STORIES FROM THE ARCHIVES:
Pandemic a century ago
As we are in the midst of what may later be termed the “COVID-19 Pandemic of 2020”, we have the
opportunity to think about the “Spanish flu pandemic”* that attacked the world a little more than a
century ago.
Twenty per cent of the world’s population was struck by this virus in 1918 and 1919. More than 50
million people died after becoming infected, a figure that gives pause when compared to the 16 million
that perished during the four years of World War I.
The influenza reached Australia in early 1919. About 40 per cent of the population fell ill and around
15,000 died as the virus spread through Australia.
At PLC Sydney the academic year did not start until 3 March 1919. We know this from a single sentence
in the “Record Book”: “Owing to Influenza Epidemic and Government restrictions resulting therefrom
school was not resumed till March 3rd.1
The severity of the situation speaks for itself, and yet issues of the Aurora Australis from that time
reveal little about life at the College. The most telling entry from the June 1919 issue of the school
magazine records:
“Such a dislocated half-year this has been, the customary four terms having
been re-arranged into three of longer duration. Since the majority of the
literary contributions to the Aurora begin with ‘Owing to Influenza’, further
explanation is unnecessary.” 2
Indeed, later pages report that no tennis, hockey, baseball or basketball competition matches were
played in the first half of the year.
Humour in times of adversity is always “good medicine” and a nameless contributor submitted one of
the only five literary pieces in that issue, a poem titled “Precautions Owing to ‘Flu”:
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Returning to our current situation in 2020, as we disinfect, sterilise, steam, wash and fumigate, let’s
also remember kindness, patience and empathy!

*The 1918-1919 influenza pandemic is often called the “Spanish flu”, not because it originated in Spain,
but due to it first being widely reported there.
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