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the absence of a strong central public health authority made it difficult to provide
assistance to the worst-hit areas on any systematic basis.

Although the epidemic’s presence was lethal, it was short-lived and by the middle
of November it had virtually abated, leaving in its trail thousands of dead, many
more thousands in mourning and a severely disrupted and shaken country. A third
wave of the pandemic did develop and spread around the world in 1919, but it was
far less severe.

It is estimated that the Spanish Influenza pandemic affected some 500 million
people, killing 20 million or more throughout the world in the course of
1918-1919.2' This makes it by far the worst pandemic in modern times. Nearly
thirty years ago a leading cpidemiologist wrote of it:

“It is too recent an event to be seen in full historical perspective, and perhaps
some historian of the future will be able to see that it had effects on world
history comparable with those of the Justinian Plague or the Black Death.”22

‘This study attempts to go some way towards making such an assessment, at least
in so far as South Africa is concerned.

21. B, B Kilbourne (¢d.: The Influenza Vinses and Influenza, pp. 272-273, 215, SO W. |
Beverdges Inluenza - The Last Great Plague, p- 325 3. M. Last (ed.): Maey- Rosenau, Piblc
ik Prsvenioe Modicne. 110
he fgure of 20 milion or more cxcecds the toal number of World War I deaths by several
million (1. M. Roberts: Europe 1850-1945, pp. 351-352; P. Stearns: The European Experience
Since 1315, p
2. A", Gale! Epidemic Diseases, pp. 4549,




INTRODUCTION

Towards the end of September 1918 the second wave of the world-wide Spanish
Influenza pandemic of 1918-1919 struck South Africa. Within a fortnight the
country was overwhelmed by the worst natural disaster in its history. By the time
that it abated in November, probably more than a quarter of a million South
Africans had died.

The aim of this study is threefold: to trace the course of this devastating epidemic
in the Union and, in so doing, to provide the first serious, full-length account of
what happened during “Black October”, as the episode rapidly became known
locally; secondly, to ascertain its immediate and longer-term impact 5o as to assess
its significance in the history of South Africa; finally, to use this unprecedented
disaster to identify some of the underlying features of contemporary South African
life and thought which it highlighted.

The social history of disease, even endemic disease, can reveal much about the
composition and workings of past socicties, for not only is disease

“related causally to the social and economic situation of the members of a
g:ven population, but the health care received also reflects the structure of a
society, particularly its stratification and class divisions.”
Like medicine,? disease mediates social relations.
his s even more the case if  discase develops an al-threatening virulence and
Like wars, floods or
evoke a broad cross-section of societal responses which reveal typical amtudzs and
assumptions more clearly than everyday activities. As Louis Chevalier has ob-
served, cpldﬂmes shatpen behaviour patterns, betraying deeply-rooted social
latent or tendencies.®

Yet, hlstonans have been slow to study them — or other natural disasters for that
matter. In part they have been reluctant to tackle topics which appear to require
extensive specialised knowledge; in part they have been wary of attributing too
much weight to the “disease factor” in history, of treating it as an independent
vunable of some consequence. As William McNeill has observed,

e all want human experience to make sense, and historians cater to this
universal demand by emphasizing elements in the past that are calculable,
definable, and, often, controllable as well. Epidemic disease, when it did

e decisive in peace or in war, ran counter to the effort to make the past
intelligible. Historians consequently played such episodes down.”*

n pioneering studies such as this one it is not uncommon to ascribe too much to
the “newly discovered” factor which forms the subject of the thesis. This work tries.
to avoid this kind of tunnel vision by keeping the impact of the epidemic within the
context of the contemporary development of modern South Africa. At the same
time, placing the epidemic within these broader continuities must not mask its
5:......“., results. Both ‘must be kept in mind to achieve

lanced overall assessment of its significance. To borrow Eric Hobsbawm’s

1. G. Rosen: “Health, Histc i i i it ie Medicine, vol. 7 (1973),

2k Fg,ho “The Historiography of Scientific Medicine: An Invitation to the Human Sciences”
Comparative Studies in Society and Hl.mry. vol 19 (1977), p. 277 n. 29. See oo Figlio’s amdes
mS il /ulllc Histor mn,Zl(&g be‘rl?ﬂ)’v 18, and in Social

Hulovy.’yvol 3(1978) fora Gereiopmentaf b apgu
L. Chevali ing aris During the First Half of the
. Nlnztcenlh Cemuza Jntroducdon (I, V) s Book 1 ).



xvi

metaphor,s what is seen through the microscope must not be lost from sight when
viewed through the telescope.

The experience of other countries in the flu pandemic provides few guidelines,
for there are not many serious studies by historians of its impact elsewhere in the
world.¢ On the other hand, recent historical works on other modern epidemics are
most suggestive as to possible approaches to the topic.”

