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Influenza Pandemic in 1918 

 Timeline 

• Spring / Summer 1918 

• Fall 1918 (mid September to early November) 

• Winter 1919 

 

 Victims 

• 675,000 dead in the US 

• 25% of  population infected 

• 50 million dead in the world 

• Highest mortality among 20-40 age group 



New Methods for Using Chronicling America  

to Understand the 1918 Influenza: 

 An Epidemiology of  Information,  

a Digging into Data Challenge Project 

Geography of  influenza 

Covering the flu 

Text clouds 

Timelines 

Network analysis 

Tone detection 
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Covering the flu 

Newspapers reported on the disease with the same mixture of  truth and 

half-truth, truth and distortion, truth and lies with which they reported 

everything else…As terrifying as the disease was, the press made it more 

so. They terrified by making little of  it, for what officials and the press 

said bore no relationship to what people saw and touched and smelled 

and endured. People could not trust what they read. Uncertainty follows 

distrust, fear follows distrust, and, under conditions such as these, terror 

follows fear…Over and over in hundreds of  newspapers, day after day, 

repeated in one form or another people read [Surgeon General] Rupert 

Blue’s reassurance as well: ‘There is no cause for alarm if  precautions are 

observed’.”…’Don’t Get Scared!’ was the advice printed in virtually every 

newspaper in the country, in large, blocked-off  parts of  pages labeled 

‘Advice on How to Avoid Influenza.’…How could one not get panicky? 

Even before people’s neighbors began to die, before bodies began to pile 

up in each new community, every piece of  information except the 

newspapers told the truth…Fear drove the people, an the government and 

the press could not control it. They could not control it because every 

true report had been diluted with lies. And the more the officials and 

newspapers reassured,…the more people believed themselves cast adrift, 

adrift with no one to trust, adrift on an ocean of  death.” (John Barry, The 

Great Influenza, pp. 334-340) 



Search terms: 

Don’t + get + scared within 5 

words: 

 

12 results in  

10 titles from 8 states 

 

Results linked to Influenza: 4 

Results not linked to influenza: 8 
 
 



“Don’t get scared over 

the problems after the 

war, or the flu or other 

measly things, but get 

ready to take care of  the 

greatest boom all along 

the line that the country 

has ever known.” 



Text clouds 
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Timelines: Influenza across space and time 

Washington DC 

Population, as of  July 1918: 401,681 

Estimated deaths due to influenza, Sept 1918 to Jan 1919: 2,892 

Source: “Deaths from Influenza and Pneumonia in Cities of  the United States, 

1918-19,” Public Health Reports, Vol. 34, No. 6, February 7, 1919, p. 226-227. 

Week ending Sept 14 Sept 21 Sept 28 Oct 5 

Deaths 0 0 34 173 

Week ending Oct 12 Oct 19 Oct 26 Nov 2 

Deaths 488 622 389 181 

Week ending Nov 9 Nov 16 Nov 23 Nov 30 

Deaths 55 42 37 42 

Week ending Dec 7 Dec 14 Dec 21 Dec 28 

Deaths 41 86 120 154 



0 0 

34 

173 

488 

622 

389 

181 

55 
42 37 42 41 

86 

120 

154 
139 

109 107 

73 

0 

100 

200 

300 

400 

500 

600 

700 

Sept 14  Sept 
21 

 Sept 
28 

Oct 5  Oct 12  Oct 19  Oct 26  Nov 2  Nov 9  Nov 16  Nov 23  Nov 30  Dec 7  Dec 14  Dec 21  Dec 28  Jan 4  Jan 11  Jan 18  Jan 25 

Deaths from Influenza in Washington DC 



0 0 

34 

173 

488 

622 

389 

181 

55 
42 37 42 41 

86 

120 

154 
139 

109 107 

73 

0 

100 

200 

300 

400 

500 

600 

700 

Sept 14  Sept 21  Sept 28 Oct 5  Oct 12  Oct 19  Oct 26  Nov 2  Nov 9  Nov 16  Nov 23  Nov 30  Dec 7  Dec 14  Dec 21  Dec 28  Jan 4  Jan 11  Jan 18  Jan 25 

Deaths from Influenza 

"Influenza"  

"Influenza" +" death" 

Search in Chronicling America for Washington Times for terms: 
1) “influenza”  (613 total) 
2) “influenza” and “death” (328 total) 
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Network 

Analysis 

Tracing the 

first victims  
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“Move to Check Influenza in D. C.,” Washington Times Sept. 20, 1918 pp. 1-2 
  
