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REVIEW ARTICLE

ON THE OCCASION OF AVIAN FLU AND AN
ANNIVERSARY: THE ‘SPANISH’ INFLUENZA 

PANDEMIC OF 1918–19 REVISITED

Eckard Michels

1 Howard Phillips and David Killingray, ‘Introduction’, in eid. (eds.), The
Spanish Influenza Pandemic of 1918–1919: New Perspectives (London, 2003),
1–25, at 2.
2 Niall Johnson and Jürgen Müller, ‘Updating the Accounts: Global Mortality
of the 1918–1920 “Spanish” Influenza Pandemic’, Bulletin of the History of
Medicine, 76 (2002), 105–15.
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EUR 28.90
MARC HIERONIMUS, Krankheit und Tod 1918: Zum Umgang mit der
spanischen Grippe in Frankreich, England und dem Deutschen Reich
(Berlin: Lit Verlag, 2006), 220 pp. ISBN 3 8258 9988 8. EUR 29.90

The influenza epidemic known as the Spanish flu went round the
world in three waves between spring 1918 and the beginning of 1919.
Within a short time it had affected all continents on earth and, in
absolute figures, probably claimed more victims than any other epi-
demic in the history of humankind. It was the ‘single worst demo-
graphic disaster of the twentieth century’.1 In the 1920s it was
assumed that about 22 million people had died worldwide; more
recent estimates put mortality at closer to 50 million, a large majority
of them in Asia, followed by Africa.2 The flu went down in history as
‘Spanish’ only because it was in Spain, neutral during the First World
War, that the uncensored media were able to report the outbreak of
the first wave of the epidemic in May 1918. The illness had come to



Europe with the US troops that had landed in France in April. The
second wave in particular, which started simultaneously on the
American east coast, in West Africa, and in France in mid-August
1918, climaxing in October and November 1918, prov ed to be much
more deadly than all other known flu epidemics. It is also the only flu
epidemic in history so far that has killed mostly people of an age at
which they are usually most resistant, that is between 15 and 40. It
did not, as is the case with annual seasonal or other pandemic flus,
claim its victims mainly among children and older people. A third,
less lethal wave followed at the beginning of 1919. Some writers
speak of a fourth worldwide wave, considerably weaker again, at the
beginning of 1920. Medicine is undecided whether the puzzling inci-
dence of a new type of meningitis, encephalitis lethargica, which sud-
denly appeared between 1920 and 1925 in a number of countries and
claimed further hundreds of thousands of victims, was linked to the
Spanish flu. For contemporaries, there was no doubt.

In German history too, the Spanish flu has been by far the most
lethal epidemic of the last 150 years or so. It claimed about 250,000
lives (military and civilian) in addition to those who usually died
each year of flu and pneumonia, the most common of its lethal com-
plications. It thus by far eclipsed the smallpox epidemic of 1871–2,
which was brought in by French prisoners-of-war and claimed about
175,000 lives; the cholera epidemic of 1866 that followed the Austro-
Prussian war and had about 115,000 victims; and the cholera in
Hamburg in 1892 with just under 10,000 dead. In 1918, flu was the
most frequent cause of death among the civilian population in
Germany (and in other affected countries). Between 30 and 60 per
cent of the population became ill, depending on region. How ever, the
pandemic of 1918–19 is not mentioned in recent over views of Ger -
man history in the twentieth century or surveys of the First World
War. Hans-Ulrich Wehler’s voluminous Deutsche Ge sell schafts gesichte
is an exception to the extent that he mentions the epidemic briefly,
but incorrectly dates it to after the end of the war.3

Yet at the beginning of the twenty-first century it is certainly no
longer true to describe this event as a pandemic forgotten by history
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3 Hans-Ulrich Wehler, Deutsche Gesellschaftsgeschichte, 4 vols. (Munich, 1987–
2003), iv. Vom Beginn des Ersten Weltkriegs bis zur Gründung der beiden deut -
schen Staaten 1914–1949 (2003), 232. 



and neglected by historiography, as is occasionally still done.4 In the
English-speaking world, in particular, many articles, mono graphs,
and collections of essays on this topic have been published, dealing
with the event in a national, regional, or local perspective.5 Moreover,
the pandemic has long been part of the school history curriculum in
the USA, so that in one of his Peanuts cartoon strips Charles M.
Schulz, who died in 2000, had his hero Charlie Brown mulling over a
school essay on the topic. The first historical studies of the Spanish
flu, mostly focused on one country, were published as early as the
1970s, partly under the impression of the two other epidemics of the
twentieth century, the Asiatic flu of 1957 and the Hong Kong flu of
1968. Alfred Crosby’s book on the epidemic in the USA, published in
1976, was a pioneering achievement. A new edition came out in 1989
partly in response to the fear of new epidemics such as AIDS. An
atmosphere in which there were greater doubts than had been appar-
ent in the optimistic 1960s and 1970s, when there was more faith in
progress, that medicine would soon succeed in defeating all epi-
demics also played a part. However, the passages in which Crosby
attempts to prove that in 1919 US President Woodrow Wilson, him-
self weakened by the flu, allowed the French to impose a draft peace
treaty in Paris that he would never have accepted if he had been in
good health are ultimately an unconvincing attempt to ascribe to the
pandemic a historical significance going as far as shaping the post-
war European order.6

