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I had a little bird, 
And its name was Enza 
I opened the window 

And in flew Enza 



A Centenary Review of the 
Spanish Influenza 



“Yet while history never 
repeats itself, it can still act as 
an echo chamber of horrors” 





Where did it 
start? 

• On the Western Front 

• In the Mid-West 

• In China 

• In Spain 



The Times, 31 May 1918 



What was it? 

• Influenza A: H1N1 

• Avian origin likely and could have 
circulated via pigs 

 

• One of many epidemics of influenza 

• Nature of disease poorly understood at 
the time 



How did it 
spread? 

Normal mechanism of spread for 
influenza virus 

Crowded military camps helped 
spread the virus 

Population movements due to war 

Usual movement of people and 
world trade 





Who did people blame? 

The 
Spanish 

The 
Germans 

The 
Chinese 

Foreigners 



What were its 
effects? 

• Three principal waves 

• A large part of the world’s population infected 

• Variable severity 

• Unusual pattern of mortality with a peak among 
young adults 

• Possible over-reaction of immune system & 
cytokine storm 

• Classic symptom of heliotrope cyanosis 

• Possibly as many as 80 million deaths 





Flu Deaths in Hull (1918-1919) 
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Why was it so 
deadly? 

War 

Vulnerability 

Poverty 

Malnutrition 

Disease 
Movement of 

people 

Nature of the 
virus and 
immunity 

Lack of 
appropriate 

response 



Who did it 
affect? 

• Everyone to some extent 

• From Walt Disney to Lawrence of Arabia 

• Significant affects among the poor 

• Military camps and malnourished badly affected 

• High mortality in Sub-Saharan Africa and India 

• Catastrophe for Inuit communities 

 



Deaths in the 
Great War 
show a 
different 
health 
inequalities 
pattern 

Ordinary 
Soldiers: 
12% died 

Officers: 
17% died 

Old 
Etonians: 
20% died 



How was it 
controlled? 

Self-medication and supportive care at home 

Primary and secondary health care, but staff 
shortages 

Attempts at vaccination 

Hygiene, Masks and disinfection 

Control of public events 

Quarantine, for example in Australia 





What was its 
legacy? 

Largely forgotten 

Effects on Great War armies 

Effects on Russian civil war 

Impact on India 

What about individuals – Woodrow Wilson, David 
Lloyd George or Katherine Anne Porter? 

Scientific developments 

Still a reminder of risks to haunt those in authority 
and affect decision making 





Approaches to 
Spanish 

Influenza 

• Blame others 

• Ignore it 

• Rely on technology 

• Disregard effective interventions 

• Let the poor suffer 

• Do not respect it 

• Forget about it 



So what? 

Diseases flourish 
at times of 

population stress 

The poor are 
likely to suffer 

most 

Technological 
solutions may not 

be the answer 

Traditional public 
health can be 

effective 

Unexpected new 
threats can and 

will emerge 

The power of 
nature must be 

respected 
Never forget 


