Strange Times in New Boston - Episode #5 – Don’t Panic
Tell me has it gotten strange enough for you?

Welcome to Strange Times in New Boston, and welcome to this fifth episode of this podcast.  I am Glen Dickey and will be your host and guide as we explore these “Strange Times” we have found ourselves in.  The title of this episode is “Don’t Panic” and in this episode we are going to look at the current situation in these beloved United States and do some comparison to other places and times, try to gain a little perspective, and see if we can take the title a little more seriously by the end of the podcast.  
Warning!  This episode is going to touch some grim patches in human history.  I don’t recommend this episode for anyone who is; of tender years, subject to fainting, or easily offended by human history.
If you have any comments or questions about the podcast, please send them to me at StrangeTimesInNewBoston@hushmail.com.
<twilight zone theme/> Imagine a game, a game being played by beings that are completely beyond our human understanding…
<sound of dice being shaken in a cup, followed by rolling them on a hard surface/> USA; “A five.”
<moving a pawn on a board/> USA; “1, 2, 3, 4, 5.  Take a card.”
<sound of drawing a card/> USA; “Let’s see.  ‘Worldwide Pandemic, All Players loses two turns.’ What!?”
<groans from several voices/>
USA; “That’s not fair.  I am the United States of America, I don’t LOSE turns.”
<booming/> Godlike voice; “THE CARD SAYS; ‘ALL PLAYERS’.  HOW MUCH CLEARER CAN IT BE?” 
USA Player; “What a bunch of crap! Doesn’t Special Rule 67.1 apply here?”
<booming/> Godlike voice; “THAT’S ONLY DURING A ZOMBIE APOCALYPSE.  DID YOU WANT A ZOMBIE APOCALYPSE?” 
USA Player; “No, but still I am the United States of America when do I ever have to actually lose turns? That’s for, that’s for foreigners.  Can’t I just bomb the thing or someone instead? What about the Europeans?  I bet they want to use two turns.  Isn’t time they had another big war or something?”
<booming/> Godlike voice; YOU AMERICANS ARE REALLY TOO MUCH. 
USA Player; “I thought you loved me?  What am I supposed to do for two turns?  I haven’t lost a turn since the 1930s.  I had plans.”
 <booming/> Godlike voice; YOU’LL FIGURE IT OUT.  WHO’S TURN IS IT?
Don’t Panic!  
Merriam-Webster defines Panic as a noun in the following ways: a sudden overpowering fright, or a sudden unreasoning terror often accompanied by mass flight.  Panicking is bad.  One way to keep from letting fear or misery from overwhelm you is to make jokes about whatever screwed up situation you find yourself in. One group of humans that excels at dealing with fear, and is known for making jokes during particularly unpleasant moments are soldiers.  Soldiers know that morale is extremely important to the success of any military mission.  Without morale, the spirit of the group to conduct the mission, little is possible, and one way to keep up morale is through humor.  I will never forget one of the guys in my unit comments while we tried to dig a fighting position out of the rocky red clayey soil of Fort Knox in the middle of the night as the snow changed back to rain.  My fellow recruit said, and I quote; “Oh, it’s such a lovely rain.” in a high pitched feminine voice.  It wasn’t the best things to do in a tactical military sense perhaps, poor noise discipline to be sure, but it placed in perspective the absurdity of eight soaking wet, frozen men trying to dig holes in the unyielding half-frozen clay like mud of Kentucky during a sleet storm in almost complete darkness.  Being to take a step back and laugh about whatever horrible or ridiculous situation you are in the middle of can give you intellectual time to gain some perspective and gather your will to go on.  For a few moments, while we contemplated the absurdity of what we were doing next to my teammate comments, we weren’t tried and miserable half-frozen sub-human recruits, as the drill instructors frequently reminded us, but for a brief instant we were outside of our situation and sometimes that is all you need to keep going.  We never finished our fighting position but we did get to pretend to sleep in shallow ditches full of freezing cold rain and sleet.  Good times. I think I could do an entire podcast on the military and fear but that story will have to wait for another day.
