
 

A warehouse turned into a hospital.  The first Nightingale Hospital? 

Spanish Flu 1918 - 1920: What did they do then? 

A s awful as the Covid19 pandemic has been, we should be 
thankful that at least we now live in a time where our 

scientists are able to produce vaccines and that we have a National 
Health Service that can look after us. 
 
This was not the case during the Spanish Flu pandemic of 1918 –
1920.   

Caused by an H1N1 virus, the Spanish flu was of avian origin.    
There were no vaccines and no antibiotics to treat secondary 
bacterial infections.  All that could be done was to isolate, 
quarantine, maintain good personal hygiene, use disinfectants and 
limit gatherings. 
 

Sound familiar? 

    A pandemic, then and now 

A s the First World War drew to a close in 1918, it was a time 
for celebration.  But a pandemic was silently lurking among 

the jubilant crowds.  The ‘Spanish flu’ of 1918-20, would infect up 
to a third of the world’s population and killed an estimated 50 - 
100 million people.  That is more than the two world wars 
combined and in the four years of the Black Death (1347-1351). 
 
The term ‘Spanish flu’ was first used in a British Medical Journal 
paper.  So named as it was first reported on in Spain.  As a neutral 
country, Spain could report “bad news” without revealing 
weakness at home.  Not happy with this label, Spain called it 
‘Naples soldier’. The German’s called it ‘Blitzkatarrh’ and British 
troops referred to it as the ‘Flanders grippe’ or ‘Spanish lady’. 
 
Over a 100 years on, the origin of the outbreak is still debated.  
However, it is theorised that the first wave started on 4 March 
1918 when Albert Gitchell, reported to the infirmary with feverish 
symptoms at training facility, Camp Funston in Fort Riley, Kansas.  
Within hours 107 patients were admitted with similar symptoms.  
Within five weeks 1,127 out of 26,000 men in the camp were 
infected.  Crowded troopships then conveyed the pandemic to 
France. 
 

Unusually the virus struck those aged between 20 and 40 the 
hardest and was at its worst in the summer and autumn months. 
In the second half of August 1918, the second wave hit and was far 
more deadly as the virus had mutated.  This more virulent strain 
was identified in Brest, France, Sierra Leone and Boston, 
Massachusetts. This wave lasted 13 weeks with October being the 
worst month of the entire pandemic. 
 
Across the world a third wave hit in January 1919.  This was less 
deadly than the second wave, but worse than the first wave.  It 
lasted until June 1919. 
 
A fourth wave hit in the Spring of 1920. 
 
There was no doubt that the war was instrumental in the spread of 
the virus with troop movements spreading it across the world.  
The overloaded and overcrowded military medical camps, 
malnourishment and poor hygiene were among the reasons for 
the spread of the virus.  
 
Then, as now,  governments across the globe were heavily 
criticised  for their failure to tackle the illness. 

    Across the country 

    Across the world 

T he Spanish Flu first arrived in Britain in May 1918 through the 
port of Glasgow. By June 1918 it reached London. In July 

Birmingham reported that hospitals were overwhelmed. 
 
By August 1918 it was believed the worst was over.   As with the 
current pandemic the Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, was 
admitted to a makeshift hospital in Manchester City Hall on 11 
September 1918 where there were specialists able to support 
breathing.  He was well enough to be released 10 days later. 
 
The virus returned with a vengeance in October and spread at an 
alarming rate.  In the UK, the pandemic was at its worst in 
November 1918, being easily transmitted when vast numbers got 
together to celebrate the Armistice.  A more deadly strain of the 
virus spread rapidly, killing healthy young adults within hours of 
them showing symptoms. 
 

 

S panish Flu was not mentioned in parliament until October 
1918.  The war was entering its final stages and any 

weaknesses could not be shown.  For example, 25% of the staff at 
the Priority Department of the Ministry of Munitions had been hit 
by the disease.  Not a message you they wanted to spread! 
 
There was no strategy for tackling the flu and the response was 
uncoordinated.  Medical staff were sparse with many still on war 
service. A shortage of undertakers meant soldiers based in 
Woolwich were sent out to deal with bodies that were left 
unburied.   
 