In the case of South Africa itself, there is little on the 'flu epidemic besides
sections in two popular, global accounts® and the brief chapters in Jose Burman’s
Disaster Struck South Africa,? Lawrence Green's Grow Lovely, Growing Old™ and
the Reader's Digest's South Africa’s Yesterdays.! General histories of the country
overlook it entirely or refer to it in a sentence or less;'? the majority of references
to it in print occur in histories of towns, villages or institutions and in
autobiographies or biographies, indicative perhaps of where it left its deepest
mark. The two existing histories of medicine in South Africa’3 do not venture
into the 20th Century, Charlotte Searle virtually ignores it¢ and works
specifically devoted to epidemics amount to one unpublished dissertation’s

J. Hobsbawm: “The Revival of Narrative ~ Some Comments” in Past and Present, no. 86

A 3 wrst: jar Basi
118" in Journal of Etkiopian Studes, vol. 1, no. 2( 5)‘1 Y, Spean: A Epidoosc amcog
D.

the Bakeatls the Infiuens of 1918" in Boswana Notes and Records, vol. 11
- nza Pandemic of 1918-19 and m: Stread of Cassava Coltuation o the
an" Niscr in St of Afcon Hotors 1ol 33 (1981), o hoce ricies b K. . Faerson

e Demographic lmpact of the 191 1335 Tatocnsa Bandoms i s Sapavan Aftce — 3
Preliminary Assessment” in and D. MeMaste (eds.): African Historical Demﬂvgrh ;v
2 The Infuenza Epidemic of 1 ns..u old Coast” in Journal of Arican Hisory, vo.

4'(1983), and, with G. F. Pyle: “The Diffusion of Influcnza in sub-Saharan Africa
19181919 Pardemic® in Socal Science and Medicine, vo. 17, no: 17 (1983)

For instance, C. Rosenberg: The Chakm Years. The United States in 1832, 1849 and 1866 and
“Cholera in Nlmle:nlh»Cemnry 'A Tool for Social and Economic Analysis” in Compar-
aive Studies in Socity and Hsory, vol. § 156505, A, Briges “Cholrs and Sosiety i the

e
Guring the

Ningteenth Century” i Past and Présent, no. cGrew: Rusia holera,
5-1832; R. J. Mortis: Cholera eq;a nse 1o : The
R o e Plgae: Do  the Cholera 1812 ).T. Rlexinder: Bubonc Piague in

8. R, Collirs The Plague of the Spanish Lady and C. Graves: Invasion by Viru. Can It Happen

. 38 vman: Disstr Sirck South Afic, hapte 5. Burman dre on thischapte for is artice on
the spidemic in the Standard Encyclopdedia o Sou Afic, vo. 6, p. 5485
er 1

10. L. G. Green: Grow Growing Ol
i Rnd:rsDnggsl Soud e Verrdans, .
1. Kiewict: A Hisory of South Afrce. Social & Economic, p. 231; T. R. H.
57 i o 0L TS Siatss, Tre Cape Cotoured beople 1083 To%%.
'C. Saunders’ Historical Dictionary of South Africa, contains an entry under “Influcnza
P‘u demic it 10 be hoped tha his s a precednt whichfue gencral istores of outh Afica
will follow.
13. & . Burtows; 4 Hisory of Medicine in Soulh Afica up to the End o the Nineteenh Cenury; P.
Laidler and M. outh Africa — Iis Me istory 1652-189,

el
- - Searle: The Higory, ke Deveiopmint of N in Souh Afica 1653-1960,p. 256.
1 e Smallpox Epidemic of 1882 in Cape Town with some reference to the

. A. Lomt
Reahoonsing Suburs”



xvii
and seven articles,' three of which deal with epizootics or crop-blights. With
justice, Richard Rathbone has remarked, “It is an odd comment on our priorities
that we know more about cattle ep)deml@ than we do about human disasters.”"?

From this discouraging outline, information on the Spa *flu in South Africa
might seem particularly scarce. This is anything but so.

Since the. epidemic affected every person, zmhnrity or institution in the Union
directly or indirectly, it generated extensive documentation — in every newspaper
and periodical (whether medical or non-medical), in the report of the Government-
appointed Commission of Inquiry (whose two bulky volumes of unpublished
evidence have been on the shelves of the Library of Parliament, unexamined, since
1919), in the archives of local authorities, Government departments, the Union
Defence Force, churches, welfare organisations and private businesses and in
private oomsponaem and diaries.

Moreover, 1918 is within living memory. Personal recollections gathered by
interview and letter added substantially to the information available, not only in

uantity, but also in immediacy. To talk to someone with vivid personal memories
of “Black October” was to gain a dimension on the subject which was unique. It
rapidly became clear that any South African who was more than a child in 1918 was
a potential source, indicating once again the place of the epidemic in popular
memory. Indeed, its prominence in individuals’ memories of that time compares
sharply with the virtual silence of historians in their accounts of the same period
and gives cause for thought as to why this has been so.

The abundance of material on the epidemic produced problems too, for these
sources reflect White opinion and activities out of all proportion to the extent to
which Whites (as a group) were affected, an imbalance corrected only in small
measure by interviews with Black, “Coloured” and Indian *flu survivors. The
difficulty of securing even these interviews is a comment on the position of a White
historian in South Africa today.

