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MACS 317: Flu Files
Connecting Spanish Flu Historical Texts with Current Pandemic

The world being hit so quickly and intensely by today’s COVID-19 pandemic has led to
questions about whether history does repeat itself, bringing the Spanish influenza outbreak, from
the early 1900s, back into conversation. While diving into the historical editions of the
newspaper, the Chicago Daily Tribune, it was found that the most mentions and references of the
keywords “Spanish flu” were made during October 1918, which is why | chose a historical text
written at this time, curious to see how the Spanish flu was being portrayed in one of the biggest
cities of the United States. The historical text chosen was a newspaper article in the October 10,
1918 edition of the Chicago Daily Tribune, “How to Keep Well” by Dr. W. A. Evans. This form
of educating and informing people, through a sort of Q&A scientific journalism, sheds light on
how doctors were telling people to react towards a pandemic about a hundred years ago and how
this has since changed, unless, of course, it hasn’t.

Looking back on previous weeks of the newspaper, this article, by Dr. Evans, seems to be
a weekly advice column, advising people on how to stay healthy and answering people’s
questions that center around the topics of “hygiene, sanitation, and prevention of disease”, with
this week’s edition choosing to focus on the Spanish flu. Even though this is a column that seems
to center around the Spanish flu, it was found all the way on page 8 of a newspaper that was
packed with World War | headlines. This left the deadly illness to be buried within heavy war
content, even though “an estimated 675,000 Americans died of influenza during the pandemic,
ten times as many as in the world war”, with half of the US soldiers who died in Europe actually
dying because of the influenza virus, instead of being killed by the enemy (Billings). Not only
were hospitals using their resources, equipment, and space to help those who were getting
harmed in the war, they were also getting their resources depleted because of the Spanish flu that
was going around at the exact same time. The COVID-19 pandemic hit hospitals hard, making it
so that “hospitals had to stop all but the most urgent non-COVID care”, which is something that
just couldn’t be done in the 1900s when a world war was occurring (aha.org). In both of these
troubling times, hospitals were reaching mass capacity, but for different reasons. With the
Spanish flu leaking into the soldiers at war, as well as those back home, there were so many
questions about what could be done to put this unknown disease to a halt.

Getting into the newspaper column, Dr. Evans states that, “quarantine and isolation are
impracticable”, drawing from an official public service report from a month before. Reading this
quote, as someone experiencing the COVID-19 pandemic, was startling, considering the fact that
so many places around the world got quarantined for months because of COVID-19, leaving
schools and businesses completely shut down with the fear that this illness would spread further.
The only advice given in 1918, towards an influenza that was deadlier than war, was to simply
avoid crowded places and refrain from coughing and spitting around people. Another interesting
piece of advice, that was made in Dr. Evans’ article, was to wear a face mask only if you’re the
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one who was infected, or you were caring for someone with the virus. These face masks were
described as “several layers of gauze held in front of the nose and mouth by tapes, which fasten
behind the neck or around the ears”, which is completely different from the pieces of cloth
people are wearing on their faces today, leaving me to wonder whether we were more prepared
for the COVID-19 pandemic than we thought.

During 1918, nobody knew that an influenza would impact the world with such severe
results but in 2019, the world should’ve seen another pandemic striking soon. In Dr. Evans’
article, the only methods known to treat this influenza was “rest in bed, warmth, fresh air, and
abundant food”, with relief of symptoms apparently coming from “quinine, Dover’s powders,
and aspirin, or some other forms of salicylates”. It’s clear that people, even doctors, were far off
the mark about how serious this virus was, even so uninformed about what it was, with Evans
having “no information” on many aspects of the disease, including how long a man who has had
influenza is capable of spreading the disease, which can only lead it to be getting spread more,
without the correct safety precautions. Fast-forward to 2020, people know of the effects this
coronavirus has had on the world and still somehow make the idea of wearing masks into
something to complain about. Today, there is much more information known about where this
virus comes from, how to prevent from getting it, and doctors are even on their way to a vaccine,
but there still seems to be consistently higher numbers of those infected all over the world.

While both COVID-19 and the Spanish flu of the 1900s have similar characteristics, such
as having the same weaknesses, pains, aches, and sudden onsets of symptoms, the two can hardly
be compared when it comes to the way they were both handled, by doctors and people alike.
Without the advanced scientific knowledge, technology, and worldwide communication that
people of the twenty-first century are privileged with, it was difficult for doctors in the 1900s to
come up with a vaccine for a virus they could barely get their minds around. This led to Dr.
Evans only being able to provide bits and pieces of information, even stating that European
observers weren’t even able to find the germ that started this influenza, with the only advice
being to “take care of yourself”. This kind of worldwide spread of disease had never before been
seen by populations and history ended up repeating itself a hundred years later because the
Spanish flu was forgotten, leaving the world as unprepared as it had been before. There was no
excuse for the chaos that ensued because of COVID-19 and by simply going back to these
historical texts created during a similar pandemic, things could’ve gone much smoother in terms
of staying protected and safe from the virus which is still getting thousands of people sick on the
daily. With the modern technology we’ve been provided in the United States, we wouldn’t even
need a weekly newspaper column to answer our questions about the pandemic, considering we
have the information at our fingertips. The difference is that few people are putting modern
technology to use and continue to stay ignorant on the health issues happening right in front of
us. The improved media has provided an increase in the coverage of health, with coronavirus
being seen in tv shows, heard about on the radio, and movie theaters being completely closed
down because of the pandemic, and yet, the Spanish flu seems to have taught us nothing in terms
of preparing for this situation. It only leads me to hope that the next time this happens, people
remember COVID-19.
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