Local authorities were more or less left to their own devices to 
advise on how to limit the spread of the disease.  The general 
advice was: 
 

 Catch later trains to avoid crowds 
 Wear extra layers of clothing 
 Wash drinking glasses regularly 
 Do not shake hands  
 No kissing 
 Clean your teeth regularly  
 Eat porridge 

 
Action taken in different areas differed significantly and it was 
clear that there was little understanding of how the disease was 
spreading: 
 
 Some buildings were disinfected and fumigated. 
 
 In one area the local medical officer reported a breakout of 600 

cases.  The advice given was to avoid going to the cinema.  
Cinemas were required to be ventilated at regular intervals. 
Some took it further by banning children and removing the 
carpets. 

 
 School closures were random. One school in the north closed 

due to a spread of the epidemic in their areas, while London 
schools were “soldiering on” despite 111 teachers being struck 
down. 

 
Sadly, overcrowding and insanitary conditions made isolation, 
ventilation and cleanliness virtually impossible.  Wives and 
mothers who took on the family nursing duties were high on the 
list of victims. 
 
By the end of summer 1919 when the pandemic had subsided, a 
quarter of the 40 million population in Britain had been affected, 
and 228,000 people had died.  
 
Despite all this, the pandemic was given far less coverage in the 
press than we see today. 

David Lloyd George 

L ittle is known of how influenza affected the local area as it 
was not a notifiable disease.  It was seen as a “complicating 

factor” in notifiable diseases such as small-pox, scarlet fever and 
meningitis. 
 
In 1916, Alfred Greenswood, the Kent County Council Medical 
Officer of Health, reported that in the past year, deaths from 
influenza outside military environments amounted to 215 in 

urban districts of Kent.   Faversham (Lynsted was covered by 
Faversham) accounted for seven deaths and Sittingbourne five. 
 
In 1919, our then village doctor, Dr Prideaux Selby was Chief 
Medical Officer of Health for Faversham Rural District Council.  
He gave his report for the causes of death in Faversham Rural 
District for the year ending 31 December 1918: 

    Across our towns and villages 

INFLUENZA AND PNEUMONIA 
 

Whilst cases of other infectious complaints have been small 
during 1918, Influenza and Pneumonia have been prevalent all 
the year. An epidemic occurred in July, and a more severe one in 
October and November. 
 
On each occasion the epidemic started in the towns and more 
populated areas and spread by degrees to even the most isolated 
spots. 
 
Infection is undoubtedly spread by contact but I would suggest 
money and the very dirty notes now prevailing are a constant 
source of spread of infection. 
 
The epidemic was most severe among adults: children and old 
people in most cases escaping lightly. 
 
A great many cases of catarrhal pneumonia occurred, but there 
was only one death from this cause during the July epidemic. 
 
During the October and November epidemic the registered 
deaths numbered 36 at the following ages. 

Total deaths during Autumn epidemic is 36.  Of the male deaths 9 
were military. 
 
Nearly all the deaths among women occurred in women who 
were the mother or housekeeper of a family and who were 
therefore unable to go to bed and take the necessary care. 
  
The District Nurses did all in their power to help, but the nursing 
was insufficient and outside help was impossible to obtain. 
 
On the appearance of the epidemic the following notice [right] 
was drafted by me and inserted by the Council in the local papers. 

  Under 1 1-2 
years 

2-5 
years 

5-15 
years 

15-25 
years 

25-45 
years 

45-55 
years 

Over 65 

Males 1   1 2 5 11 2 2 

Females     1 1 2 7 1   

Total 1   2 3 7 18 3 2 

Local school closures 
 

F igures were published for local school closures in October, 
November and December 1918 when the pandemic was at its 

worst. 
 
Lynsted school closed from 6 - 18 May but this was due to an outbreak 
of whooping cough.  However, Norton school was closed from 2 - 16 
December, and Teynham school from October 29 - 16 November due to 
influenza: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Meanwhile, articles and notices were now beginning  to be to appear in 
the local papers: 

Extract from the Whitstable Times and Herne Bay Herald  -  6 July 1918  

Extract from the East Kent Gazette  -  2 November 1918: 

MAIDSTONE. SPANISH INFLUENZA RAMPANT.  
 
