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摘要：
In 1918, a purely avian influenza virus H1N1 crossed the species barrier into humans and spread around the world, eventually killing 50-100 million people.  This was the deadliest disease outbreak in recorded human history, with the highest death rates found among healthy young adults.  Few historians have written as thorough and vivid an account as John Barry, in “The Great Influenza: The Epic Story of the Deadliest Plague In History”.  Rich in details, Barry’s book takes us back in time to that devastating period, when large numbers of previously fit young men would succumb to a rapid and fatal pneumonia within 1 or 2 days of onset of symptoms.  Many of the victims died a horrific death, with bleeding from the lungs, gasping for breath and literally drowning in their own blood, and turning such a dark blue from lack of oxygen that one doctor described not being able to tell whether they were white or black Americans.  

The book also tells us about the social and emotional consequences of the 1918 pandemic, when the dead laid unburied in homes in every city in America, when children would starve because the parents have died and neighbors were too afraid or too sick to help, when soldiers were falling sick and dying in such large numbers that at one camp nurses tagged newly admitted patients as they would for dead bodies in an attempt to avoid mistaken identities after they died.  

In 2005, scientists reconstructed the 1918 virus genome and discovered that this was a purely avian virus which had not swapped genes with human influenza viruses, unlike subsequent pandemics in 1957 and 1968.  This ground-breaking discovery was all the more shocking in light of the human infections caused by another avian influenza virus H5N1.  Since 2003, H5N1 has spread to over 60 countries and infected more than 300 people.  The death rate from this infection stands at over 60%, with the highest rate of 75% for those aged 10-19.  The main cause of death is from rapidly developing pneumonia and respiratory failure with striking similarities to the disease in 1918.

To date, H5N1 has already demonstrated limited ability to transmit from one person to another, making it possibly one short step away from causing a pandemic.  Historical accounts of the 1918 pandemic are therefore particularly relevant today for the many lessons that we can learn.  Already the book has inspired some groundbreaking research on the effectiveness of various public health measures, which has been developed into policy recommendations by the US Centers of Disease Control.  It is likely that one day humanity will look back with gratitude at the contribution that this book has made in protecting our future. 
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