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L
,,,t September in suburban 
nn..,b-.lnC' ~1 brdnd nt:w d., .. ).l~l' 
pnpped up o u t of no\' here 1t 

killed ,, m~n ,,nd H hor~c.,, lhl•n 
v,·m ,~ht"t..l . No one knows where it camt1 

f rum; no one c.m be ccrt.1in it won't bl:' 
hilrk. 

I hl' di ... ~.lst• \·V(1S (,1used by .1 viru ~, 

n•w 11\'Vl'r lwen recorded before 11 could 
h;we been th1• start of a hurn.m m 
·'n""''l hl'.llth disaster. Instead it ~c.!m' 
to h.we d1~1ppeo1rLod 

\\ h.1t h.lf'JH'ned? Where did the 
\"irus come from 7 \Vhv did 11 'tl>p7 

Bduml the -.a .... uning media headline,, 
.1n enthralling :><:ll:'ntific dNech' e 'tOr) 
unfokll'd 111 /\ll'tralia, as reo;earcher' in 
two st.,tc~ b.mled to assemble ,, jig'·'"' 
of llll~l"ll'<<>Pil pil'n'~. 

rhl' prl'~~Un?S were terrific, and th<• 
s take~ could 11 01 h,we bc:>en h ig lwr 
While tlw scientists worked a man lay 
dving in <1 Brbbanl' hn~pital , perhap' 
frnm the my.,tery disease, and mo.,t of 
the Queen,l,md rac>ng industr) ".h 
paralv«ed bv quarantine to reduce the 
n~k uf 'pn.·,od ·\t wor,t the 'cocnti'b 
knt'\\ th .. \ nught be dealing with the 
start ot ,, new human and ammal 
epodemic: at best i t was an isolated 
outbrc.1k w1th nn wtder h u man or 
.tnun\.tl (t.ln~t.]Ut!nces. 

lhe 5tr.mge new disease, wh1ch now 
bn.h t' the uMemarkable working title 
of 1\ICu tc L'qu inl.' rc~pi ratory !tyndrnnl t'', 
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fir't appeared in early September ,\ 
ho~"M• tr.lnsported from Cannon I till. m 
Brr,b.lnc', outskirts, to Quet>nsl.1nd 
tr.uncr Vie Rad', Hendra ,t,lbll', fell 
ll'l ltc,, lly ill . Subsequently, utlwr hor'''' 
,,t llcndra also sta rted fa l li n~; ill, dytn!\ 
,\fto:'r .1 few days. Ant ibiotic~ had no 
dfcc;t. Then R..t i l himst•lf, w ho h,,d 
e\tn.'mdv clo!oe .:ont.tc;t wo th tlw hor..cs, 
I ell 1ll. !:>u did one of hts ,.t,lbll'l1,111d,. 

I he Queensland Dcpo~rtnwnt nf 
Pr1mar~ lndu~tries (QUI'I) flr,t lwMd 
,1bnu t the d>,.ea'e on Thur,d.H , 
September 22. The CSIRO'-. \u-.tr.lh.1n 
Animal llealth Labor.1t<>r\ ( \ \HI ) m 
G.-cion~ \,.as alerted l o the ,,l.um t>l 
tht• Gt<clong scientists- whose )Ob 1t I' 
lt> pmlt'<.l Au,tralia from exotic dbe."e 
outbrc.1ks - thl' ,ymplt)nl:> of the 
Queensla n d horse·kllll•r h.1 d ,1 11 tlw 
hnllmark_o; o l N rican horse "ckn<'"· 

AA HI la boratory head, Or K1.'1th 
Murr.1y, '•'Y' the Q ul'l'n,l.1nd hor't'> 
>uflered a hi11h fc"er, wtth l<'mp(•raturt'~ 
rl'aching up to -11 C. And, m .lnt>llwr 
cla,:.ic symptom of ..\fric~n lwr'c 
"ckne,s, the respiraton· attack they 
-.uff,•red produced a froth\' na,al 
d><,(:h,lrge 

African horse s~eknc.,.,, wh1l'h ''"' 
kdl up to 50"• of the hor'c" 11 mf,·d~. 
r,ll\'' l11gh on Austra lia's Ji,t of le.,.t 
w.1ntt:d .ul im:tl d i~ea!:te~. ()net.: an the 
country it cou ld ensdy bl' 'rn.•,\d by 
11o1tivc Aus t ralian insect$, .111d rni~;h t lw 
impossible to eradicate. l hc di,casl' i' 



a deadly equine virus! 