The bird flu that first appeared in Hong Kong in 1997 and has
since spread to many parts of Asia and Europe, so far infecting just
under 400 people of whom more than half have died, has stirred up
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4 Thus the American historian Alfred Crosby in the new edition of his pio-
neering work, first published in 1976, Alfred W. Crosby, America’s Forgotten
Pandemic: The Influenza of 1918 (Cambridge, 1989); Pete Davies, Catching Cold:
1918’s Forgotten Tragedy and the Scientific Hunt for the Virus that Caused It
(London, 1999); and recently Utz Thimm, ‘Die vergessene Seuche: Die
“Spanische Grippe” von 1918/19’, Mitteilungen des Oberhessischen Ge schichts -
vereins Gießen, 92 (2007), 117–36.
5 The bibliography assembled by Jürgen Müller in Phillips and Killingray
(eds.), The Spanish Influenza Pandemic, 301–51, provides an excellent overview
of the research. 
6Alfred W. Crosby, Epidemic and Peace 1918 (Westport, Conn., 1976); id.,
America’s Forgotten Pandemic. 



worldwide fears that a new flu pandemic may be imminent. The
precondition for this is a mutation in the H5 N1 virus, so far trans-
mitted only from birds to humans, which would allow it to spread
directly from human to human. The virus responsible for the 1918
flu was also, it is assumed, transmitted from birds or pigs to humans
in the American Midwest, and thus began its deadly passage round
the world. It was first isolated in 1997 when clothing belonging to
victims of the pandemic which had been preserved in the per-
mafrost of Alaska and in the US Army’s Armed Forces Institute of
Pathology were subjected to scientific tests. Labelled H1 N1, it be -
came the mother of all known strains of influenza virus. The events
of 1918–19 therefore provide an awful historical warning, a horror-
film scenario. Thus the publisher Fischer Verlag advertised a paper-
back by the American science journalist Gina Kolata about the hunt
for the influenza virus of 1918 with the slogan: ‘Bird flu: this will
happen if we don’t do something.’7 Similarly, the federally funded
Robert Koch Institute of Infectious Diseases in Berlin refers to the
events of 1918–19 as a potential trigger for a pandemic of human flu
in the in formation it provides about the dangers of bird flu. But it
also points to the progress which medicine has made since then and
suggests that there would be fewer victims; its worst-case scenario is
about 100,000 dead in Germany.8 Given this level of threat, a special
UN coordinator for these issues was appointed in 2004 and
Germany, like other countries, has since developed a national plan
for coping with an influenza epidemic. For historians as well, the
threat posed by bird flu has acted as a spur to look again at the
events of 1918–19.9

It is striking that the relatively early monographs on the influen-
za epidemic of 1918 were written mainly in and about countries that
were either neutral in the First World War, such as Switzerland
(1981) and Sweden (1990), or were only peripherally involved in the
military and political events of this conflict, above all the USA (1976,
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7 Gina Kolata, Influenza: Die Jagd nach dem Virus (updated new edn.; Frank -
furt/M., 2006).
8 http://www.rki.de/cln_048/nn_200120/SharedDocs/FAQ/
Influenzapandemie/FAQ20 <accessed 31 May 2007>. 
9 Guy Beiner, ‘Out in the Cold and Back: New-Found Interest in the Great
Flu’, Cultural and Social History, 3 (2006), 496–505. 



1984), but also New Zealand (1988) and South Africa (1990).10 In
those nations that were at the centre of the conflict, by contrast, that
is, France, Britain, and especially Germany, it took longer for the pan-
demic to find historiographers. The dramatic political and military
events and the tense situation on the home front in 1918 appears to
have marginalized the flu among contemporaries, and this situation
seems to have perpetuated itself in the historiography of these coun-
tries. It could be said that the more war and revolution in 1918–19,
the less flu(-historiography). Whereas French and British research on
the Spanish flu began in the 1980s and 1990s, in Germany it began
only hesitantly in the 1990s with a few short local histories.11 The first
two dissertations on the subject based on close archival research,
those by Witte and Hieronimus under review here, were not pub-
lished until 2006. 