Panicking really is bad.  Military units that panic usually get wiped out.  Acting irrationally in a wild and unpredictable way will get you into a tight space faster than just about anything else.  The first thing to do is not panic, and if you are panicking, to stop.   In any kind of serious situation, your ability to make decisions and not be paralyzed by the threats of the moment, might be what saves you.  The ability to keep you head when everyone else is losing theirs is not only the subject of great poetry , but it is often the difference between a mishap and catastrophe.  Think and try not to just react blindly based on fear.  Today when things might look bad, might even be bad, reacting based on fear isn’t going to lead you to good solutions.  Even if your reasoning turns out be faulty it’s still probably considerably better than being unable to decide, or just freaking out.
What To Do After Not Panicking 
Once you have calmed down the next thing to do is get some perspective on your situation.  Just how bad is it?  In order to answer that question, you need other events with which to compare your current situation.  Considering the situation the world finds itself in today, a la COVID-19, unless you are extremely long lived, or perhaps extremely unlucky, you will have to look to human history for parallels instead of personal experience.  I don’t know about you, but I have never been in a pandemic before.  In our current case the advent of COVID-19 is a modern problem but it wasn’t that long ago when humanity was, on a global scale, much more familiar with plagues and epidemics.   It is only the rise of modern Science that has allowed those of us living in the 21st century to be so unfamiliar with these epidemiological phenomena.  The population of today is unquestionably the human population with the least amount of experience with disease run rampant.  
So let us consult History then and see what if anything the past can say to inform our current actions.  Presented here are a couple of looks at the epidemiological past of humanity for your edification and amusement.  
1918-1919 - Spanish Influenza
Closest to us in the West has to be the influenza pandemic of 1918.  The so called Spanish Flu was the last big one for us Americans and for humanity as a whole.  Occurring almost exactly 100 years ago this particularly virulent strain of influenza is conservatively estimated to have killed anywhere from 17 to 100 million humans in just two short years,  with 50 million a generally accepted figure.  To put that in perspective World War I military and civilian deaths only topped out at 22 million.  A life form too small to see with the naked eye, killed more people than the machine guns and poison gas of World War I.  To add insult to injury the Spanish Flu affected primarily young adults instead of the elderly and very young which is more typical of epidemics.  To a Europe already reeling from the death of so many of their young men in the First World War, this plague truly put the “Lost” in the Lost Generation.  For all the incalculable harm the Spanish Flu did it also put the final nail in the coffins of the old European world of Empire and Absolutism.  The British and other European empires would survive but only just.  If you are someone who believes that every cloud has a silver lining maybe this is the silver lining for the Spanish Flu.  Preying upon a human population already weakened from the First World War the only thing that even comes close to the deaths caused by the Spanish Flu is the Second World War itself.  In our beloved United States, the death toll was only a modest 675,000, including some 2,500 people from New Hampshire.  If you live near an old cemetery you can probably see the death toll reflected in the headstones of the time.  What must that have been like for the people of the time?  I think I will let them speak for themselves.  Charles Corning, a former mayor of Concord said;   
"Grippe is sweeping over Massachusetts and New Hampshire as fire shrivels the fields, laying out communities and taking a toll of death unprecedented."
And later writing;
"A heavy sense of anxiety and apprehension like a dismal cloud in midsummer weighs heavily upon us because of the deadly ravages of the so-called Spanish influenza. Funerals jostle one another so the sable procession goes on."
In Concord on September 25th 1918, 80 cases of influenza were reported. On the 26th, 102. On the 27th 204.  
Mayor Corning would write in journal; “Deaths unprecedented follow faster and faster and the plague is not abating,” 
Of particular horror to the people of that age were the swiftness of the illness and its tendency to prey upon men and women in the prime of life.  Persons hale and full of life would often pass from that condition to death in little more than a week.  In the end the authorities just in Concord attributed 168 deaths to the flu.  
