
Pandemics are the worst. Literally.  
You see, in the world of infectious 
diseases, the epidemic that crosses 
a country’s borders or expands 
worldwide technically shifts to 
pandemic status.

So we’ve established 
that pandemics 
are the worst. 
Cholera, bubonic 
plague, smallpox, 
and influenza are 
some of the most 
brutal killers in 
human history. And 
outbreaks of these 
diseases across                       
inter-national 
borders, are 
properly defined 
as pandemics, 
especially smallpox, 
which throughout 
history, has killed 
between 300 and 
500 million people 
in its 12,000 year 
existence.
The earliest reference to a pandemic 
in history dates back to 1200 BC, 
when an influenza epidemic swept 
through Babylon. Sanskrit scholars 
have found records of a disease 
resembling the flu, but no records of 
death count, mask wearing, or travel 
limitations during that period, though 
it has been linked to the collapse of 
the Bronze Age.

Speaking of death counts, it turns 
out that is the measure used to 
identify the worst of the worst. And 
pandemically speaking, so far, nothing 
ranks higher than the Black Death. 

The #1 epidemic occurred from 1346 
to 1353 and is the attributed cause 
of death for 75-200 million people 
across Europe, Asia and North Africa. 
Also known as the Pestilence or the 
Great Mortality, the Black Death was a 
bubonic plague pandemic named for 

a notable symptom: 
lymph nodes that 
became blackened 
and swollen after 
bacteria entered 
through the skin. 
It’s estimated that 
up to 60% of the 
population fell to 
the disease that is 
still being studied 
today. Seems rats 
and other vermin 
took the fall for 
the spread of it 
for centuries; only           
in recent times has 
it come into favor 
that the main culprit         
was more likely lice 
or fleas.

 Topping #2 on the charts of fatal 
pandemics is the Spanish Flu, which 
took down somewhere between 17 
and 100 million people worldwide 
between 1918 and 1920, accounting 
for a one to five percent loss in 
total population. The first global 
observation of Spanish Flu occurred 
in the U.S. (Camp Funston, Kansas 
to be specific) In March 1918 and the 
following month in France, Germany 
and the U.K. In one of the earliest 
reports of “fake news,” censors 
downplayed these initial reports in 
order to maintain morale during World 

If you’re anything like us here at the Geosampler (and we’re hoping for your sake that 
you’re not), you’ve spent some time over the past year thinking about pandemics. 
And specifically, the COVID-19 pandemic that’s upended our lives. That got us to 
wondering: what, actually, is a pandemic? And while we’ve heard—generally—about 
past pandemics, what were they? And what was the impact? In other words, what 
can we learn as we move ever so gratefully to the other side of this one? 
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It’s that 
time again.

The first baseball uniforms were 
worn by the Knickerbockers in 
1849 and included straw hats.

Joel Zumaya once missed three 
games in 2006 after injuring 
himself playing Guitar Hero.

At a 1978 Texas Rangers–
Baltimore Orioles game, 

George “Doc” Medich (who 
had been a medical student 

at the University of Pittsburgh 
before becoming a professional 
baseball player) saved the life 
of a fan in the stands who was 
suffering from a heart attack.

Every single MLB baseball is 
rubbed in Lena Blackburne 
Baseball Rubbing Mud, a  

unique “very fine” mud only 
found in a secret location near 

Palmyra, New Jersey.

Ralph Kiner is the only player 
ever to lead the league in 

homers for seven years in a 
row— his first seven years as a 

major league player. 

Bank robber John Dillinger was 
once a professional second 
baseman, although he never 
made it to the major leagues.

During World War II, the U.S. 
military designed a grenade 
to be the size and weight of 
a baseball, since “any young 

American man should be able 
to properly throw it.”

There are a bunch of different 
crunches that affect the abs…

my favorite is Nestles.

What’s in a pandemic?



War I. As such, newspapers were free to report on 
the epidemic’s effects in neutral Spain, including the 
grave illness of King Alfonso XIII, creating the false 
assumption that the Mediterranean country was 
particularly hard hit or the origin of the disease. Still, 
the name Spanish Flu stuck, persisting over several 
waves. (Noteworthy that Spanish Flu has nothing to 
do with Spanish fly, which is an ancient aphrodisiac 
made from dried beetles that paved the way for 
modern-day Viagara and others, but that is a topic 
for another day).

Rounding out the top-three worst-pandemics 
in history is the little-known Plague of Justinian, 
which was named for the Byzantine emperor in 
Constantinople, Justinian I who, according to his 
court historian Procopius, contracted the disease and 
recovered in 542 AD, at the height of the epidemic 
which killed about a fifth of the population in the 
imperial capital. (Apparently, naming rights had 
much looser restrictions in those days.) It was much, 
much later (2013, in fact), that researchers confirmed 
earlier speculation that the cause of the Plague 
of Justinian was actually Yersina pestis, the same 
bacterium responsible for the Black Death. This, of 
course, brings us full circle to our notes of earlier and 
proof that bad things can lead to more bad things.

And that, my friends, takes us back to our original 
musings in the lab, wondering how bad is the 
COVID-19 pandemic. On the hit parade, as of            
March 2021, it ranks #9, in terms of death count. 
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If you are reading this message, we were somehow able to connect with you again. If you are missing 
this tasty episode of The GeoSampler, we apologize. Maybe you have a new address, new email, or have 
found a particularly devious hiding place. But hey, if you want to update your contact information 
(email, snailmail, fax, etc.), please send the particulars to info@geotechnics.net. Thanks.

Hello 
out
there.

We, of course, will keep monitoring that and keep              
you posted.

In the meantime, please stay safe and know that our 
team is always here to help, no matter what public 
health, environmental, or project challenges arise.


