis de Maisons, at just thirty two. Remembering his solicitousness, Voltaire referred to him (a little oddly) as his ‘father’. The shocking loss of Maisons swept Voltaire into a despair which, he wrote, ‘has brought me close to senselessness’. What made it worse was that ‘he died in my arms . . . by the negligence of doctors’. What he may have meant by this is the medical profession’s ignorance of, or downright hostility to, inoculation. For while Voltaire was experiencing the terror of smallpox, the first efforts were being made to persuade the French nobility and their physicians of the wisdom of the procedure. In 1723, a Huguenot doctor, Jean Delacoste, who had seen the effectiveness of inoculation in England, wrote to a fellow physician, Claude-Jean-Baptiste Dodart, vouching for its success in saving lives. Dodart in turn asked the president of the Royal Society of Physicians in London, Sir Hans Sloane, for some corroboration. A year later, Delacoste published his version of the initiatives in England, but when the question of inoculation’s safety and moral propriety was put to the Faculties of Medicine and Theology in Paris, it was judged a criminal act, both for introducing toxic matter into the bodies of otherwise perfectly healthy people and – more damningly – for usurping the judgement of the Almighty, in whose hands alone lay the arbitration of life and death, health and plague. In the face of such opposition, Delacoste concluded there would have to be a ‘grande révolution’ before inoculation was accepted in France.11

It is possible, even likely, that Voltaire had read Delacoste and knew of the campaign to bring inoculation to France, cut short by the death in 1723 (in the arms of his mistress rather than on a bed of smallpox) of the Regent, Philippe of Orleans, who had declared himself a supporter. Delacoste’s admiring report of English inoculation would explain why Voltaire’s own advocacy – the very first in any language meant for a lay rather than a learned readership – appeared as the eleventh of twenty four Letters Concerning the English Nation, published in England in 1733, ten years after his illness.12 The following year saw a French edition appear with the euphemistic title Lettres philosophiques.13 If the French title was a half-hearted attempt to disguise the fact that the book was a comparison of English and French systems of government, attitudes to religion and freedom of conscience very much to the disadvantage of Voltaire’s country of birth, it was a failure. On its appearance in France, the book was immediately banned and burned by the public hangman, thus reinforcing Voltaire’s judgement about the correctness of his cross-Channel comparison. In August 1726, three months after his arrival in England (and though he had made a quick clandestine trip back to France a month earlier), he had written to Nicolas-Claude Thieriot that he was thinking of staying put in ‘a land where the arts are honoured and rewarded’. He worried, though, whether his drastically shrinking fortune and chronically frail health would be robust enough for a life in the ‘hurly burly’ of Whitehall and Westminster.14

Besides philosophical principles, there were personal reasons for Voltaire’s Anglophilia, not least that a stay in England would be preferable to a second spell in the Bastille. In April 1726, Voltaire had a brutal reminder that being lionised by well-read Parlementaires – ‘nobility of the robe’ – was no protection against malicious social contempt of the higher-born ‘nobility of the sword’. Oddly, a peevish quarrel broke out with the aristocrat who had sent his personal physician to the stricken Voltaire’s bedside. As grateful as Voltaire was for Gervasi’s attention, he discovered that it had not been given gratis. Moreover, the sum he owed the doctor (along with other debts) was steep enough for the hard-pressed writer to have to sell off some of his Paris furniture. There were two rounds of mutual insults with the Chevalier de Rohan, both exchanged in full public hearing. The author of Œdipe had announced himself for the first time as ‘Voltaire’, a change from his actual name of François-Marie Arouet. In the foyer of the Opéra, Rohan had taunted him by greeting him as ‘M. Arouet or Voltaire or whatever it is’. Voltaire of course rose to the bait, mocking the Chevalier’s elaborate name, Guy Auguste de Rohan-Chabot, as ‘Rohan or Chabot or whatever’. At the Comédie Française a week or so later, it got childishly worse. The Chevalier repeated the mock greeting while Voltaire shot back that ‘at least I have chosen my name while you have dishonoured yours’. It was not over. When Voltaire was dining at the invitation (apparently) of the duc de Sully, a servant informed him there was someone at the door to see him, which indeed there was: a gang of Rohan’s heavies, who proceeded to beat him up. Infuriated, Voltaire appealed to Sully and even the court at Versailles for an apologetic satisfaction. Getting nowhere, the rake-thin, perpetually hypochondriac writer bought pistols and swords and lessons on how to use them. Rohan vanished, which could be construed as a refusal to duel with a social inferior or (more likely) an onset of panic. Voltaire denied seeking a duel but he was nonetheless arrested as a threat to public order and taken to the Bastille. He had in any case been toying with the idea of moving to England and had become acquainted with the high Tory politician and philosopher Henry St John, Viscount Bolingbroke, exiled in Paris after making the mistake of supporting the Jacobite Pretender instead of the incoming Hanoverian king, George I. This, however, did not preclude Voltaire from grandly writing to the king for an invitation to come to England. Unsurprisingly, no reply was forthcoming from George, who was not celebrated for his interest in literature. But the French government had no objections at all to its gadfly crossing the Channel, whereupon Voltaire found himself at Calais on 9 May 1726 waiting for the packet boat.