Witte’s study, verbose and full of redundancies, takes a classical
history of medicine approach. It looks mainly at the reactions of doc-
tors and the medical administration in Germany, and reports con-
temporary scientific discussions of the character of the influenza and
encephalitis lethargica. Witte’s attempts to anchor the effects of the flu
in society, however, by referring to the closure of theatres and cine-
mas in Baden at the height of the epidemic in October 1918, for exam-
ple, merely produce lengthy digressions, such as that on the history
of film (pp. 166–78), which contribute little to the main topic. Witte’s
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10 Walter Nussbaum, Die Grippeepidemie in der Schweizer Armee 1918/19 (Zurich,
1981); Magareta Aman, Spanska Sjukan: Den Svenska Epidemin 1918–1920 och
dess internationalla bakgrund (Uppsala, 1990); Geoffrey Rice and Linda Bryder,
Black November: The 1918 Influenza Pandemic in New Zealand (Wellington,
1988); Howard Phillips, Black October: The Impact of the Spanish Influenza
Epidemic of 1918 on South Africa (Pretoria, 1990). For the US, apart from
Crosby, Epidemic and Peace, see B. Luckingham, Epidemic in the South-West
1918–1919 (El Paso, Tex., 1984).
11 Stephen G. Fritz, ‘Frankfurt’, in Fred R. van Hartesveldt (ed.), The 1918–19
Pandemic of Influenza: The Urban Impact in the Western World (New York, 1992),
13–32; Manfred Vasold, ‘Die Grippeepidemie in Nürnberg 1918—eine
Apokalypse’, 1999: Zeitschrift für die Geschichte des 20. und 21. Jahrhunderts, 10
(1995), 12–37; Kristin Olm, ‘Die spanische Grippe in Sachsen in den Jahren
1918 und 1919’ (medical dissertation, University of Leipzig, 2001); Matthias
Kordes, ‘Die sogenannte Spanische Grippe von 1918 und das Ende des
Ersten Weltkrieges in Recklinghausen’, Vestische Zeitschrift, 101 (2006–7),
119–46.



method of presenting the pandemic through the medical histories
and destinies of three individual patients is innovative, but does not
go beyond a description of the progress of the disease and the med-
ical measures taken to combat it. What the three individuals thought
about the illness, or how their environment dealt with infected peo-
ple and the pandemic, however, remains unclear.

The much more rewarding book by Hieronimus is the first ever
historiographical attempt to investigate the phenomenon of the
Spanish flu and its potential impact on politics, society, and warfare
systematically and comparatively in several of the belligerent powers
at similar stages of social, economic, and medical development. The
author chooses France as a reference point, taking Britain and
Germany to illustrate possible divergent reactions. Given this pio-
neering work, it is regrettable that the study is not available in
English, and will therefore remain largely inaccessible to an interna-
tional public. Moreover, it has been prepared for the press by a pub-
lisher who dispenses with copy-editing or even just a reader-friend-
ly layout.

Analysing the contemporary press, Hieronimus looks among
other things at how French, British, and German society dealt emo-
tionally with the illness without, however, explicitly referring to
recent history of emotion approaches. He is thus attempting some-
thing that a historiography of the flu which has dealt mainly with the
reactions of the medical profession and the demographic impact of
the pandemic has not yet achieved, namely, to write a cultural histo-
ry of the Spanish flu for the three countries under discussion.12 How -
ever, in terms of sources this approach can have only limited success
because of the press censorship that was practised in all three coun-
tries at the time in response to the war. In an attempt to prevent any
public unrest, reportage of opinions and information about the flu
was restricted. According to Hieronimus, the conformism in report-
ing the flu and the tendency to play it down was also the result of
self-censorship by journalists who, for their part, wanted to bolster
morale on the home front. Here ego-documents such as diaries,
memoirs, and reports on public opinion prepared by the police and
military authorities would surely have been a more appropriate
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12 This is mentioned as a gap in the research by Phillips and Killingray,
‘Introduction’ and Beiner, ‘Out in the Cold and Back’, among others.



source. Church sources, such as those used to good effect by
Christian Geinitz in his dissertation on the mood in Freiburg on the
outbreak of the First World War,13 might also have been useful.
Unlike Witte, Hieronimus looks not only at the influence of the flu on
civilian society and the home front, but also (even if only cursorily)
at its repercussions on the military and the course of the war on the
Western front. He comes to the conclusion that the epidemic had no
influence worth mentioning on military operations in this theatre of
war, especially as the occasional delays in French and American
mobilization on the Western front caused by the flu did not start until
October, when Germany’s western army was already disintegrating.
In addition, soldiers suffered less than civilians from the epidemic
because in all three countries they enjoyed much better medical care.