“Dr. William C. Fowler, District Health Officer, will today investigate the first 
suspected cases of Spanish influenza in Washington. The patients are Lieut. 
Arthur Henne and his wife, of 3165 Eighteenth street northwest. The lieutenant 
became ill upon his return from New York last Monday. Mrs. Henne, who had 
also been in New York, became ill last Wednesday. Of the two cases Mrs. 
Henne’s is the most severe…The case of Lieutenant Henne and his wife was 
reported to Dr. Fowler today. It is the first case that the Health Office will 
investigate, and if proven to be true influenza Dr. Fowler will take proper steps to 
keep the disease from spreading. Lieutenant Henne was ordered to New York 
last Friday and his wife went with him. Upon his return last Monday night he did 
not feel well, but thought little of it, believing it was only a slight cold. Tuesday 
morning he did not go to his office in the Chemical Warfare section of the War 
Department. Wednesday his wife also became ill, and so it was decided to call in 
a physician. The physician did not diagnose the case as Spanish influenza as he 
was not certain just what constitutes that disease, never having had a case 
before, but he ordered both the lieutenant and his wife to remain indoors, and 
they are now waiting for further developments. Lieutenant Henne told his 
attending physician that he had a bad cold, a headache, backache, and it was 
found that he also had a slight fever. Lieutenant Henne said it was something like 
hay fever or an ‘old-fashioned cold,’ only much worse than either.” 
 



Network Analysis 

Tracking word combinations in Chronicling America: 

• “cover” and “cough” within 10 words 

• All of  1918: 147 results 

• Jan 1 to Sept 15, 1918: 11 results 

• Sept 16 to Dec 31, 1918: 136 results 

• 92% of  results in less then 30% of  days 
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Tone  

Analysis Newspapers reported on the disease with the same mixture of  truth and 

half-truth, truth and distortion, truth and lies with which they reported 

everything else…As terrifying as the disease was, the press made it more 

so. They terrified by making little of  it, for what officials and the press 

said bore no relationship to what people saw and touched and smelled 

and endured. People could not trust what they read. Uncertainty follows 

distrust, fear follows distrust, and, under conditions such as these, terror 

follows fear…Over and over in hundreds of  newspapers, day after day, 

repeated in one form or another people read [Surgeon General] Rupert 

Blue’s reassurance as well: ‘There is no cause for alarm if  precautions are 

observed’.”…’Don’t Get Scared!’ was the advice printed in virtually every 

newspaper in the country, in large, blocked-off  parts of  pages labeled 

‘Advice on How to Avoid Influenza.’…How could one not get panicky? 

Even before people’s neighbors began to die, before bodies began to pile 

up in each new community, every piece of  information except the 

newspapers told the truth…Fear drove the people, an the government and 

the press could not control it. They could not control it because every 

true report had been diluted with lies. And the more the officials and 

newspapers reassured,…the more people believed themselves cast adrift, 

adrift with no one to trust, adrift on an ocean of  death.” (John Barry, The 

Great Influenza, pp. 334-340) 



TJicro wnji a alight Increase In tho 
number of cases of Spanish Influents. 
over Sunday and a falling off In the 
number of caso of pneumonia. In dentha 
there was an lncrcaso from both cause. 
Tho number of eaaea of Influenza wan 
4,217, compared with 4,091 tht day 
before. The number of deaths wan 222, 
as nffalnat US tho precedlnj; day. An cvon 
400 new cases of pneu monia were 
reported, compared with 45S the day 
before. Deaths wcr 233, an agalnnt 2 Id, 
Of tho new canes; of influenza and 
deaths, tho distribution throughout the 
boroughs was as follows: Manhit tan 
Cncs, 1.8J5; deaths, 116; Ilronx. 
 
 Alarmist    
 Warning  
 Encouraging 
 Patriotic 
 Explanatory 
 Reassuring 
 Humorous 
 Incomprehensible 
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Why the 1918 Influenza Pandemic Matters 
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Emerging Infectious  
Diseases, 18/2  
February 2012 



“…the historical evidence suggests that pandemics are…a heterogeneous 

collection of viral adaptational events, the determinants of which are 

probably highly complex and remain obscure…With human influenza, the 

only certain thing seems to be uncertainty.” (pp. 275-276) 



Contact Information:  Tom Ewing (etewing@vt.edu) 

“When you’ve 

been holding in a 

big sneeze for a 

long time and 

you have to let it 

go just as your 

opponent is 

about to putt. 

Also the 

influenza 

suspicion is 

aroused.” 

“Well for thuh 

luva mike—

this is a swell 

place for me 

to be—we’ll all 

be catchin’ the 

influenza I can 

see that.” 


