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“When the Plague struck Athens in 430 B.C.E., its cause was a matter of urgent speculation, but the general presumption was clear enough: it came from the gods, particularly (though not necessarily solely), Apollo. It is from Thucydides that we know this and much else concerning the gods during the Peloponnesian War.”. This was the opening lines to Lisa Kallet’s journal entry, Thucydides, Apollo, the Plague, and the War. Even though we do not much of the Plague of Athens, a sudden epidemic that came along due to the onslaught of war is nothing new to us in modern times thanks to hindsight. And further proves to us that, disease is one of those experiences that people, regardless of race, gender, location, or even time period have gone through. From a common cold to a deadly outbreak, everybody on earth, even animals and plants, have experienced some sort of illness in their lifetime. These moments of disease, especially the ones that have impacted on a wider scale, have and continue to affect how one individually or societally reacts to and treats illness. 
In this essay we will first look at what a virus is, how it infects, and how it can be stopped or treated. Before further looking into how humans responded to and combated disease, both through historical and modern cases. 
First off, what is a virus? In its most basic understanding, a virus is a tiny bit of genetic material with a coating of protein molecules around it, that can than multiple depending on the information in its genetic material. However, viruses cannot multiply without a living cell as its host, which is where humans and other multi-cellular beings come into play. Without a living cell, the virus can not multiply and spread, therefore, the virus forms a parasitic relationship with its host, the host can live without and does not need the virus in anyway, but the virus fully depends on the host in order to live and spread. The longer a virus co-exist with its host throughout time, the more of a balance relationship forms, as balance of a parasitic relationship can get, but at least further outbreaks are typically not as disastrous to those of first contact.[footnoteRef:1] The virus can have different impacts to the body depending on many different factors. From what kind of cell, the virus was targeting; it is easier to heal from a virus that infects a skin cell than it would be compared to a heart or lung cell, just because the heart and lungs are much more important to a person and their bodily functions than the skin is. As well as factors, of where they are and what they were exposed to in the past. If the person lives in an isolated or rural area, it is a lot harder to get sick when you are not in contact with a lot of people, however this also works in the reverse, because the more people you are around, the more one is exposed to, and as a result has a higher immunity due to that higher level of contact. What a person was exposed to in the past also impacts their ability to heal from specific viruses, a person that has already had chickenpox for example, can never catch it again, which is why chickenpox specifically is seen as a childhood disease, because it is something that you get once and then never again, or if you are an American like me, you got the chickenpox vaccine as a young child and then have never gotten chickenpox naturally as a result, and therefore will never get shingles. Because it is what chickenpox turns into after being dormient inside its host for decades. [1:  Oldstone, Michael B. A., Viruses, Plagues, & History - Past, Present, and Future, pg.10-11] 

Overall, immunity is another thing that helps lessen the impact of future outbreaks of a virus because of the body’s natural built up immunity to said virus. Once it has entered the body for the first time and the person survives the attack, the immune system can later identify that same virus sooner and can get rid of it faster before it fully affects the body. This inadvertently means that the virus has to change and adapt in some way in order to perform the same task that it could do before the person became immune. Causing a back and forth between human and virus of change and defense. This does not mean that the original strand has fully disappeared either, just that it has to wait until the general population is no longer immune to it, this is what happens to the different strands of flu each year, with one strand being more dominate one year than the other two, before a different strand is more infectious the next year.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Oldstone, Michael B. A., Viruses, Plagues, & History - Past, Present, and Future, pg.41-42] 

There are many different viruses that have and still affect the human population, but for simplicities sack, we will mainly focus on two historical cases of disease and outbreak, those being Smallpox and the Spanish Influenza pandemic of 1918-19. 
Smallpox is one of the largest known viruses and contains between two hundred to four hundred genes. It is a “severe, contagious, febrile disease characterized by a skin rash with fluid-containing vesicles that enlarge to hold pus.” (Michael B.A. Oldstone, p.72). Smallpox is highly contagious and enters the body through the nasal passage. Before it travels through the bloodstream to specific organs, the spline and lungs being two of them, where the virus than starts to replicate. Smallpox then incubates in the person for around twelve days before the person starts to actually experiences symptoms. Those symptoms being, a high fever, headache, muscle pain, abdominal pain, vomiting, and prostration (extreme tiredness and weakness). After reentering the bloodstream and causing these symptoms, the virus spreads to the skin and starts multiplying in the epidermal cells, this is where the characteristic rash and pustules that everybody thinks of when they hear about Smallpox starts to occur have three to four days after its spread to the skin. The person with Smallpox is still contagious until the virus is fully gone and the scabs on their skin are fully dried up and have come off.[footnoteRef:3] The scars of Smallpox will stay on the survivor forever and like other viruses, does not discriminate between the social classes. Queen Elizabeth the first for example famously covered up her pox scars with makeup.  [3:  Oldstone, Michael B. A., Viruses, Plagues, & History - Past, Present, and Future, pg.72-73] 