And all of this is a time when the Germ Theory of Disease was still relatively new to medical practice.  And at a time when there was no real treatment other than nursing.  What must have been it like for the people of that time to stand by and watch their fellows waste away while they were powerless to assist?  
1800s - Cholera 
Next closest to us in time are the various outbreaks of the dread of the 19th century, Cholera.  Cholera is caused by the bacterium Vibrio cholerae which is present in untreated human fecal matter.  In the 19th century an outbreak of Cholera would typically occurs when untreated human fecal matter contaminated drinking water.  If you have ever wondered why you don’t poop in the drinking water (apart from the Eww factor) this is the reason.  In the 19th century with burgeoning human populations living in often unsanitary and squalid condition Cholera got going in 1817 in the first Cholera Pandemic and went on through six more pandemics as the century progressed.  By the end of the century, at least in the West, an increase in sanitary conditions and a vaccine tamed this very nasty illness.  Good mortality rates for this disease are harder to come by and that coupled with the fact that in the 19th century there were far fewer of humans than there are today makes the numbers that we can obtain understate the effect of this scourge.  The third pandemic is of particular note, in that it carried off the barely former President of these United States, James K. Polk at 53 years of age, he being only a few months out of our nation’s highest office.  In fact, even after the mechanism Cholera used to spread infection was determined conclusively in London in 1854, Cholera kept coming back and caused some 50,000 deaths in 1890s North America in the fifth and final major Cholera pandemic to strike our fair land.  If the fifth epidemic was the last large outbreak in the West it wasn’t the last for the rest of the planet, in the sixth Cholera epidemic last from 1899 to 1923 it is estimated to have killed 800,000 people in India.  
It should be noted that in keeping with the tenor of the 19th century United States, and before the disease’s mechanism and origin were conclusively proven, the origin of disease was believed to be a certain ethnic group… A race of people fit to be compared with beasts.  Said to live in the “most barbaric and loathy conditions of any people”.  Called “white chimpanzees”.  And of course, I am talking about Irish immigrants and quite possibly some of my ancestors.  If any of you are proud of your Irish heritage, take comfort that for a while, your immigrant ancestors were considered the source of the one of the foulest diseases in human history.  Céad míle fáilte!  [KAYD MEE-LEH FAL-TA] Isn’t that what they say?  A hundred thousand welcomes?  The US in the 1830s must have been quite a place.  Welcome to America Irish scum, now stop spreading disease and dig some cannels damn you.  
1340s - The Black Death
Looking back even further in history we come to what is arguably one of the grimmest and darkest periods ever endured by humanity in the Old World.  In the Middle Ages the European shipping routes of the Mediterranean connected Europe to one end the great Silk Road trade route.  While goods and ideas flowed along this route other less welcome cargo including disease could as well.  In the mid-1300s Genoese traders, fleeing the Mongol siege of Kaffa in the Crimea, brought to first to Sicily and then to Italy via Genoa and Venice, and from there to all corners of Europe what would become known in time as The Black Death.  Called in its day simply “The Great Mortality”, or the“Plague”, or the “Pestilence”, it would not become commonly known as “The Black Death” until later years.  What “The Black Death” was, was what biologists today refer to, appropriately enough as, “Plague”.  Plague comes in three forms which allow the disease to be transmitted from more than one vector.  It can be transmitted from the bite of a flea infected with Yersinia pestis, as well as from contact with another human that has the disease.  Even with modern medical treatment the mortality rate is 10%, without modern medical treatment the rate climbs to 50%.  Europeans of the time did not know it, but the Plague had already been raging in China, India, and the Far East possibly spreading along the Silk Road trade route from what scientists believe was its origin in Central Asia.  It is theorized that climatic changes in Central Asia made rats flee to cities where they infected humans.  That the Eastern world of the mid-1300s was still recovering from the violent creation of the Mongol Empire, the largest land empire in history, might have meant that the population was weaker that it might have otherwise been.  In Europe the Plague would wreak havoc on the population with estimates of between one quarter and one half dying.  The distribution of mortality was uneven, there were pockets where less died and pockets where the death toll reached 100%.  For a period in history when scientific thinking was dominated by Astrology, the cultures of that time had no chance to understand what was happening to them.  The King of France tasked the University of Paris to explain The Plague.  The educated men of the University of Paris attributed The Plague to a triple conjunction of Saturn, Jupiter, and Mars in the 40th degree of Aquarius which was said to have occurred on March 20, 1345.  Even such learned minds were however forced to say of the origin of the Plague; “whose cause is hidden even the most highly trained intellects.”  
