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As this year of COVID-19 reaches it’s one year anniversary it seems appropriate to 

place it in historical perspective with earlier epidemics/pandemics. 

What most people don’t realize is the earliest epidemic is perhaps three million 

years old.  Evidence of the illness has been found in the study of mummified remains 

dating back to 2400-3400 BC and is still around to the present day.  It is Tuberculosis 

or what has been referred to as Consumption.  In 1882 in the United States alone it 

killed 1 in 7 people.  In 2018 there were 10 million cases with 1.5 million deaths 

worldwide.  Fortunately due to testing and the BCG vaccine introduced in 1989, the 

US is largely spared.  However, as recently as the 1950’s and 60’s Tb hospitals were 

still in existence.  There was Wallum Lake, the Crawford Allen Unit in the Potter 

Building of RI Hospital, as well as the Russell building during this time as well. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 



 

 

Currently in the US there are a number of diseases that  date back in history but are 

still around. 

   Leprosy [Hansen’s Disease]  20,000/cases per year globally, down from 5.2 million 

          per year in the 1980’s. 200/cases per year in US.  Now treatable with 

          antibiotics. 

   Cholera  1000/cases per year 

   Malaria   20,000/cases per year 

   Diptheria  20,000/cases per year 

   Mumps 20,000/cases per year 

Another early disease that devastated the world until a vaccine was developed in 

1862 was Smallpox.  Fortunately in 2015 it was declared eradicated thanks to the 

vaccine. 

Now we come to some of the more “modern” epidemics. 

The Spanish Flu of 1917-18 killed more than 50 million people. 



The Swine Flu in 2009 affected 60.8 million people worldwide and 1 million in the 

United States. Yellow Fever, Typhoid and Anthrax have been mostly eradicated in 

the US thanks to vaccines.   

Poliomyelitis [infantile paralysis] was first identified in 1789  but became a pandemic  

in 1947-1952 although it was recognized in 1916 in New York. 

 
     

It wasn’t until Jonas Salk developed the vaccine in 1954 that it was finally brought 

under control.  Even in 1958 at RI Hospital we dusted off the iron lung and brought 

it out of storage to care for a woman who came in about once a year due to 

pneumonia.  Every year there are occasional cases in unvaccinated people. 

In the 60’s we began treating HIV/AIDS patients.  In spite of new treatments there 

were 1 million cases in the US in 2017. 

We now have vaccines for the common children’s illnesses Mumps, Measles, 

Rubella and Diphtheria although adults can get these diseases as well.  We also have 



vaccines for Tetanus, Meningitis, HPV [Human Papillonavirus], Hepatitis, Shingles, 

Pneumococcal Pneumonia and Malaria.   

And then there is the yearly flu.  Ordinarily there are around 3 million cases a year 

in the US.  Amazingly this year due to Covid there has been very little due to isolation 

restrictions.  Hopefully next year at this time Covid will be more like a “yearly” flu. 

 

To the left is the line for the sugar cubes of the 60’s to combat Polio.  To the right is 

the line at Sockanosset Corner Rd on 2-20-2021 for the Covid vaccine.  The fact that 

vaccines took less than a year to develop and begin distribution is a miracle of 

modern technology as well as lots of money. 

As of 3-3-2021 there were 28,755,407 cases in the US with 518,265 deaths 

                  In RI there were 127,285 cases with 2534 deaths 

                  Kent County had 15,508 cases and 325 deaths 

       In the US 8.2% of people are fully vaccinated and 16.1% have received one dose. 

Get vaccinated and continue to wear a mask, wash your hands, and keep your 

distance. 

 

The Present is the sum total of the whole Past. ---Thomas Carlyle 



 

 

 

 


