
 

 

 

 
 

Name: Melissa Lee 

Date:  11/2- 11-5 Subject:  Physics in a box Grade: 10-12 

Unit/Standard: 

HS-ETS1-2 

HS-ETS1-3 

HS-ESS3-4 

Learning Objective: 

Similarities and Differences in 
the spanish flu and covid - 19 

Materials Needed: 

Spanish Flu Paper  

Monday: Read Spanish Flu paper from the history channel (If you have already done this for another 
class that counts for this class)  

Tuesday: Gather material to write a one-page paper on the similarities and differences In the two 
pandemics  (COVID - 19 and Spanish flu)     

Wednesday: Write a one-page paper on these two pandemics similarities and differences Including 
sources.    

Thursday: Review work and Turn In  

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Assessment:   

Please send all work to mlee@floydbroncos.com      

 



The Spanish Flu 

The horrific scale of the 1918 influenza pandemic—known as the "Spanish 

flu"—is hard to fathom. The virus infected 500 million people worldwide and 

killed an estimated 20 million to 50 million victims—that’s more than all of 
the soldiers and civilians killed during World War I combined.  

While the global pandemic lasted for two years, a significant number of 

deaths were packed into three especially cruel months in the fall of 1918. 

Historians now believe that the fatal severity of the Spanish flu’s “second 
wave” was caused by a mutated virus spread by wartime troop movements. 

When the Spanish flu first appeared in early March 1918, it had all the hallmarks of a 

seasonal flu, albeit a highly contagious and virulent strain. One of the first registered 

cases was Albert Gitchell, a U.S. Army cook at Camp Funston in Kansas, who was 

hospitalized with a 104-degree fever. The virus spread quickly through the Army 

installation, home to 54,000 troops. By the end of the month, 1,100 troops had been 

hospitalized and 38 had died after developing pneumonia. 

As U.S. troops deployed en masse for the war effort in Europe, they carried the 

Spanish flu with them. Throughout April and May of 1918, the virus spread like 

wildfire through England, France, Spain and Italy. An estimated three-quarters of the 

French military was infected in the spring of 1918 and as many as half of British 

troops. Yet the first wave of the virus didn't appear to be particularly deadly, with 

symptoms like high fever and malaise usually lasting only three days. According to 

limited public health data from the time, mortality rates were similar to seasonal flu. 

How the Spanish Flu Got Its Name 

Interestingly, it was during this time that the Spanish flu earned its misnomer. Spain 

was neutral during World War I and unlike its European neighbors, it didn’t impose 

wartime censorship on its press. In France, England and the United States, newspapers 

weren’t allowed to report on anything that could harm the war effort, including news 

that a crippling virus was sweeping through troops. Since Spanish journalists were 



some of the only ones reporting on a widespread flu outbreak in the spring of 1918, 

the pandemic became known as the “Spanish flu.” 

Reported cases of Spanish flu dropped off over the summer of 1918, and there was 

hope at the beginning of August that the virus had run its course. In retrospect, it was 

only the calm before the storm. Somewhere in Europe, a mutated strain of the Spanish 

flu virus had emerged that had the power to kill a perfectly healthy young man or 

woman within 24 hours of showing the first signs of infection. 

In late August 1918, military ships departed the English port city of Plymouth 

carrying troops unknowingly infected with this new, far deadlier strain of Spanish flu. 

As these ships arrived in cities like Brest in France, Boston in the United States and 

Freetown in west Africa, the second wave of the global pandemic began. 

“The rapid movement of soldiers around the globe was a major spreader of the 

disease,” says James Harris, a historian at Ohio State University who studies both 

infectious disease and World War I. “The entire military industrial complex of 

moving lots of men and material in crowded conditions was certainly a huge 

contributing factor in the ways the pandemic spread.” 

Virus Killed the Young, Old and In-Between 

 

Victims of the Spanish flu at a barracks hospital on the campus of Colorado 

Agricultural College, Fort Collins, Colorado, 1918. 
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From September through November of 1918, the death rate from the Spanish flu 

skyrocketed. In the United States alone, 195,000 Americans died from the Spanish flu 

in just the month of October. And unlike a normal seasonal flu, which mostly claims 

victims among the very young and very old, the second wave of the Spanish flu 

exhibited what’s called a “W curve”—high numbers of deaths among the young and 



old, but also a huge spike in the middle composed of otherwise healthy 25- to 35-year-

olds in the prime of their life. 

“That really freaked out the medical establishment, that there was this atypical spike 

in the middle of the W,” says Harris. 

Not only was it shocking that healthy young men and women were dying by the 

millions worldwide, but it was also how they were dying. Struck with blistering 

fevers, nasal hemorrhaging and pneumonia, the patients would drown in their own 

fluid-filled lungs. 