We are fortunate to have some records of the events by contemporaries and I think they should get a chance to speak to us;
Chronicling the course of the disease in Siena, Agnolo di Tura wrote; “Father abandoned child, wife husband, one brother another, for this plague seemed to strike through the breath and sight.  And so they died. And no one could be found to bury the dead for money or friendship”
Henry Knighton writing in England in 1348 recorded; “After the aforesaid pestilence, many buildings, both, large and small, in all cities, towns, and villages had collapsed, and had completely fallen to the ground in absence of inhabitants.  Likewise, many small villages and hamlets were completely deserted; there was not one house left in them, but all those who had lived in them were dead.  It is likely that many such hamlets will never again be inhabited.”   
Another chronicler in Siena wrote; “ and nobody wept no matter what his loss because almost everyone expected death.  …  And people said and believed, ‘This is the end of the world.’”
Thankfully today the Plague is for the West mostly a fable or story of long ago.  In the 21st century outbreaks still do occur, but they are confined to the less well known areas of the developing world.  Today it is estimated that medieval occurrence of The Black Death reduced the world population by between 100 to 125 million people.  In Europe the population required 200 years to return to former levels with some areas not recover until the 1800s.  The Black Death was truly grim and awful, but it wasn’t the worst and it was solely an Old World phenomenon, the Black Death never affect New Hampshire but the worst super-pandemic ever did.
1493- The Plagues Without A Name - Post Columbian Contact Epidemics
If the ships of Genoese brought The Black Death to Europe it was the ships of Christopher Columbus and the other early European explorers that brought the diseases of the Old World to the New World.  The population of the Americas had been almost completely cut off from the Old World for more than ten thousand years and during that time the inhabitants had not had a chance to experience all the plagues, sicknesses, maladies, and disease that had circulated about the Old World.  Instead the population of the Americas got exposed to the entire Old World epidemiological package in one go, typically upon contact with a group of early European explorers.  It has only been in the 21st century with the advent of “cheap” aerial LIDAR technology that Scientists and Historians have had to reassess the extent of the mortality that the New World experienced as a result of the Columbian contact. 
