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The 1918 flu pandemic that killed millions

Image 1. American Red Cross nurses tend to flu patients in Oakland, California, in 1918. Photo by: Edward A. "Doc" Rogers. From the
Joseph R. Knowland collection at the Oakland History Room, Oakland Public Library

The influenza or flu pandemic of 1918 to 1919 was the deadliest in modern history. This outbreak

of disease infected about 500 million people worldwide. It killed from 20 million to 50 million

victims. One out of every four Americans became sick, and some 675,000 died. The 1918 flu was

first seen in Europe, the United States, and parts of Asia. It then spread quickly around the world.

Many people who became sick were young, healthy adults. At the time, there were no effective

effective treatments for this killer flu to prevent its spread. In the U.S., people were ordered to

wear masks. Schools, theaters and other public places were closed. 

Flu facts

Influenza, or flu, is a type of virus. A virus is a tiny germ that can make us sick. The flu virus

attacks the body's respiratory system, the system for breathing, which includes our chest, lungs,

and throat. It spreads from one person to another quickly. When someone who has the flu coughs

or sneezes, little droplets from their lungs spread out into the air. Anyone nearby who inhales

these can get sick. Even a person who touches something with the virus on it and then touches his

or her mouth, eyes, or nose can become infected.
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Every year, many people get sick from influenza. Most people get better, but some have to go to

the hospital. The flu can cause other problems in the body, like ear and throat infections, or

pneumonia, which is a disease of the lungs. Every year, some people die because of the flu. 

A "pandemic" is what we call a disease spreading fast all across the world. A flu pandemic is what

happened in 1918.

The flu strikes far and wide

In the spring of 1918, the first wave of the flu pandemic hit. It didn't seem serious. People who

were infected felt the usual flu symptoms, which are chills, fever, and feeling tired. Those who got

sick generally got better after several days. Not many died. However, a second, highly contagious

wave of influenza appeared in the fall of that same year. Victims died within hours or days. Their

skin turned blue and their lungs filled with liquid, making it very difficult to breathe. 

No one knows where the 1918 flu virus came from. But it spread within months to almost every

other part of the planet. 

One unusual thing about the 1918 flu was that many healthy young men and women caught it and

died. It happened right at the end of World War I, and many soldiers got sick. In fact, more

American soldiers died from that flu than the war.

Historians think that worldwide at least 20 million people – and maybe as many as 50 million –

died from the disease in 1918-1919. It could be twice that many. At that time, not all places in the

world kept medical records. 

Fighting the flu

When the 1918 flu hit, doctors didn't know what caused it or how to treat it. Unlike today, they had

no effective drugs for fighting this virus. 

America had fewer doctors and nurses because of the war. Many of them got sick themselves. In

some parts of the U.S., hospitals were so crowded with flu patients that schools and private homes

were used as a place to treat the sick.

Some towns forced the sick to stay at home. They ordered people to wear masks. They closed

schools, churches, and theaters. People were told not to shake hands and to stay indoors. 

The flu takes a heavy toll on society

The flu pandemic wiped out entire families. 

Businesses had to close because so many workers were sick. Mail delivery and garbage collection

were interrupted. In some places farms didn't have enough workers to harvest crops. 

Flu pandemic finally ends

By the summer of 1919, the flu pandemic came to an end. Sick people had either gotten well or

they had died. Almost 90 years later, in 2008, researchers announced they'd discovered why the

1918 flu was so deadly. That particular flu virus attacked the lungs and caused

pneumonia. Pneumonia is an infection that inflames the lungs and air sacs, causing them to fill

with fluid. Pneumonia can make you very sick. 
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Since 1918, there have been several other influenza

pandemics, although none has been quite as deadly.
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Quiz

1 According to the section "Flu pandemic finally ends," WHY did so many people die in 1918 from the flu?

(A) People got the chills and a fever from the flu virus.

(B) People got pneumonia after being infected by the flu virus.

(C) People got ear and throat infections from the flu virus.

(D) People died before they could go to the doctor for the flu virus.

2 What effect did the flu virus have on healthy young men and women in 1918?

(A) The flu virus did not affect many healthy young men and women in 1918.

(B) Some healthy young men and women got the flu in 1918, but they quickly got better.

(C) Many healthy young men and women got the flu in 1918 and died.

(D) A few healthy young men and women got the flu in 1918, and they spread it around the world.

3 Read the article's introduction and final section.

What is the BEST way to describe the connection between those two sections?

(A) The introduction describes how deadly the flu pandemic of 1918 was, and the final section explains why
the pandemic was so deadly.

(B) The introduction explains how the flu pandemic of 1918 affected towns, and the final section adds more
information about how the pandemic affected towns.

(C) The introduction briefly describes the flu pandemic of 1918, and the final section explains why other flu
pandemics have not been as deadly.

(D) The introduction describes the places the flu pandemic of 1918 first occurred, and the final section
describes how long it took researchers to understand the flu.

4 Read the two selections below from the article.

1. Every year, many people get sick from influenza. Most people get better, but some have to
go to the hospital. The flu can cause other problems in the body, like ear and throat
infections, or pneumonia, which is a disease of the lungs. Every year, some people die
because of the flu.

2. America had fewer doctors and nurses because of the war. Many of them got sick
themselves. In some parts of the U.S., hospitals were so crowded with flu patients that
schools and private homes were used as a place to treat the sick.

Which answer choice BEST describes the structure of the two selections?

(A) Problem and solution is the structure of both selections.

(B) Cause and effect is the structure of the first selection; problem and solution is the structure of the
second selection.

(C) Chronology is the structure of both selections.

(D) Chronology is the structure of the first selection; comparison is the structure of the second selection.


