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When approaching the time of Caesar's assassination, Plutarch wrote,
"…many strange prodigies and apparitions are said to have been
observed shortly before this event… the wild birds which perched in the
forum" (5). As Cicero fled Antony's death sentence, Plutarch wrote, "…
a flight of crows rose with a great noise, and made towards Cicero's
vessel, as it rowed to land, and lighting on both sides of the yard, some
croaked, others pecked the ends of the ropes" (6). On the founding of
Rome, he wrote, "...concluding at last to decide the contest by a
divination from a flight of birds… Remus, they say, saw six vultures, and
Romulus double that number… Hence it is that the Romans, in their
divinations from birds, chiefly regard the vulture" (7). (For Remus, who
died shortly thereafter, this appears to have been a less propitious
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To the Editor: The article by Marr and Calisher (1) concerning the causes of the death of
Alexander the Great triggered our curiosity about the possibility of supporting this hypothesis by
determining the evolutionary time of West Nile virus (WNV). WNV is a member of the Culex-
transmitted clade of flavivirus (which also includes Japanese encephalitis virus, St. Louis
encephalitis virus, and Murray Valley encephalitis virus) whose reservoir is birds (1). Like most of
the RNA viruses, flaviviruses are characterized by a high degree of genomic variability (2,3).
Strains of WNV currently are divided into two distinct lineages on a molecular basis: one with a
worldwide distribution and the other, which includes the prototypic strain isolated in Uganda in
1937 that is only found in sub-Saharan Africa and Madagascar.
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