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I once had a student, aged 13, who opined in a History class 
one day that perhaps people in the Middle Ages had been 
more contented than us. She explained, "they knew they 
couldn’t control nature, but we think we can, only to discover 
that we can’t." It was a piercing piece of insight that I have 
never forgotten.

Was she right? It does make me wonder whether we are 
capable of learning anything from the past about how to deal 
with this plague we find ourselves at war with today; a 
sickness with a mortality rate tiny compared to past plagues, 
and little different from normal flu outbreaks, that has 
grounded planes, split families and condemned entire 
industries.

There are of course two aspects to handling any pandemic. 
One is finding ways of getting rid of the disease in the first 
place, and the second is coming to terms with the idea that 
sickness and death are only part of the extraordinary range of 
risks that afflict our every waking moment.

In Daniel Defoe’s Journal of the Plague Year, published in 
1722, he described how the precautions and self-imposed 
lockdowns during the Black Death pandemic did little or 
nothing to stop the steady accumulation of bodies. In 
September 1665 London, a place he said was ‘all in tears’, 
was losing the pro rata equivalent of 130,000 people a week; 
a figure which makes Covid-19 look like a gnat in a hailstorm. 

Confronted with the impossibility of stopping the contagion, 
and their total despair, the people of London, who had faced 
‘the utmost danger’, abruptly emerged from their houses. 
Deciding that none of their precautions made any difference, 
‘tis no matter who is all sick or who is sound’, they sought out 
company in any place they could find it, including the 
churches, frantically talking to anyone they could. 

Confronted with the imminent prospect of death, the 
Londoners of 1665 found consolation in the company of 
others, the ultimate and indeed perhaps the only solace in 
human life. Without the sense and presence of other human 
beings then we have no existence, and experience has no 
sphere of reference. 

Our forebears, who faced risks on a scale few of us now in 
developed countries have any concept of, would have been 
bewildered by our obsessive focus on this single hazard of 
Covid. It is a serious disease, certainly, but there is no 
comparison to the Plague of 1665. Regardless, we have been 
led by ‘the science’ and our leaders to treat it as a threat far 
greater than anything else any of us has ever faced; and so 
much so that any precaution, any restriction, regardless of the 
fallout, is justified. 

It is surely one of the most peculiar facets of our current 
predicament that a certain type of scientist (whose sole focus 
in life is to tot up numbers and pretend to know the future) 
along with our hapless government ministers, have trapped 
themselves, and us, in the idea that life is worth living merely 
for the sake of being alive. In an even greater paradox, 
thousands have been condemned to dying alone, or indeed of 
loneliness, surely unprecedented in the history of civilization, 
for the sake of ‘saving’ others.

Few of us understand the numbers game which now rules us. 
Modelling and predictions have their place, but the tipping 
point comes when their creators start to believe they have 
carved out ‘reality’, and that enshrined within their numbers is 
the future. This narrows the mind, compresses vision, and 
distorts the focus so that all sense of proportion is lost.

Even now, with jubilation at the news a vaccine is coming, 
there is a sense that we alone of all human eras have 
reached a point where this disease now faces annihilation. 
Really? Smallpox took two centuries to see off. Polio and 
even bubonic plague are still about, along with many others 
including HIV and flu.

One day in September 1665, diarist Samuel Pepys was 
horrified to learn that the Plague had caused 7,165 out of all 
that week’s 8,297 deaths in London. The same day, aware of 
the risks, he dropped in to see Lord Brouncker on his way 
home, ‘and there we dined and were mighty merry’.

I suppose we can all do without company for a while, and 
some more than others, but everyone has their limits, and 
most are reaching theirs. Our lives are a voyage around our 
families and friends, and that was something Pepys and his 
chums understood, even in days far more desperate than 
ours. 

Covid-19 is a terrible thing, but it is only one of many ghastly 
hazards that afflict us without cessation and with which we 
have learned to live. Life is an extraordinary challenge and 
our ancestors, if they are looking down, would be amazed at 
the willingness with which our leaders have been, and still 
are, prepared to destroy the only aspect of life that makes any 
of it bearable. 

If we have any lesson to learn from the past, then that is it.
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