1.'11<kiHI<. 111 'm1tlll'rn Afrre<t, pl.'nud~e,tlly 
spnoad1ng in to north Africa and 
'iOUlhl'rn "P·""· .111d up tht> '!ill· V,lllt:~ 
rnl<.t thl.' \ltddk• Fa't 

Maximum security 
QDI'lrmm••dr.ltel~ ...ent lung. ~pleen and 
bk>c.><l ,,unplc..., frum l\\'U of th<' ::.trrck<•n 
hor'"' to <..eelc.>ng I or transport the 
s.1mpll.'' wen• packo!d into high-:.ecurity. 
CSIRO-dl•,ign••d .,,J.,,.,, burlt to :.un ",. 
anyth11>g from rnugh hondling to ,1 

plalll' cr.bh. 
nw '" rn plc.•, .Hri vc.•d a t 1.30 011 llw 

Fnd.w nwrn 11> g al the an rmal health 
labc.>r.1tvn. the only A ustra lian 
labor.1tnn d .. •ared to hold diagnostk 
'·'"'P"-'' 11f 'uch d.1ngerous diseaw,. 
Tlw dr.lgr>u't" tc.•,Jm lt:d b\ Dr I <luri<• 
C.ll.'l.''lll1 r.1n thl' Brisbane samplo.>' 
through ,1 b.lllt•n uf r<~prd d1asnc"trc 
k't' I hq '"<'d poly mt:ra'l' ch.11n 
rt:.lCiic.tn (l'lR) to probe them for thl! 
It'll-tall.' Dl'A "'quenc<> ol African hors!.' 
~J('kn~.\~,, .lnd Cur .lnotht•r (f"art:)d r·xoh( 

hur"' """'''''• Fqurne ln flul.'n~a. I hcv 
,1bo ll'l'd highly sl.'nsitive I:.LI~A 

(t•n;vmt•-l rnkc.•d rmrnunosorbenl as>,l)) 

k'l' fc.>r ollllibl>dil'' to known virU'-1.'~ 
\11 wert: neg.1 ti VI.' 

l3v lour rn thl' altt>rnoon. AAHL '' .h 

.1bll' tn '•l\ 1W1tlwr nf the fe.uec.l 'ITll"'' 
\\,1' lrJ..d\ tu hol\l' t:olll't'd the di'e•"'' 
,\,\Ill mr,Tll,Cllpi,t \lex Hvatl ollsO 
rept>rlt-d lw «Ill Id not ...ee any '-'' rdomn• 
of ,\nnllwr '"'Pt'CI, l'<Jlllne herpl" vrru~. 

c.>n hr ~ electron microscope im.lsC'~ . 

B!•<-.HN' of llw d.lnger the vin1;. might 
infect humans, the scientists hod to 
worl-. on thl.' samples in spt:><:ial bolation 
ruunt- .111J c.1brnt•h do:>t'P rn"dl' thl' 
h1glht'<:unt\ facility 

\lurr.l} '·'}' lht: t\1\Hl .md Ql>l'l 
lt•,lm' wurkt>d around the docJ.. during 
th<' 1\'l'I.'J..cnd. On Sa turda), t" n I",. 
'""'''' "l'Tl' brou~ht into the l.l'dong 
li>buraton and infected with till' 
Qut'\'ll'l,lnd li"ut.> .. ample;. l<> ~l.'e if the.:) 
''"'' would develop the killer di&easc. By 
thl' e nd of the weekend QDI' I 
r.•,..•o~rdwr~ in Flrbh,1n.: h,1d virlll .llly 
d11nrn.1lL'd most possible cause'- lc"b 
for lwrb1ud!...,, plnnt toxin;, ,md b.ICtcri,ll 
inft'<:li<tn' all came up ncgatil'e. 