Both books take a local history approach in dealing with the flu on
the home front. While the pandemic affected all European countries
in more or less blanket fashion, it was the municipal authorities who
had to combat it. This was especially true in the federally organized
German Kaiserreich, where health policy was a state responsibility.
Thus Witte looks at Baden because his dissertation was written at the
University of Heidelberg, while Hieronimus, whose academic home
is Cologne, investigated the three cities of Cologne, Manchester, and
Marseilles. Hieronimus comes to the conclusion that there was, ulti-
mately, little to distinguish the reactions of authorities and public
media to this challenge in the three cities, or the options for action
available in the three countries. The municipal authorities in all three
countries reacted hesitantly because they feared that measures such
as closing schools, restaurants, and theatres would merely depress
the public mood even further. On the whole, the French press react-
ed more hysterically and heaped greater blame on the enemy who
was allegedly the cause of the epidemic than the British and German
local press, which reported in more sober fashion. In all three coun-
tries government authorities at national level, by contrast, took little
notice of the phenomenon. This suggests that compared with other
military, political, social, economic, and medical challenges, the
Spanish flu was considered by governments in all three countries as
a problem of secondary significance, despite the 200,000 to 250,000
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13 Published as Christian Geinitz, Kriegsfurcht und Kampfbereitschaft. Das Au -
gust erlebnis 1914 in Freiburg: Eine Studie zum Kriegsbeginn 1914 (Essen, 1998). 



victims that it claimed in each country within about six months.
Witte, for example, demonstrates this by reference to the planning for
the demobilization of the German army between the spring and end
of 1918. The flu, unlike typhus and venereal diseases which, it was
feared, would be introduced by the returning troops, played no part
in these plans. Ac cord ing to Hieronimus, the flurry of events precip-
itated by defeat and revolution in Germany meant that at the turn of
1918–19 the flu epidemic disappeared from the agenda even more
quickly there than in the other two countries.

Hieronimus demonstrates the limited room for manoeuvre avail-
able to the authorities in the three countries, stretched to breaking
point by the war, and given the limited medical knowledge about the
flu at the time. This situation allowed the introduction merely of pre-
ventive, but not therapeutic, measures. The author looks at Switzer -
land which, as early as the first wave of flu in June 1918, took much
more energetic steps to stem the pandemic, including banning
assemblies and church services, closing theatres and cinemas, and
disinfecting public transport. However, it transpires that even this
level of intervention did not result in lower morbidity and mortality
rates than in the three great powers. Thus it becomes clear that the
virulence and large numbers of victims of the Spanish flu cannot be
attributed to the special circumstances of the last year of the war and
the rapid deterioration in public health suffered especially in a Ger -
many strangled by a British naval blockade. Nonetheless, at the time,
the public media linked the raging of flu in Germany with the conse-
quences of the bad supply situation. Thus the flu was a factor with a
potentially destabilizing effect on Germany’s politics during the last
year of the war. Unfortunately neither of the studies under review
explores this aspect.

The detailed research undertaken by Hieronimus and Witte dem -
on strates that in all three countries under consideration, the Spanish
flu left disappointingly few traces in official documents, the press,
ego-documents, and art. Hieronimus argues convincingly that the
ubiquity in the collective consciousness of death caused by epi-
demics, especially tuberculosis, combined with patchy state health
care meant that the flu pandemic was not perceived as an exception-
al threat in the three societies studied. Thus in the best sense of the
word, the author historicizes the Spanish flu. Astonishingly, this is
much less the case in Witte’s book. Witte occasionally expresses sur-
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prise at the Baden authorities’ weak reaction, and attributes blame ex
post facto (p. 135). This ultimately ahistorical approach is occasionally
also found in other recent publications on the Spanish flu.14 It proj-
ects present-day knowledge about the character of the flu, modern
treatment options, the experience of relatively efficient health sys-
tems, and high expectations of state intervention in emergencies back
into historical times. The result is a historiography assuming that an
event that is seen as a health threat of the first order at the beginning
of the twenty-first century, at least in developed countries, should
have evoked similar reactions at the time. This sort of historiography
is the product of societies that imagine themselves to be largely
immune to health threats, and that are plunged into panic by any
news of new illnesses, or ones thought to be long vanquished.

14 e.g. Sara M. Tomkins, ‘The Failure of Expertise: Public Health Policy in
Britain during the 1918–1919 Influenza Epidemic’, Journal of the Society for the
Social History of Medicine, 16 (1992), 435–54; and for the USA, John M. Barry,
The Great Influenza: The Epic Story of the Deadliest Plague in History (New York,
2004). 
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