He arrived in England barely able to speak a word of the language and knowing almost no one. Bolingbroke was now resettled in England but Voltaire was not confident enough to go and see him. He did, however, have letters of introduction from Bolingbroke as well as from Horace Walpole, the son of the Whig prime minister, so that both sides of politics were willing to help. Helped by lessons from a Quaker tutor, Voltaire mastered English impressively enough to be able to write to Alexander Pope in that tongue, which is just as well since Pope had no French. Before he returned to France three years later, he had been befriended by Swift, Congreve, Addison and Edward Young.

But the man who did most to open doors for the exile was a young silk merchant, Everard Fawkener.15 Voltaire had met him in 1725 when Fawkener was returning from a nine-year stint in Aleppo as the commercial agent of the family import firm, Snelling and Fawkener, trading in the Ottoman empire under the aegis of the chartered Levant Company. It is likely that the encounter first piqued Voltaire’s interest in the Turkish Levant, and that this interest was further stimulated when Fawkener offered free lodging at his house in Wandsworth, on the south bank of the Thames a few miles upstream from London. Though Voltaire, hungry for an attentive audience, moved back to London at the end of 1726, he later returned to Wandsworth, lodging with a local scarlet-dyer who worked for Fawkener. It was there that Voltaire finally finished La Henriade, started to write his tragedy Brutus (dedicated to Bolingbroke), and began the research that would go into his history of the warrior king Charles XII of Sweden.

Fawkener’s company and reports about the Levant also informed Voltaire’s desperately needed literary success: the tragedy of Zaïre, written in three weeks in 1732 after he had returned to France and first performed a year later. Set in the medieval Holy Land of the Turkish–Crusader wars, the play features an enslaved Christian woman who falls in love with the sultan of Jerusalem. Due to marry the Muslim ruler, Zaïre is ordered by her father – a descendant of the Christian kings of Jerusalem – and her brother to be baptised. Mistaking family loyalty for romantic betrayal, the jealous sultan stabs Zaïre only to kill himself (Othello-like) when he discovers the truth. The play was an instant triumph, given another thirty performances that year and earning its author a six-week stay at Versailles so that it could be acted at court. Voltaire himself would sometimes play the role of Zaïre’s father. In the fulsome dedication prefacing the play, he acknowledged his debt to Fawkener.

Voltaire had gone oriental. And the mix of curiosity and romance that coloured his orientalism continued in the Letters Concerning the English Nation, published that same year, 1733. Sitting exactly halfway through the volume (the first half given over to essays praising the superiority of British politics, government and religious freedom, the second to contemporary luminaries, above all Isaac Newton) is Voltaire’s essay on smallpox inoculation. Nothing, he thought, exemplified the virtues of English modernity better than that procedure. But, paradoxically, that modernity lay in the commercially minded nation’s openness to taking lessons not from the classical, but the oriental world. Was the received wisdom, that the orient was hopelessly mired in decadence and superstition, correct? Plainly this could not be the case if the Ottoman world had come up with something that would save lives more reliably than sweating sheets, gallons of lemonade or the Countess of Kent’s panacea. And it had been those inveterate travellers the English who had recognised this, adopted it and established it as safe medical practice.