‘The intensity and f the epidemic the country
raised further problems: which areas to focus on in order to gain a cross-section of
South Africa’s experience, how to relate this to what was occurring at a national
level, how to assess the impact of the epidemic adequately in an array of fields
hitherto barely touched by historians (such as demography, medicine and public

ealth, popular thought, social welfare and the histories of specific towns), how to
deal with less tangible aspects such as fear, rumour, grief and attitudes to.death and
how far to search beyond 1918 for long-term results. Sometimes, in the course of
this study, the dimensions of the subject seemed close to those of the chimerical
total history.

How these problems have been tackled will become clear, partly in the contents
of the chapters which follow, partly in their very organisation and titles. The first

16. . B. van Heyningen: “Cape Town and th Plague of 1901 n C. Saunders, H. Philips and E. v
mingen (eds.): Studies in the History c/m < Pown, vol 4. A. Davids: * The Revolt of the
' A Study o the Reactions o the Cape Mus unslolheSmal.Ipox pidemics of Nineteenth
Lenitny Bope S Someae /an Heyningen and V. Bickford-Smith (eds.):
St Hstory of Cape Town: vl s;c B OvseenReicions

Ny
=
3

: rome: Bubonic
e Colony, 15001905 1 Jowssal o Al History, vol. 18 (1977); R. Ross:
at the ‘Cape of Giood Hope in ihe Eighteenth Century” in Afrcan, Histrical Demography -
Proceedings of Seminar at Cenre of African Studies, University of Edinburgf
- R Rahbonc, World War L and Afiica Introducton’ in Journal of African lisory, vol. 19, o
1
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five chapters trace the course of the *flu in five specific areas, chosen either because
they were the first to experience the epidemic on a significant scale (the gold mines
of the Rand) or because the 'flu was particularly severe in these places (Cape Town,
Kimberley, Bloemfontein and the Transkei). They underline the difference in
impact and counter-measures in urban and rural areas and provide vivid case-
studies of communities near breaking-point as a result of the epidemic. ¥ Moreover,
itis likely that the effect of the flu and the measures taken against it elsewhere in
the Union amounted to little more than variations on these experiences. Each of
these five chapters also contains an examination of the local consequences of the
epidemic; its more general results have been left for two later chapters. This
predominantly narrative section of the study concludes with a chapter on what the
fledgling Department of Public Health tried to do and the criticisms which these
inadequate cfforts incurred.

Chapters 7 and 8 explore the epidemic from the standpoint of medical science in
1918 and in 1984 and examine the views of doctors and the lay public as to its
nature, treatment and cause. These “medical” chapters emphasise the fact that
medical history is far more than a Whiggish chronicle of doctors and their heroic
battles against disease.

The next chapter tries to estimate the epidemic’s toll in lives, to analyse this (in
50 far as this is possible) and to suggest why it was so high in certain parts of the
country. It also tries to gauge some of its demographic consequences, but points out
that statistics tell only part of this tale. Further consequences of a more general
nature, both immediate and longer-term, are examined in chapters 10 and 11, as a
preliminary to a final chapter which addresses the question of the overall
significance of the epidemic in South Africa’s history.

Tt will be easier to follow the narrative chapters of this study if they are placed in
chronological perspective by a brief outline of the course of the pandemic, itself an
excellent example of Le Roy Ladurie’s concept of “the unification of the globe by
disease”.

The pandemic is thought to have originated in Asia late in 1917 or early in 1918,
moved westwards and appeared in a mild form in Europe and North America in the
first half of 1918. It was this first wave which produced the label “Spanish™
Influenza, as reports of its outbreak in non-belligerent Spain were not curtailed by
any war-time censorship there 20

A second, more virulent wave erupted in August 1918 and was rapidly carried
around the world by war-time shipping from three main foci, Brest, Boston and
Freetown. Practically no part of the globe escaped. It was probably from Freetown
that the deadly second wave was brought to Cape Town in mid-September; Durban
was infected slightly earlier, probably by the far milder first wave of the epidemic.
(This may explain why fewer deaths occurred in Natal and those parts of the
Transvaal infected from there).

Once established in South Africa’s ports, the epidemic spread inland at the speed
of a locomotive on the country's railway system. By the second week of October
even the most remote districts had been affected. Most communities were thrown
onto their own resources to cope with the crisis, as the ubiquity of the epidemic and

18. These descriptions also demonstrate that South Africans no longer need to look only to the Black

Death or Great Plague of London 28 exemplar o devasaincpidemics

19. E. Le Roy Laduric: The Mind and Method of the Hi Graves: Invasion by Virus
1 610 contins  Chronalageal le of th pandemit. Wik dates of Mo reporicd outbreaks.
164 o usful but not wholly aceuate gide

20. AW, Crosby: Epidemic and Peace, 1915, p. 2 C. Graves: lnvasion by Virus, pp. 17-18; R.
Cother-Tre Fiagie of e Spanis Lady. w729




