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Toponymous diseases of Australia

Ranil D Appuhamy, Jan Tent and John S Mackenzie

e encounter a multitude of diseases in our day-to-day
practice. We explain them to our patients, research and
write about them and maybe have even experienced
them. But how often do we stop to think about what lies beneath
the name of a disease? Names not only identify diseases but are a
window to the discovery and characteristics of the disease. In this
article, we focus on diseases that are named after Australian places.

The study of placenames is called toponymy (from the Greek
words topos “place” and onoma “name”). Placenames are important
to every culture because they contain a wealth of historical,
cultural and linguistic information and also serve to label events
and incidents associated with them. They are reminders of who we
are and where we come from.

Diseases and pathogens sometimes carry the names of places
associated with their discovery. For example, some mosquito-
borne viruses have been named after the site where the mosquito
vectors that yielded the new virus isolate were collected (eg, the
Sindbis, Whataroa and Sepik viruses).!” Likewise, many rodent-
borne viruses are named after the place where the rodents were
trapped (eg, the Seoul, Dobrava and Thailand viruses).* Other well
known examples of viruses named after places associated with
their discovery include Ebola virus (named after the Ebola River in
the Democratic Republic of Congo),’ Lassa virus (after the town of
Lassa in Nigeria)® and Coxsackie virus (after a small town in New
York State in the United States).” There is also a long history of
naming new antigenic strains of influenza after the place the
specimen was collected. For example, the strains chosen for
inclusion in the vaccine for the 2010-2011 northern hemisphere
winter season are A/California/7/2009 (H1N1), A/Perth/16/2009
(H3N2), and B/Brisbane/60/2008.% The names of some bacterial
diseases are also derived from placenames. For example, tularae-
mia (caused by Francisella tularensis) was named after Tulare
county in the US, where it was first isolated:® Lyme disease (caused
by Borrelia spp) after the town of Lyme in the US, where cases were
identified;'? and Rocky Mountain spotted fever (caused by Rickett-
sia rickettsii) after the region where it was first identified.'!

Here, we will unravel some of the stories behind the discovery
and naming of diseases of public health and medical importance in
Australia.

Hendra

The suburb of Hendra in Brisbane is intimately associated with the
history of horseracing in Queensland. With the growing popularity
of the sport in the 1800s, Eagle Farm Racecourse was established
in Brisbane in 1863. It soon became Queenslands premier
horseracing destination, drawing large crowds.'? To enable easy
public access to the racecourse, a railway line, the “racecourse
branch”, was established to service the racecourse.'> One of the
railway stations on that line, from which the suburb gets its name,
was called “Hendra” by Francis Curnow, a Commissioner for
Railways, as it reminded him of “a spot in Cornwall of hallowed
association”.'* Hendra is an old Cornish name meaning “old place”
or “old farm”."?

In September 1994, an outbreak of a lethal, previously
unknown virus killed 13 horses associated with a stable in Hendra.
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Two humans became infected, and one of them died of the
disease.'®!” The causative virus was initially named “equine
morbillivirus” but subsequently named “Hendra virus”.'® It was
the first designated member of a new genus, Henipavirus, of the
family Paramyxoviridae. A previous unrelated outbreak was retro-
spectively diagnosed when a farmer in Mackay (almost
800 kilometres north of Hendra) died after developing severe
encephalitis, a year after his initial infection.'*2°

The reservoir host of Hendra virus is the fruit bat (Pteropus
spp).2! Horses are thought to acquire the disease by ingesting
material contaminated with bat urine, saliva, birth products, or the
fibrous masticated fruit material called “spats”.*"** Humans who
have acquired the disease have had close contact with secretions of
infected horses and have presented with respiratory and/or neuro-
logical symptoms.'®!*%* No bat-to-human or human-to-human

Train at Hendra Station (the suburb was named after
this station)
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transmission has been recorded. There have been a further four
human cases of Hendra virus infection, with two fatalities (both
veterinarians who had close contact with infected horses).

Ross River

The discovery of Ross River takes us back to the early 19th century,
a time when northern Queensland was being populated by Euro-
pean settlers. Among the early settlers was a Scottish entrepreneur
called John Black who moved to northern Queensland to join the
pastoral rush and established a very successful farm. Because of the
high cost of overland transport, Black thought it would be econom-
ically advantageous if he could find a port close to his properties. In
early 1864, he sent two of his managers to find a suitable port
nearby where ships could berth. Most of the shores of the bay were
mangroves or rocky headlands and unsuitable for ships, but in their
search, they found a narrow river mouth suitable for small ships
and with good inland access. They named the newly discovered
river after William Alfred Ross, who was a business associate of
Black.***> The 45 kilometre-long Ross River played a crucial part in
the development of northern Queensland.**

In 1928, an “unusual epidemic” of skin eruptions and arthralgia
was described at Narrandera, a town near the Murrumbidgee River
in New South Wales.*® There were further outbreaks of “epidemic
polyarthritis”,*" as this syndrome was later called, during the Second
World War.*® In 1959, a group A arbovirus, designated “T48”, was
isolated from Aedes vigilax mosquitoes collected from mangroves
near the Ross River at Townsville.?’ Sera of patients with epidemic
polyarthritis had antibodies against the T48 virus, and it was
hypothesised to be the causative virus for the disease.*’ T48 was
subsequently named “Ross River virus” (RRV).>® The virus was first
isolated from patients with clinical disease during a large epidemic
in the South Pacific during 1979-1980%® and subsequently in 1985
from Australian patients with clinical features of the disease.