Only decades later were scientists able to explain the phenomenon now known as 

“cytokine explosion.” When the human body is being attacked by a virus, the immune 

system sends messenger proteins called cytokines to promote helpful inflammation. 

But some strains of the flu, particularly the H1N1 strain responsible for the Spanish 

flu outbreak, can trigger a dangerous immune overreaction in healthy individuals. In 

those cases, the body is overloaded with cytokines leading to severe inflammation and 

the fatal buildup of fluid in the lungs. 

British military doctors conducting autopsies on soldiers killed by this second wave of 

the Spanish flu described the heavy damage to the lungs as akin to the effects of 

chemical warfare. 

Lack of Quarantines Allowed Flu to Spread and Grow 

 

A nurse checking on a patient at the Walter Reed Hospital Flu Ward during the 

influenza pandemic, circa 1918. 

Harris & Ewing/Underwood Archives/Getty Images 

Harris believes that the rapid spread of Spanish flu in the fall of 1918 was at least 

partially to blame on public health officials unwilling to impose quarantines during 

wartime. In Britain, for example, a government official named Arthur Newsholme 



knew full well that a strict civilian lockdown was the best way to fight the spread of 

the highly contagious disease. But he wouldn’t risk crippling the war effort by 

keeping munitions factory workers and other civilians home. 

According to Harris’s research, Newsholme concluded that “the relentless needs of 

warfare justified incurring [the] risk of spreading infection” and encouraged Britons to 

simply “carry on” during the pandemic. 

The public health response to the crisis in the United States was further hampered by a 

severe nursing shortage as thousands of nurses had been deployed to military camps 

and the front lines. The shortage was worsened by the American Red Cross’s refusal 

to use trained African American nurses until the worst of the pandemic had already 

passed. 

Medical Science Didn't Have the Tools 

But one of the chief reasons that the Spanish flu claimed so many lives in 1918 was 

that science simply didn’t have the tools to develop a vaccine for the virus. 

Microscopes couldn’t even see something as incredibly small as a virus until the 

1930s. Instead, top medical professionals in 1918 were convinced that the flu was 

caused by a bacterium nicknamed “Pfeiffer’s bacillus.” 

After a global flu outbreak in 1890, a German physician named Richard Pfeiffer found 

that all of his infected patients carried a particular strain of bacteria he called H. 

influenzae. When the Spanish flu pandemic hit, scientists were intent on finding a cure 

for Pfeiffer’s bacillus. Millions of dollars were invested in state-of-the-art labs to 

develop techniques for testing for and treating H. influenzae, all of it for naught. 

“This was a huge distraction for medical science,” says Harris. 



By December 1918, the deadly second wave of the Spanish flu had finally passed, but 

the pandemic was far from over. A third wave erupted in Australia in January 1919 

and eventually worked its way back to Europe and the United States.  

Even the U.S. president wasn't spared. In April 1919, shortly after arriving at 

the World War I peace negotiations in Paris, Woodrow Wilson became seriously ill 

with influenza-like symptoms. The White House covered up the severity of his 

condition, claiming Wilson had merely caught a cold from the rainy weather in Paris. 

Despite nearly derailing the talks, Wilson eventually fully recovered and returned to 

the U.S that July. 

The mortality rate of the third wave was just as high as the second wave, but the end 

of the war in November 1918 removed the conditions that allowed the disease to 

spread so far and so quickly. Global deaths from the third wave, while still in the 

millions, paled in comparison to the apocalyptic losses during the second wave.  

Spanish flu” has been used to describe the flu pandemic of 1918 and 1919 

and the name suggests the outbreak started in Spain. But the term is actually 

a misnomer and points to a key fact: nations involved in World War I didn’t 

accurately report their flu outbreaks.  

Spain remained neutral throughout World War I and its press freely reported 

its flu cases, including when the Spanish king Alfonso XIII contracted it in 

the spring of 1918. This led to the misperception that the flu had originated 

or was at its worst in Spain. 

“Basically, it gets called the ‘Spanish flu’ because the Spanish media did 

their job,” says Lora Vogt, curator of education at the National WWI Museum 

and Memorial in Kansas City, Missouri. In Great Britain and the United 

States—which has a long history of blaming other countries for disease—the 
outbreak was also known as the “Spanish grip” or “Spanish Lady.” 

Historians aren’t actually sure where the 1918 flu strain began, but the  first 

recorded cases were at a U.S. Army camp in Kansas in March 1918. By the 

end of 1919, it had infected up to a third of the world’s population and killed 



some 50 million people. It was the worst flu pandemic in recorded history, 

and it was likely exacerbated by a combination of censorship, skepticism and 

denial among warring nations. 

