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PREF AC E ‘T hope that Lord Grey and you are

well; no easy thing seeing that there are about

fifreen hundred diseases to which man is subject.”

SYDNEY SMITH TO LADY GREY, FEBRUARY 1836

The diseases that are encompassed within this book have affected human history in a multitude
of ways over the past few millennia. Choosing 30 discases out of the ‘1500’ or so suggested by the
English clergyman Sydney Smith (1771-1845) has been both stimulating and challenging. The
final decision was based on the idea of including a varied selection of some of the world’s most
important diseases and covering a range of those that have had, and continue to have,a major
impact in many parts of the world. While this book is essentially written from a historical
perspective, I have chosen a number of diseases that now seriously affect some of the poorest
countries (where, in the 21st century, life expectancy can be less than 50 years compared to over
80 years in the wealthiest nations), and have included a selection of the more unusual and
mysterious diseases which have afflicted humans over the ages.

Some of those selected, such as malaria and schistosomiasis, are ‘ancient’ diseases - possibly first
emerging as human diseases approximately 7000 years ago when people and domestic animals
began to live in close proximity. Infections, like smallpox and measles, which are easily
transmitted from person to person, may have accompanied the rise of early urban settlements
from around 3000 Bc. The opening up of overland and ocean trade routes, especially with the
circumnavigations of the globe from the late 15th century onwards, accelerated the spread of
many diseases from place to place and continent to continent. Others, notably AIDS, are ‘new’

to human society, emerging and spreading rapidly only in the past 50 or so years. A few have
seemingly come and gone. SARS - the first serious and easily transmissible new disease to emerge
in the 21st century - spread around the globe over a short period of time in 2003, disappeared
and has, so far, not re-appeared.

Some of the diseases in this book, such as kuru in Papua New Guinea, have had a serious but
largely local impact. Several, especially those like malaria and African trypanosomiasis (sleeping
sickness) which are transmitted by insect vectors, continue to have a devastating effect on
tropical and sub-tropical regions. Others, such as the Black Death of the mid-14th century,
smallpox and measles from the early 16th century, the cholera pandemics in the 19th century, the
Spanish influenza pandemic of 1918-19 and the current AIDS pandemic, have been catastrophes
on a global scale with far-reaching consequences for societies and individuals the world over.
The recent outbreak of bird flu (H5N1 influenza) presents a global threat that we hope will
never happen. And one major disease covered in this book has been effectively eradicated by
human intervention. In 1979, the World Health Organization announced that smallpox, one of the
worst scourges of humanity, had been eradicated from the globe by a vaccine developed nearly
200 years before. We can only hope that there will further success stories and that the global
burden of disease will be reduced significantly in the coming years.
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™ i e Cisease s do not conform to the models of bacterial, parasitic and viral maladies
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