A considerable outbreak of the so-called Spanish influenza 
developed at an important factory in Maidstone on Monday. The 
cases number between 70 and 80. Many of the employees of the 
factory are drawn from a wide area, and some of them spent the 
week-end away from the town. There is usually an “out” list on 
Monday morning, but this week it was unusually large, and the 
cause was soon reported. Other cases of failure occurred during 
the day, the people affected being sent to their homes at once. 
The epidemic is spreading throughout the town. 

Extract from - Whitstable Times and Herne Bay Herald  -  2 November 1918:  

THE INFLUENZA SCOURGE IN KENT. 
In every town and district in Kent the influenza 
epidemic is raging and taking heavy toll of lives. 
Wherever military are quartered it is spreading 
alarmingly, and the number of fatal cases is very 
large. Many have occurred at Canterbury and 
Dover; in both of which towns there have also 
been a number of deaths among civilians. 
 
There have been several deaths from influenza 
at Sittingbourne and Milton, and the doctors 
have a large number of cases on their hands. 
The railway staff at Newington is down, and an 
emergency staff from Sittingbourne is running 
the traffic. 
 
Influenza in the Faversham district has claimed 
several victims, among them Mr. Henry Minter, 
works manager at Messrs. Curtis and Harvey’s 
explosive factory, who passed away on Friday 
night after a week’s illness.  He was quite a 

young man, about 35 years of age, and leaves a 
widow and two children. Another victim is Miss 
Marie Jones, a young woman belonging to Wales, 
who had been an assistant teacher in the 
Faversham Wesleyan Day School for about a 
year. 
 
A curious feature about the epidemic – and the 
same thing has been noted in previous 
visitations – is that it will attack numbers of 
people in one district and leave untouched 
nearly everybody in an adjoining place. For 
example, in the hamlet of Maypole, near Herne, 
a tradesman of Canterbury who was doing 
business there last week, learnt that practically 
no cases of the disease had occurred up to the 
date of his visit, but at Broomfield, an adjoining 
village, it was raging and among the victims 
were many strong, robust men who had never 
before had a day’s illness in their lives. 

Extracts from the East Kent Gazette  -  16 November 1918:  

Although a recommended “Lung Tonic” we must remember that a 
2/- bottle represents 11% of an agricultural workers weekly wage. 

“Lock down” over! 
 

I t seems that by the middle of November 1918, it was thought safe to 
reopen cinemas and things began to return to normal. 

 
However, we still see reports of our servicemen dying of influenza.  The 
East Kent Gazette on 16 November 1918, reported the loss of Ernest 
Black: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ernest served as “Mate” in the Merchant Marine and is buried in  
Les Baraques Military Cemetery, Sangatte, France. 

 

 
Ernest’s brother Benjamin Dan Black, who was serving in the Royal 
Navy, died one month later on 8 December 1918 as a result of the 
pneumonia brought on by influenza.  He was just 22 years of age.   
 
The East Kent Gazette reported his death on  4 January 1919: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Benjamin is buried in Teynham Churchyard. 

ROLL OF HONOUR 
 
Black  -  In loving memory of Ernest Black, 
the dearly loved son of Mr. and Mrs. W. Black 
of Conyer, Teynham, who passed away, Nov. 
6th 1918, after a serious illness in the General 
Hospital, in France, aged 26 years.  “Peace, 
perfect Peace.” 
From his sorrowing Mother, Father, Sisters 
and Brothers. 

ROLL OF HONOUR 
 
BLACK: In loving memory of Benjamin 
Black, the dearly beloved son of Mr. and Mrs. 
W. Black, of Conyer, Teynham, who passed 
away December, 8th, on the Hospital Ship, 
Berbice, Rosyth, aged 22 years. – Peace 
perfect peace. From his sorrowing Mother, 
Father, Sisters and Brothers. 