If you haven’t heard of aerial LIDAR before you can think of it as a giant 3D scanner attached to the bottom of an airplane.  It sounds awkward but it really works.  The great thing about aerial LIDAR is that the laser it uses can see through foliage like trees and bushes to let you look at the ground surface without the thick canopy of plants.  You might not think that a laser could see through triple canopy jungle, but it can.  If you are a historian or archaeologist interested in an ancient culture that lived in a heavily forested environment, it is like magic.  When archaeologists flew over the Yucatan in Mexico and Guatemala and could finally see all the buildings and structure that previous cultures left behind it was stunning.  Buildings were everywhere, in 2018 alone archaeologists discovered over 60,000 structures in the Yucatan.  They are even finding cleared and cultivated areas in the Amazon basin.  The way these cultures had dealt with the jungle was they had cut much of it down.  Some Paleo-climatologist now have conjectured that world-wide climate was dramatically cooled by the return of large areas of the Western hemisphere to vegetation upon the loss of the human population.  As an interesting side note; this recomputing of the population of the new world also answers a long standing question about the accounts of some of the early European explorers.  Some of the early accounts talk about going places and seeing all manner of villages and people surrounded by cultivation.  When follow up expeditions were mounted often thirty or fifty years later the explorers found only dense jungle peopled by hunter gatherers.   Where had all those people gone?  There is no question now that the population of the Americas was much larger than the old estimate of a couple million that I was taught in school.  It is now estimated that the introduction of Old World diseases into a New World devoid of any biological immunity created a mortality rate that is conservatively estimated at 80%.  Diseases like Measles and Smallpox did the work that The Black Death did in the Old World and then some.  Some of the higher estimates place the mortality rate as high as 90 and 95 percent.  Anyone familiar with our own New England story of Tisquantum, or Squanto as he called, will recall that when he returned from England, he found the entirety of his home village dead.   We are never going to know the numbers with precision, but the epidemiological effects of the Columbian Contact must be regarded as one of the most terrible and awful catastrophes ever to affect humanity.  Beyond the sheer loss of life, beyond the cultural loss, we have to consider the profound effect such events have had on human history.  The Spanish conquistadores and the Pilgrims could probably never established their states without the devastation visited upon the inhabitants of the Americas by the transfer of the Old World Epidemiological package. If there is any group in human history that can claim that they were dealt a bad hand by History, it has to be every human inhabitant of the Americas in 1492.  
Today
[bookmark: _GoBack]It is important not to trivialize what is going on today.  For some people COVID-19 will be the fight of their lives, and for some people it will be a fight they lose, including possibly people close to me, but that isn’t going to be the experience for most people.  For most people life is going to go on, and I hope that hearing about some of what our ancestors endured gives you strength.  Your ancestors, the people you came from didn’t let the world end in conditions that far, far worse than anything we are likely to experience today.  People have endured nightmarish situations that we modern humans can hardly imagine, and as bad as this may become, it is probably going to be a long way from what we humans have already been through.  Don’t Panic! is the name of this episode and its good advice so Don’t Panic.  Do what you can.  Act with reason and try to treat your fellows with as much compassion and grace as you can muster.  For some of us that is going to mean enduring the loss of two turns, even though we don’t like to lose, and we feel fine.  For of some of us that might mean just staying home and taking care of the kids for a while.  For some of us that might mean serving our community at a time of need at some level of personal risk and I hope we remember those people when this is over.  
I have heard some people say that adversity builds character, but I believe that adversity reveals it.  It’s only when you place people in adverse condition that you really find out who those people are.  Now is the time to display our character.  This situation isn’t going to last forever and the character or lack of character that we display now should be noted by all.  Even if you are one of the lucky ones and can waltz between the raindrops of the current situation and not get wet, should you?  It is a great annoyance to stay home and sit around but, in the future, when you meet someone who had someone close to them die from COVID-19, are you going to look back at your conduct now in shame, or with pride?  Are you going to look that person in the eye and honestly tell them how you ignored medical advice and went on with your life like nothing had changed?  I hope that is not who you want to be.  It should not be said that I do not value my freedom.  I do.  I really do.  I don’t much care for governments telling me what to do, and I don’t think that we need a lot of government telling us what to do, but that being said I also don’t need my government to explain why following the advice of medical professionals during a virgin soil global pandemic is good idea.  
Fin
Well that’s the end of this journey but it seems we are still in the middle of this adventure.  It will be interesting to see how things turn out.  Thanks for letting me narrate our shared travels through these strange times.  Next episode I will discuss our 45th President Donald J. Trump, and then an episode entitled; “Who is Granite State Progress and why are they following me”.   That should be fun.
If you have comments or questions about the show send them to me at StrangeTimesInNewBoston@hushmail.com.  If you would like to support the show financially feel free to contribute at StrangeTimesInNewBoston.podbean.com
Live Free or Die 
And Don’t Panic

  