We do not fully know when or how Smallpox developed, however, the virus does not have an animal reservoir, so its infection solely affects humans.[footnoteRef:4] Again, we do not know exactly when Smallpox started to affect people, but is expected to have been early into people making agricultural settlements in the 10,000 B.C.E, although our earliest hints of Smallpox in an archaeological context are in Egyptian mummies.[footnoteRef:5] Smallpox essentially, became a common place and well know virus (even if they did not know it was a virus yet) in the Old World (Europe, Asia, and Africa) and there would be waves of epidemics throughout the centuries, commonly affecting those that have never been exposed to the virus before, like children. But once one has had the virus and survived, they would not get the virus again, kind of like a deadlier version of the chickenpox.  [4:  Oldstone, Michael B. A., Viruses, Plagues, & History - Past, Present, and Future, pg.56]  [5:  Oldstone, Michael B. A., Viruses, Plagues, & History - Past, Present, and Future, pg.56] 

The fact that the majority of the people of the Old World already knew of and been exposed to Smallpox played a major role in how historical events went down in the New World (or North and South America). The Spanish Conquistadors, led by Hernando Cortés, even though they were completely outnumbered by those in the Aztec Empire, managed to explore and conquer the Yucatan territory, as well as other parts of Mexico in the early fifteen hundreds.[footnoteRef:6] Cortés was not prepared for the amount of Aztec soldiers and their fighting style and techniques, so how did he and his five hundred conquistadors manage to win over and dissolve the Aztec Empire? There are three reasons mainly, one, he was able to convince some of the native tribes under Aztec rule to join his cause. Two, Cortés was compared to the Aztec legend of their god Quetzalcoatal, who was said to ‘arrive from the East on the wind and destroy the Aztec Empire’. And last but not least, Smallpox, which decimated the native tribes and even killed the Aztec Emperor Montezuma.[footnoteRef:7] Events like this happened all over the New World both unintentionally and has an intentional strategy to weaken the native tribes and their resistance to white settlement. For example, Colonel Henry Bouquet wrote this in response to Amherst’s request to reduce and weaken the tribes in the Pennsylvania frontier, “I will try to inoculate the Indians with some blankets that may fall in their hands and take care not to get the disease myself”.[footnoteRef:8] Smallpox continued throughout the seventeen and eighteen hundreds to influence the outcomes of conflicts and wars both in the New and Old World, the American Revolution (1775-88), American Civil War (1861-65), and the Franco-Prussian War (1870-71) being prime examples.  [6:  Oldstone, Michael B. A., Viruses, Plagues, & History - Past, Present, and Future, pg.61-62]  [7:  Oldstone, Michael B. A., Viruses, Plagues, & History - Past, Present, and Future, pg.61-62]  [8:  Oldstone, Michael B. A., Viruses, Plagues, & History - Past, Present, and Future, pg.64] 

As we can see, Smallpox has been impacting and influencing human history for a very long time, so it is only natural for people to want to prevent and stop the spread of the virus.  Documents as early as the first century in the Sung Dynasty of China (960-1280) were trying to prevent Smallpox through the method of Variolation, were they would get either the pus or dried up and powered scabs of someone already suffering with Smallpox and putting it directly on an open cut on the patients arm, or sniffing the powder if it is the scads method. This technique spread from China to the rest of Asia and Middle East, finally getting to England in the early seventeen hundreds.[footnoteRef:9] After a lot of testing from Dr. Emanual Timoni, the practice of Variolation became common in Europe and also in the United States. However, it was in 1798 when Edward Jenner came up with the safer and high success rate vaccine. He observed that cowmaids in Gloucestershire, England did not have the same poxmarks that others that survived Smallpox did. The reason they did not have the scars but were still immune to Smallpox was because they were already exposed to cowpox. Jenner published his findings in a pamphlet called, An Inquiry into the Causes and Effects of the Variolae Vaccinae, a Disease Discovered in Some of the Western Counties of England, Particularly Gloucestershire and Known by the Name of Cowpox. With any new discovery, there is push back, for the Smallpox vaccine, some thought that it was against God to affect someone heathy with a disease from cows, especially when vaccines are not in the Bible. But overall, Jenner and his vaccine was generally celebrated for finally possibly putting an end to this ancient disease.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Oldstone, Michael B. A., Viruses, Plagues, & History - Past, Present, and Future, pg.74-75]  [10:  Oldstone, Michael B. A., Viruses, Plagues, & History - Past, Present, and Future, pg.76-79] 

However, it was not until the 1960s that vaccination was implemented worldwide as a direct way of irradicating Smallpox. Now adays Smallpox outbreaks are nonexistent even when now the majority of the population are not vaccinated for the disease. This can be seen as either a good or bad thing depending on if you keep in mind that some laboratories around the World still have the virus as a means of studying it. Regardless, Smallpox is an example of a virus that heavily impacted our ancestors, and the World they lived in, that we now do not have to worry about due to the work and innovations of those who wanted to help those from the disease and without it our vaccines would not be as versatile as they currently are. 
The other historical virus we will be looking at is a lot more recant compared to the long history of Smallpox. The Spanish Influenza pandemic of 1918 hit hard and unexpectedly near the end of World War I and killed more people both civilian and soldier in one year than the four years of the first World War, around forty to fifty million to be exact.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Oldstone, Michael B. A., Viruses, Plagues, & History - Past, Present, and Future, pg.306] 