RRV, an alphavirus, is the most common arboviral infection
found in Australia,” with 4784 cases notified in 2009 (mostly from
Queensland).>? 1t is maintained in a mosquito—vertebrate host
cycle, with native macropods, such as kangaroos and wallabies,
thought to be the major vertebrate hosts.”® Infection can be

Fishing in the Ross River near Townsville, 1884
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Photo courtesy of John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland
(image no. APO-014-0001-0018DTL system no. 234883). *

asymptomatic or can cause a self-limiting illness characterised by
polyarthralgia and polyarthritis, usually involving joints of the
extremities. There can also be fever, maculopapular rash, myalgia
and fatigue %

Bairnsdale

Bairnsdale is located in Victoria about 280 kilometres east of Mel-
bourne. It was named after a property owned by a pioneer settler,
Archibald Macleod. The name “Bairnsdale” is said to have been
derived from his grandfather’s village, Bernisdale, on the Isle of Skye
in Scotland. It is also said that it got its name because of the large
number of babies (“bairns” in Scottish) who were born there.>

The Mitchell River at Bairnsdale, 1878

THE MITCHELL RIYER AT BAIENSDALE

Early wood engraving published in lllustrated Australian News,
1878; courtesy of State Library of Victoria. *

In 1948, researchers reported on a series of patients from
Bairnsdale who had presented with a disease characterised by
unusual ulcers. A new species of Mycobacterium was isolated as the
cause of the disease.*® Although the disease had been described in
Africa as early as 1897, this was the first time the organism had
been isolated.’” It has been known locally as the “Bairnsdale ulcer”
and also as “Daintree ulcer” (after an endemic area between
Mossman and the Daintree River in northern Queensland).*®
Active foci of infection have been reported in coastal Victoria and
Queensland.*” Tt is more commonly known worldwide as the
“Buruli ulcer” (after Buruli, Uganda, the site of an early epidemic).
It has been reported in at least 30 countries and is an important
public health problem, especially in West Africa.*”*

Bairnsdale ulcer is caused by Mycobacterium ulcerans, an acid-
fast bacillus. It is an environmental organism and has been found
in aquatic insects, but the mode of transmission is unclear.””* The
most plausible route is thought to be trauma at skin sites
contaminated with the organism.*® It presents as an indolent,
progressive ulcer that can cause significant morbidity. Treatment is
by surgical excision and/or combination antibiotics.*”**#°

Murray Valley

The Murray Valley, located in Victoria, derives its name from the
Murray River that runs through it. Starting in the Snowy Moun-
tains, it winds its way for over 2500 kilometres to meet the sea in
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Sketch of the Murray River by Captain Charles Sturt
(1795-1869)
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Courtesy of State Library of South Australia
(http://www.samemory.sa.gov.au/site/page.cfm?u=61&c=3813). &

South Australia*' and is Australia’s longest river. The first Europe-
ans to explore the river were Hamilton Hume and William Hovell
in 1824. In 1830, another explorer, Captain Charles Sturt, reached
the river by boat after travelling down one of its tributaries and
continued further down the river to reach its mouth. He named it
the “Murray River” in honour of the British Secretary of State for
War and the Colonies, Sir George Murray, * not realising it was the
same river that Hume and Hovell had encountered further
upstream and named the “Hume River”.¥

Between 1917 and 1925, epidemics of severe encephalitis with a
high fatality rate were reported in eastern Australia. The new
disease was called “Australian X disease”. An infectious aetiology

Drs Eric French, Gray Anderson and Leslie Frazer standing
beside their mobile laboratory during field investigations
of the 1950-1951 outbreak of Murray Valley encephalitis
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Photo Eric French; reprinted from Mackenzie JS, Broom AK.
Australian X disease, Murray Valley encephalitis and the
French connection. Vet Microbiol 1995; 46: 79-90, with permission
from Elsevier. *

was evident when it was established, in 1917, that cerebrospinal
fluid from human cases could infect animals, producing similar
pathology, and that the infection was maintained through multiple
intracerebral passages in monkeys.”* There were no further epi-
demics of encephalitis reported for over 25 years, until cases of a
disease similar to Australian X disease were reported in the Murray
Valley region in 1950 and 1951. The disease was given the name
“Murray Valley encephalitis” (MVE), and the causative virus was
independently isolated by Eric French and John Miles.*** The
clinical, histological and epidemiological features of Australian X
disease and MVE appeared to be indistinguishable, and they are
thought to be the same disease.™ In 1960, the virus was isolated
from Culex annulirostris mosquitoes, its major vector.*®