Bv \londay moming the scientrst' rn 
Qu,•;•n,J.1nd .u1d Victnrr.1 J..n.-" the' 
"\'TI.' pmbabh dealing wiU1 unl-.nnwn 
'rruo,, but" h,lt "'" rt? 

I wu new dc,·elopments prol'ided 
dul'' B' \londa\', cell culture;; th.lt Paul 

Right: A computer-enhanced 
Image of Acule Equine Respiratory 

Syndrome VIrus. 
Below: The CSIRO Australian 

Animal Health Laboratory Is the 
national centre for foreign animal 

disease testing, research and 
!raining. Slafl from the laboratory 

worked around the clock to 
idenlily the cause of Queensland's 

mystery horse tttness. 

~<·lleck hnd infec ted w ith the 
Queensland samples were showing 
dramatic signs that somcthin~ wa' 
going on. lloles appeart>d in tht• t"'u'' 
layer. Many celb wert.• fu'><'d tng<•tlwr, 
with multiple nuder, rntu l.~rg•• cdJ, 
c.lll,•d 'Ytrcidia, chJTacteri!>IK nl 'ome 
' 1 ru' rnfcclions. 

A virus revealed 
Meanwhile 1 lyatt kept up his ·, N\­
small game hunting' with th;• ,•Jertrnn 
microscope, searching tlw inf<·d<'d ,,.11, 
to try and .-~ tch ~ i )'; ht nf ,1 virus. On 
Tue"by hi.' saw one. lit: ~putted ~111.111, 
plump blobs on the l'l<'l"lrOil 
rnlcrographs; blobs whi<h lw r<.'<'<>gllN'lf 
.h ,-iruses wrapped 111 n•ll m,•mbr,1ne 
alter budd1ng off from,, cdl 

H}.1ll ux>d dt:tl.'rgenl tc.' "'·"" awav 
the en\'dopc~. exposing thl.' n.lkt>d 
'iru~es L·nder the t'normnu~ 

magnifcation of the cll'<'tron mr<ro-cor•·· 
th(' herrinsbone pall<'rr1 nf tlw ""."''' 
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prolt•in nMt told hull what hl' ne<.-ded to l..nt"' 11 ",h "'"' of 
the f'ammyw 1 lrtl' t.mlll); related to thl? nru~ "h1ch <•HI'<'' 
human di~a~ hkt• nw,,_lt.., .md mumps. and ammal d"''•~'-'" 
such as '\ewc,htlt• di .... w·e .1nd ch-.tt'mper. As a further pit'\.<' to 
the puzzle, >1/llfldm.uc ,, h.•llnMrl.. ot f'o1ramy.1<> tni<'<.tu111-. 

lmmcdi.1tdv, another At\HL :.dentist, Dr ,\ll.m t.uuld, "''t 
ab<>ut cion in~ tht.> viru>, .md scquencing its RNA. 

Th,• • .. lint• Tu''"'·'\ mMning. September 27, Vie Rail du.~d In 
a Brisbane hosp>l.ll, hut tlwrt• '' ,b s till no proven lint.. with tlw 
horse deaths. 

On Wednc~d.11 QIWI .mnounccd that AI\ I 11 h.1d tound ,, 
viruo;, but it "''" -.1111 nut cbu wlwthcr it 1\',h on<• uf tlw 2() tl'l 
30 known PM.lmyxn 1 >tU'il''>, or somethin~ altu!\t'llwr lW\\. 
1\:or could tht• '(ot•nt"t' "" I or certain that the \trus h.1d ktll,•d 
the horse~. or wlwtht•r >I "'•"' JU't there b1 coincidenCt' Two 
fresh horse' were brou~ht mtu the r\ ·\i-ll labnr.1tnr1 .1nd 
deliberateh· infected with the >sola!L-d l'lnts. 