There are multiple different strains of Influenza, A, B, and C. Strand A is one suspected to be the cause of the Historical epidemics and infects humans, pigs, horses, seals, and many species of birds. It is suspected that water birds like ducks are the most likely origin of influenza. But because of the close proximity of humans and domestic animals, like pigs and some birds, and the fact that the virus is transmittable between them, it means that the virus can easily change and swap out different parts of its genes for parts of the avian flu or the swine flu, and visa versa for pigs and birds. This makes treating and stopping influenza harder than other viruses. 
When it comes to the Spanish influenza, it is believed that it was triggered by a new H type in the sequence of strand A, specially known as H1N1. It had the same symptoms of regular influenza, but the main difference is that it targeted young healthy people, when usually the flu affected the very young and the very old the most harshly.[footnoteRef:12] Due to the war at the time, the virus spread a lot faster around the would than it would have without all of the soldiers being moved back and forth from the front to the resting areas, and eventually back home. The virus got to the United States specifically through the Bosten ports before traveling West towards California.  [12:  Spinney, Laura, Pale Rider – The Spanish Flu of 1918 and how it Changed the World, pg.185] 

Many of the techniques that were used to stop the spread of the Spanish flu are well known to us now adays thanks to a certain pandemic that occurred in 2020. These techniques were not new during the nineteen hundreds either, the significates is that they were implemented on such a wide scale and on a governmental level. The first technique is isolation, not just of the sick, but also of the general public. For example, St. Louis, Missouri during the pandemic physicians convinced city officials to register the virus two days after the first case, and then closed down schools, churches, theaters, and other places of public gathering, as well as making those sick self-isolate in their homes, as a result during the first wave, St. Louis did not lose half as many people to the virus as Philadelphia did, who did not follow any of those protocols, and in fact had a city-wide parade in support of the World War I bond drive. In fact, twelve thousand people died four months after that parade.[footnoteRef:13] Masks were also implemented during this time, as a way to stop the spread of influenza, as by 1918 germ theory and what caused sickness and how it spread was more widely accepted and understood during this time.  [13:  Oldstone, Michael B. A., Viruses, Plagues, & History - Past, Present, and Future, pg.311-312] 

As already stated, we in the twenty first century know the disruption and scariness of pandemics well. With are ability to travel around the world fast and in general higher connection to other people, makes it feel as though disease is faster and more prominent as well. This was greatly exemplified in the very recant Covid-19 pandemic, where it was first identified in China early in the year of 2020, and by March more or less all of the United States from the West to East coast were in lockdown, same with the rest of the world. I remember being in my Freshmen English literature class, just fifteen, talking about this strange new disease that has just hit California, and not even a month later school was fully online, and North Carolina was in lockdown. The same techniques that were implemented in 1918 with the Spanish influenza, were put into place in varying degree within the States and the rest of the World. Public places were closed, there were no gatherings either (unless they were outside and social distancing and mask were still implemented), and mask were heavily implemented, although in the early days what kind of mask used varied widely, as the child of a former nurse, medical masks were more or less always used in our household, but that is neither here nor there. Just like the influenza pandemic and the waves of Smallpox, Covid can in waves and while still here, it is not as deadly as it was originally, thanks to the quick work of medical experts identifying and working on the vaccine. 
Because of the pandemics of the past, we as a society are quicker to act and prevent widespread devastation. Because of our experience with Smallpox, vaccines were invented and developed to help prevent the spread of multiple different viruses, including influenza. Thanks to the Spanish influenza pandemic of 1918, we had protocols already in place for when another highly infectious disease popped up in society, we just thought that preparation was going to be for Bird flu, since it has passed through the animal to human infection step but not the human to human infection step yet, and not Covid. Sure, there was push back on what to do for Covid, but there was also push back on how to handle the Spanish influenza, as exemplified earlier by the different approaches of St. Louis and Philadelphia. There was also push back on the Smallpox vaccine and if it was morally, religiously, and practically good for people and if it would actually stop the spread of Smallpox. But look at us now, Smallpox free! Just because the world collective decided in the 1960s to give everybody they could the vaccine, despite the fact that many powerful players did not want to pay money for it. 
Overall, the main reason the Covid pandemic did not end up be a lot worse and take a lot longer to get under control, was because of what we have learned from the past. And the best way to be successful in the future with whatever new disease crops up or any old ones coming back with a vengeance, is to listen to medical professionals, know and learn about similar events in the past and what they did and did not do right to stop and treat them, and for the love of God vaccinate yourself and your children. It is better to be prepared for any potential disease weather or not you believe it will happen to you, than to caught unaware and pay for it with, at best your health and time not being productive, and at worst, your life.
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