The turn to ‘oriental’ wisdom was all the more surprising because it involved what must have seemed a bewilderingly counter-intuitive procedure: the introduction of foreign matter, pus, drawn from an infected person – into the body of a perfectly healthy child! What kind of insanity was that? How could it possibly be that such an action would prevent, rather than guarantee, frightful, probably lethal, sickness? Ever the sly dramatist, Voltaire opens his essay pretending to withhold judgement:


It is inadvertently affirmed in the christian [sic] countries of Europe, that the English are fools and madmen. Fools because they give their children the smallpox to prevent their catching it; and madmen because they wantonly communicate a certain and dreadful distemper to their children merely to prevent an uncertain evil. The English on the other side, call the rest of the Europeans cowardly and unnatural. Cowardly because they are afraid of putting their children to a little pain; unnatural because they expose them to die at one time or another of the smallpox. But that the reader may be able to judge whether the English, or those who differ from them in opinion are in the right, here follows the history of the famed inoculation.16



In addition to challenging one long-ingrained assumption – that Christian Europe had nothing to learn from the barbaric orient, Voltaire overthrows another: that male learning was superior to female intuition. In his narrative, the verifiable mitigation of smallpox mortality had been accomplished by folk practices of the east and the wisdom of women. What had been recognised and adopted by the scientists of the Royal Society – those British heralds of scientific modernity – turned out to have been practised ‘immemorially’ by . . . Circassians.

The source for the Circassian romance of inoculation which takes up most of Voltaire’s essay must have been the Travels of the Huguenot Aubry de La Mottraye, published in London (where he had settled) in 1723–4 and including engraved plates of the Ottoman sultan’s seraglio by the young William Hogarth.17 It is conceivable that Voltaire first encountered La Mottraye’s two volumes during his stay at Wandsworth since the Levant trader Fawkener is likely to have had them on the shelves of his compendious library. The fabled beauty of Circassian women, as well as their enslavement as Turkish odalisques, would become an erotic fixation of the Romantics, beginning with an entry in D’Alembert and Diderot’s Encyclopédie. But the story of their preservation from smallpox disfigurement began in the second volume of La Mottraye’s popular book. In 1711, travelling deep into the country north-east of the Black Sea marked ‘Circassia’ on the maps of the time, La Mottraye describes the people as ‘the handsomest in the world’ (while marvelling, mean-spiritedly, that their immediate neighbours turn out to be the ugliest).


As I advanced amongst the Mountains and saw no body who was sear’d with the Small Pox, I bethought my self to ask them, if they had any Secret to preserve themselves from the Havock which that Distemper makes among so many other Nations; they inform’d me, that ‘twas owing in a great measure to their inoculating them, whereupon I desir’d to be told their manner of doing it, which they explain’d to me exactly enough for me to comprehend it without seeing the Operation.18



Searching for an actual demonstration, La Mottraye finally found one in a village he calls Deglivad. There, he writes, he saw a girl of around four or five years old being ‘carried to a young Boy of Three Years old who had the Distemper naturally and whose Pocks began to suppurate or were ripe, and an Old Woman performed the Operation for those who are of this Sex who are the most advanced in age are believed also in Wisdom and Knowledge . . . and exercise generally the Practice of Physick’. Using three needles fastened together, the woman made pricks in five places on the little girl’s body: on the stomach, near the heart, and on the navel, wrist and ankle


till the Blood came and at the same time [she] took some Matter from the pocks of the sick person and apply’d it to the bleeding Parts which she cover’d first with Angelica leaves, dry’d after with some of the youngest Lamb skins and having bound them all well . . . the Mother wrapped her daughter up in one of the Skin coverings which . . . compose the Circassian beds and carried her, thus pack’d up in her arms to her own Home where . . . she was continued to be kept warm, only a sort of pap made of Cummin flower [flour] with two thirds water and one third sheep’s milk without either flesh or fish and drink a sort of tisane made of Angelica, Bugloss roots and Lickorish.



La Mottraye wrote that another ‘easier’ way was available to try to induce infection and that was to place a naked, healthy child in a bed with an infected one, though he added that inoculation was preferred as ‘infallible’ in bringing on an attack that left fewer marks. Such was the urgency with which parents sought that remedy for their children, especially their daughters, that they would think nothing of riding a whole day in search of a promising donor of pus.

La Mottraye’s narrative may or may not be fanciful, but it is strikingly dominated by women: the little girls who were the primary (though not exclusive) receivers of inoculation; the ‘old women’ who were the surgeon-variolators; and not least Circassian mothers, who wanted to ensure that their daughters were marketable as concubines to Turkish pashas, viziers and even perhaps the sultan’s own seraglio. Describing conduct which he knew would shock European opinion (even at its most marriage-market hypocritical), Voltaire, as was his wont, is simultaneously dry-eyed, breathily erotic and sentimental:


The Circassians are poor and their daughters are beautiful and indeed it is in them that they chiefly trade. They furnish with beauties the seraglios of the Turkish sultan and
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