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Influenza Pandemic ς1918-19



I had a little bird,  

Its name was Enza.  

I opened the window,  

And in-flu-enza. 

мфму /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ  {ƪƛǇǇƛƴƎ  {ƻƴƎ



Influenza Pandemic

Å¢ƘŜ Ψ{ǇŀƴƛǎƘ CƭǳΩ ǇŀƴŘŜƳƛŎ 
of 1918 was one of the 
greatest medical disasters of 
the 20th century. 

ÅThis was a global pandemic, 
an airborne virus which 
affected every continent.



Influenza Pandemic

ÅIt is still not clear where the virus 
started.

ÅChina, America and Flanders are 
all contenders.

ÅLǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƛŎƪƴŀƳŜŘ Ψ{ǇŀƴƛǎƘ ŦƭǳΩ ŀǎ 
the first reported cases were in 
Spain. 

ÅAs this was during World War I, 
newspapers were censored so 
although there were influenza 
(flu) cases elsewhere, it was the 
Spanish cases (Spain was neutral) 
that hit the headlines. 

ÅOne of the first casualties was the 
King of Spain.



Influenza Pandemic

ÅYoung adults between 20 and 30 
years old were particularly affected 
and the disease struck and 
progressed quickly in these cases. 

ÅOnset was devastatingly quick. 

ÅThose fine and healthy at breakfast 
could be dead by tea-time. 

ÅWithin hours of feeling the first 
symptoms of fatigue, fever and 
headache, some victims would 
rapidly develop pneumonia and start 
turning blue, signalling a shortage of 
oxygen. 

ÅThey would then struggle for air until 
they suffocated to death.



Influenza Pandemic

ÅHospitals were 
overwhelmed and even 
medical students were 
drafted in to help. 

ÅDoctors and nurses worked 
to breaking point, although 
there was little they could 
do as there were no 
treatments for the flu and 
no antibiotics to treat the 
pneumonia.



Influenza Pandemic

ÅDuring the pandemic of 1918/19, 
over 50 million people died 
worldwide and a quarter of the 
British population were affected.

ÅThe death toll was 228,000 in 
Britain alone. 

ÅGlobal mortality rate is not 
known, but is estimated to have 
been between 10% to 20% of 
those who were infected.

ÅBy the end of pandemic, only one 
region in the entire world had not 
reported an outbreak: an isolated 
island called Marajo, located in 
.ǊŀȊƛƭΩǎ !ƳŀȊƻƴ wƛǾŜǊ 5ŜƭǘŀΦ



Influenza Pandemic

ÅA lack of clear government advice 
left the door open for companies 
to exploit public fears.

ÅThese throat tablet would have 
proved useless against the virus.

ÅIn 1918ς19, antiviral agents were 
unknown but various over-the-
counter palliatives were 
promoted, although not directly 
described as cures. 

ÅThese included inhalers for 
congestion, aspirin, quinine, 
opium, ammonia, iodine, 
turpentine, salt water, beef tea, 
Vick vapour rub and Bovril. 



Influenza Pandemic

ÅA rather surprising, and 
hazardous, remedy was 
drinking carbolic acid, as 
recommended in a letter to 
The Scotsman newspaper.

ÅHowever a notice appeared 
subsequently warning 
patients that it was an 
irritant poison and that the 
quantity suggested was 
sufficient to poison 250 
people and cause 50 deaths.



Adverts from Liverpool Newspapers



And some advice from a hobby horse ...

Liverpool Daily Post - Saturday 
2nd November 1918 



Future Pandemics

ÅWe will have another 
pandemic like the 1918 virus 
but the world has learned a 
lot.
ÅThe World Health Authority, 

national governments and 
local authorities all have 
plans in place to cope.
ÅAntibiotics exist now that 

will help with secondary 
infections.
ÅAnti-viral immunisation is 

much more sophisticated.



Future Pandemics

ÅIt is accepted that 
communication is essential ς
people must know what is 
happening and be given 
advice about what to do.
ÅIt is also seen as essential 

that everycountry in the 
world must have a health 
system able to cope with an 
epidemic.
ÅThis is one of the reasons 

that overseas aid is seen as 
essential to help poorer 
countries.



Infection Management



Blood Transfusion



Blood Transfusions

ÅAt the start of the First World 
War blood transfusion 
technology was largely 
untested and not widely 
accepted. 
ÅBlood types had first been 

identified at the turn of the 
century, but where 
transfusions were carried out 
surgeons did not test the 
blood for compatibility. 
ÅThis could be fatal where the 
ǇŀǘƛŜƴǘΩǎ ƛƳƳǳƴŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ 
attacked the new blood cells.



Blood Transfusions

Å¢ǊŀƴǎŦǳǎƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ΨŘƛǊŜŎǘΩ ǳǎƛƴƎ 
a tube to carry blood from an 
artery in the donor to a vein in 
the patient.

ÅThis carried the risk that blood 
would clot and block the tubes. 

ÅAs is so often the case in war, 
new techniques were advanced 
in the urgency of the 
battlefield.

ÅIn this case, a Canadian, an 
American and an Englishman 
all played vital roles.



Blood Transfusions

ÅThe Canadian was Lawrence 
Bruce Robertson.

ÅHe was posted to the Canadian 
!ǊƳȅ aŜŘƛŎŀƭ /ƻǊǇǎΩ bƻΦ н 
Casualty Clearing Station. 

ÅHe persuaded the British 
surgeons at the casualty 
clearing stations to practice 
ΨƛƴŘƛǊŜŎǘΩ ōƭƻƻŘ ǘǊŀƴǎŦǳǎƛƻƴǎΣ 
where blood was transferred 
using syringes and canulaeto 
overcome problems of clotting .

ÅThis was a technique he had 
ǳǎŜŘ ŀǘ ¢ƻǊƻƴǘƻΩǎ IƻǎǇƛǘŀƭ ŦƻǊ 
Sick Children.



Blood Transfusions

ÅRobertson set up the first 
blood transfusion equipment 
at a casualty clearing station 
on the Western Front in 
Spring 1917 and began to 
record the results of the 
transfusions he performed. 

ÅIn an article in The Lancet 
published on 24 November 
1917, Robertson described 
36 cases where he had used 
the indirect transfusion 
method. 