B} 5.lturd.11 - ,, 1n>cl.. after the\' had been mlt'\.h,'\1 - tlw 
first twn AAI 11 hm'c' ~ht>wed unmistakeable 'i~n' c•t th,• 
Qutocnslill1d dl'l'•"''· \\ 1thin J le\\ d.ws the second pa1r c•l tc't 
horses al'u (,•11 tll. Undnubto>d l}' the mysterv l'irus w.1s 
responsible. l'vle.mwhi ll' Qu,•tm-.l.lnd health authorities, ,,lt,•r 
analysing the (.~11~0 re,ulls, changed tlwir l'l'l'dict ,1nd 
Announced th,lt tlw hor~L' virus had contributed to R,lll', d,·,llh. 

In ju~t 10 d.1y-.. mo't of the pieces had fallen into p l.ltl' Tlw 
cau~c ,, Vlrll' h.Ht lwen <onfirmed and no more l·l'''' 
reported. Uut were thcr,• more ea»(.., yet to be found? 

With the' inl> idt•nttficd, \ \HL was able to de1 clnp quack 
test<; both for the l'iru> .1nd ft~r .1ntiblldie' le> tlw 'aru' u'"'~' 
:.erum neutr.Jib.Jtion .md indirect fluoresct•nt .mhb1•dy tt•'t' 
Du nog the foli<m ont-t wc.-k the QDPI sent more than :!'iOO 
horse blood ,,lmpl••' .111d I 'iO human blood sample' I ht•rc 
were no surpri"''• "'' lW\\ C.J>t>s. The good new> b that the 
virus, howc1 i'r 1 1ntll'nt, ",,, orlfectiOtl!i, but not highl\' 
contagiou~. 

Only one pieCl' of the mystery remain> to bt• -c1h l'<l. "lwr•· 
did the virus coml' from? Gould's sequencing Wl>rl.. 'h(>Wt·d 
that ot w,,.. ,, nwr/Jillil•irus, one of the three l'nrmmtw gcnu~t'' 
Othl'r m<~rl•illillint<c'.< r.1u.c• diseases like measles, distemper, 
rinderp~t and tntl'rl''ltn~l~ - phocid distcmpl'r. 

l'hocid di-.tempt•r i-. ,1 lll'll' voru~, infecting seJI,, which 
emerged suddenlv JU-.t a few vcars ago, cau"'"'ll huge numlx•rs 
of ~eal dc.lth-. in tht• northern hemisphere. Smnt• '~'"'nh-.h 
believe tht• 1 lnt' m1ght han• jumped somehow from dug' to 
northern hem,..pht•rl' m.mne mammals. Others "" 1t w,,.. ,,n 
existing, low lc1 cl ,e,11 d,..c,hC "hoch sudden!} sprc.1d .1nd 
turned dead I I' 

But the Bri~bilnC 1•in" wa~o't just a slightly .lltcr,•d ll'Nun 
of distemper or rinderpe,t; it was quite different. !x• dlfrt•r,•nt 
that itnlt"t h.w(' n>me from somewhere else. 

QDPI l'pidl•miolnAbt C hris 13aldock now ha~ lhl· 
unenviable task of to·yong to tr.lCk down the source of the l'irus. 
The original strickl•n hur-.c c,oo11e from Cannon Hill, where it 
might h.ll'e pickL>d up the v1ru' either from natur.1l or hum.1n 
contact. Tlw viru' might be endemic in some Au,tr.lh.lll n.1tin~ 
specK'S, from wh1t'h b} a lreak accident 1t could h.11 t' cro"l'tl 
into the horse Cumprt.'ht·n~lve t,..;ting of the animal' an the 
Cannon I I ill area will hopdully pronde "'me answer... 

The truth mi~ht nei'Cr be known. But 1f tlw 1 aru-.. ever 
appears .1gain the 'iCientists now ha1•e the tools tht·~ nl'l.'d to 
identify it quicl..l). The incident has shown that i\u,tr.llt.l h,,, 
the c.1pability to quicl..ly and comprehensively handlt.' un\"t'<l 
animill dt>eJ'e occurrcnco> .... 1t has ,,lso served as a wamin~ tor 
everyon(' who worb w1th horses to be aware o t unusual 
disease signs in Lhcir ,111im.1b. Thinl.. the wor't first, and c.111 a 
vet. 