MVE virus is a mosquito-borne virus of the Flaviviridae family,
closely related to the Japanese encephalitis virus and West Nile
virus. It is maintained in an enzootic cycle between waterbirds and
the culicine mosquito vectors.*” Most infections are subclinical,
but some may progress to an encephalitis of varying severity.*’*
Since the last major epidemic in 1974, there have been over 75
cases of MVE reported, largely from enzootic areas of Western
Australia and the Northern Territory.***

Barmah Forest

Barmah Forest is a large river red gum forest in Victoria, about 225
kilometres north of Melbourne. The name “Barmah” is derived
from the Yorta Yorta Aboriginal language, but its meaning is
uncertain.”® It has been suggested that it is derived from the word
“paama”, meaning “meeting place”.”' The Barmah region has a rich
history of Aboriginal hunting and gathering that was subsequently
displaced by European settlement.”

In 1974, an epidemic of encephalitis in the Murray Valley region
prompted researchers to collect pools of mosquitoes in the area to
characterise the species involved in transmission of MVE. This led
not only to the isolation of MVE, but also to the incidental isolation
of 10 other arboviruses, among which was isolate BH2193,
collected from mosquitoes trapped in the Barmah Forest area. This
new and previously undescribed virus was subsequently named
“Barmah Forest virus” (BFV).”> Around the same time, a new virus
was isolated in central Queensland and named “Murweh virus”
after the local shire of Murweh,’* but was later found to be a strain
of BFV. The first reported human infection with BFV was in
1986, and the first epidemic due to BFV occurred in the NT in
1992.%°

BFV, an alphavirus related to RRYV, is the second most common
arboviral infection in Australia, with 1487 cases notified in 2009.
Several mosquito species are able to transmit BFV, but little is
known of the vertebrate hosts.>>"7® BFV infection causes a similar
illness to that caused by RRV, with symptoms including arthralgia,
myalgia, fever and rash. Subclinical infection is common.”

Other diseases and issues

There are a number of other diseases and pathogens named after
places in Australia. “Flinders Island spotted fever”, a rickettsial
disease caused by Rickettsia honei, was first recognised on Flinders
Island in the Bass Strait.”® “Queensland tick typhus”, caused by
Rickettsia australis, affected soldiers training in Queensland during
the Second World War,%"%? and “Mossman fever” was used to
describe febrile illness (caused by a number of diseases, such as
scrub typhus, malaria and leptospirosis) in early European settlers
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of northern Queensland.®* Places whose names have been associ-
ated with human viral infections include Trubanaman (the original
name of Mitchell River Mission); Edge Hill and Stratford (both
suburbs in Cairns); and Menangle (a suburb in Sydney).>#0:03:6%
Australian bat lyssavirus also comes under this category.®> Others,
like Wallal and Warrego viruses®® (isolated in south-western
Queensland and named after geographical features, such as the
Warrego River), have affected wildlife. Two other viruses,
Kokobera virus and Kunjin virus (a strain of West Nile virus), also
occasional human pathogens, have been named after Aboriginal
tribes around Mitchell River Mission, where they were first isolated
(Ralph Doherty, former Director, Queensland Institute of Medical
Research, personal communication).

The naming of diseases after places has been controversial at
times. Although some regard it as a testament to the medical
research conducted in a 1region,24 others haven’t taken such
naming lightly. For example, in 1993, a new hantavirus was
isolated by the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and
the name “Four Corners virus” or “Muerto Canyon virus” was
suggested. However, after objections by the local residents, the
virus was subsequently named “Sin Nombre virus” — “sin nom-
bre” meaning “without a name” in Spanish.®’

The 1974 epidemic of MVE was an example of a disease name
creating bad publicity that had a negative effect on tourism and
trade in the Murray Valley region. There were even stories of
motorists at petrol stations refusing to get out of their cars (to avoid
being bitten by mosquitoes) and passing bank notes for payment
through the top of the car window, and of fruit pickers refusing to
work there for fear of infection. To circumvent these problems,
there were suggestions that the name “Australian encephalitis”
could be used, but this was not widely accepted. In Queensland, a
suggestion to call a newly described rickettsial infection (caused by
Coxiella burnetii) “Queensland rickettsial fever” was unpopular
given its potential impact on tourism. It was instead called “Q
fever” (Q referring now to “query”).%

Such reactions are not surprising because, apart from denoting
and identifying human habitation sites, geographic features and
political boundaries, toponyms are a medium that provides public
and personal reference.”” People have strong attachments to
placenames because they are linking agents or symbols of attach-
ment between themselves and a place.

This article covers the most common toponymous diseases of
medical and public health importance in Australia, but is not
intended to be an exhaustive review. We hope that it will stimulate
readers to think about the rich history and stories of discovery
behind the diseases we encounter in our day-to-day practice.
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