“The viruses don’t care where they come from, they just love taking 

advantage of wartime censorship,” says Carol R. Byerly, author of  Fever of 

War: The Influenza Epidemic in the U.S. Army during World War I . 

“Censorship is very dangerous during a pandemic.” 

When the flu broke out in 1918, wartime press censorship was more 

entrenched in European countries because Europe had been fighting since 

1914, while the United States had only entered the war in 1917. It’s hard to 

know the scope of this censorship, since the most effective way to cover 

something up is to not leave publicly-accessible records of its suppression. 

Discovering the impact of censorship is also complicated by the fact that 

when governments pass censorship laws, people often censor themselves out 
of fear of breaking the law. 

In Great Britain, which fought for the Allied Powers, “the Defense of the 

Realm Act was used to a certain extent to suppress…news stories that might 

be a threat to national morale,” says Catharine Arnold, author of Pandemic 

1918: Eyewitness Accounts from the Greatest Medical Holocaust in Modern 

History. “The government can slam what’s called a D-Notice on [a news 

story]—‘D’ for Defense—and it means it can’t be published because it’s not 
in the national interest.” 

Both newspapers and public officials claimed during the flu’s first wave in 

the spring and early summer of 1918 that it wasn’t a serious threat. 

The Illustrated London News wrote that the 1918 flu was “so mild as to show 

that the original virus is becoming attenuated by frequent transmission.” Sir 

Arthur Newsholme, chief medical officer of the British Local Government 

Board, suggested it was unpatriotic to be concerned with the flu rather than 
the war, Arnold says. 

The flu’s second wave, which began in late summer and worsened tha t 

fall, was far deadlier. Even so, warring nations continued to try to hide it. In 

August, the interior minister of Italy—another Allied Power—denied 

reports of the flu’s spread. In September, British officials and newspaper 

barons suppressed news that the prime minister had caught the flu while on a 



morale-boosting trip to Manchester. Instead, the Manchester 

Guardian explained his extended stay in the city by claiming he’d caught a 

“severe chill” in a rainstorm. 

Warring nations covered up the flu to protect morale among their own 

citizens and soldiers, but also because they didn’t want enemy nations to 

know they were suffering an outbreak. The flu devastated General  Erich 

Ludendorff’s German troops so badly that he had to put off his last offensive. 

The general, whose empire fought for the Central Powers, was anxious to 
hide his troops’ flu outbreaks from the opposing Allied Powers.  

“Ludendorff is famous for observing [flu outbreaks among soldiers] and 

saying, oh my god this is the end of the war,” Byerly says. “His soldiers are 

getting influenza and he doesn’t want anybody to know, because then the 
French could attack him.” 

The United States entered WWI as an Allied Power in April 1917. A little over a year 

later, it passed the 1918 Sedition Act, which made it a crime to say anything the 

government perceived as harming the country or the war effort. Again, it’s difficult to 

know the extent to which the government may have used this to silence reports of the 

flu, or the extent to which newspapers self-censored for fear of retribution. Whatever 

the motivation, some U.S. newspapers downplayed the risk of the flu or the extent of 

its spread. 

In anticipation of Philadelphia’s “Liberty Loan March” in September, doctors tried to 

use the press to warn citizens that it was unsafe. Yet city newspaper editors refused 

to run articles or print doctors’ letters about their concerns. In addition to trying to 

warn the public through the press, doctors had also unsuccessfully tried to convince 

Philadelphia’s public health director to cancel the march. 

The war bonds fundraiser drew several thousand people, creating the perfect place for 

the virus to spread. Over the next four weeks, the flu killed 12,191 people in 

Philadelphia. 



Similarly, many U.S. military and government officials downplayed the flu or 

declined to implement health measures that would help slow its spread. Byerly says 

the Army’s medical department recognized the threat the flu posed to the troops and 

urged officials to stop troop transports, halt the draft and quarantine soldiers; but they 

faced resistance from the line command, the War Department and President Woodrow 

Wilson. 

Wilson’s administration eventually responded to their pleas by suspending one draft 

and reducing the occupancy on troop ships by 15 percent, but other than that it didn’t 

take the extensive measures medical workers recommended. General Peyton March 

successfully convinced Wilson that the U.S. should not stop the transports, and as a 

result, soldiers continued to get sick. By the end of the year, about 45,000 U.S. Army 

soldiers had died from the flu. 

The pandemic was so devastating among WWI nations that some historians have 

suggested the flu hastened the end of the war. The nations declared armistice on 

November 11 amid the pandemic’s worst wave.  

In April 1919, the flu even disrupted the Paris Peace Conference when President 

Wilson came down with a debilitating case. As when the British prime minister had 

contracted the flu back in September, Wilson’s administration hid the news from the 

public. His personal doctor instead told the press the president had caught a cold from 

the Paris rain. 

 


