
Documenting Pandemics: Exploring and Creating Historical Materials 

Greetings, families!  

 During this stressful and confusing time, we wanted to offer a 

quick primary source activity that parents and kids can do together 

to keep history-brains flourishing! 

 This activity uses primary source examples from the Spanish 

Flu pandemic of 1918 as a way to introduce students to the process of 

documenting and creating historical documents.  

 Fun fact: primary sources are first-hand accounts of events, so 

those could range from letters to diaries to speeches and more. The 

best thing about primary sources is that anyone can create them at 

any time about any subject! That Tik-Tok video you made last night? 

Guess what? It’s a primary source!  

 Historical documents are incredibly useful for understanding 

how people thought, felt, and reacted to certain events and situa-

tions.  

 Parents can guide or have their children explore independently 

this primary source to further understand how the Spanish Flu epi-

demic impacted Tennesseans in 1918. After investigating the prima-

ry source (guiding questions provided!), families can choose to create 

their own document regarding their own unique experiences in 2020.  

Happy History Hunting! 

United States Library of Medicine, 1918.  



Historical Background Information:  

Between 1918-1919, an influenza pandemic (Spanish Flu) swept 

the world causing an estimated 50 million deaths globally 

(675,000 American deaths). Unlike the seasonal flu, this particu-

lar illness largely impacted young adults from age 20-40 years 

old. The United States was also battling in World War I at this 

time, which led to many flu outbreaks at military training camps, 

military transport (boats), and in the trenches. Researchers be-

lieve that military movement may have contributed to the high 

percentages of deaths in young people. Although nicknamed the 

“Spanish Flu,” many researchers believe the virus originated in 

Kansas, but due to war time restrictions the United States was 

unable to provide accurate reporting data. For more info on the 

Spanish Flu, please visit virus.standford.edu/uda/.  

Guiding Questions for the Charles Simmons’ 

Letter  

1. What is happening to Charles?  

2. Where is Charles? 

3. Why do you think he is at this location? 

4. How does he feel about his current situation? 

5. What methods does he describe to help keep the flu from 

spreading? 

6. What questions might you have for Charles if you could 

speak to him today?  

Charles Martin Simmons is located (standing) third from the left. 

Charles was originally drafted in Chester County, TN in 1918. He was dis-

charged on December 16, 1918 where he returned to Tennessee. He married 

Ethel Lucille Pyron and had two children. Charles died in Memphis in 1974 at 

the age of 79.  

http://virus.stanford.edu/uda/


Letter from Charles Martin Simmons to his sister. October 12, 1918. 

To view the full letter, please visit our Tennessee Virtual Archive.  
Full Transcript of Letter  

https://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15138coll29/id/884/rec/25


Questions and Topics to Consider:  

 To whom are you writing? A close 

friend? A teacher? 

 What has your day-to-day    

schedule been like? 

 How are you feeling?  

 Are you wondering about anything 

that you would like to share?  

 Do you have any questions about 

your friend, teacher, etc? 

 Do you have any predictions for 

the future? 

 Do you have any news to share 

about your parents, grandparents, 

or siblings?  

 

Blast from the Past:  

Think about a question that you 

would like to ask someone from 

the past. What if someone were 

to ask you those questions to-

day? What would your answers 

be? Feel free to include these 

answers in your letter.  


