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1919 ‘Spanish Flu’ epidemic, Orbost

After the end of W W I in November 1918, Orbost
was looking forward to welcoming its ‘boys’ and
nurses home. Many had been away for over three
years, 61 had died, and all who served were
affected in various ways by their experiences. 

A NEW AND SEVERE FLU
The first instance of a new flu was identified in 
Kansas USA in March 1918. It was a vigorous type
which could quickly lead to severe pneumonia
and death. Indeed, during October that year, it
killed over 195,000 in the USA alone. It is likely
that troops from the USA carried the flu to Europe 
and Britain, although the flu might already have 
existed in a less virulent form in Europe. Almost
certainly, it did not originate in Spain, but
because the King of Spain became ill with the flu, 
it came to be known as the ‘Spanish Flu’. It was
also called the ‘Pneumonic Flu’.

In Australia, a maritime quarantine was in
place from late October 1918, and there is no
doubt that this slowed the spread. Indeed, there
was a national influenza planning conference held 
in Melbourne in November 1918, but efforts to co-
ordinate the response fell apart and the States
did their own thing.

The first case in Australia is thought to have 
been identified in Melbourne on 10 January 1919, 
probably from returning troops. During the next
year, this flu was to affect about 14% of the 
Australian population, with possibly 15,000 dying.

There are few monuments throughout

Australia to mark the impact. Compare this with
the 62,000 deaths during W W I and the many
War Memorials. Australia fared better than most
countries.

Although it affected all age groups, this flu 
seems to have been particularly savage with
people aged 20-40. Typically, it lasted 10 or so
days, with chills and headaches, muscle pains,
vomiting, diarrhoea, running and bleeding nose,
sore throat and cough, and a deadly pneumonia.
If people survived, they were often debilitated
for months afterwards.

Australia had too few doctors and nurses,
and besides, many of them were overseas with
the troops.

Orbost had one doctor (Dr Kerr), no
public hospital or ambulance service, and
several women nurses who worked from their
homes as ‘ladies nurses’. The nearest hospital
was in Bairnsdale. People were nursed at home
by their families, with the Dr visiting when he
could.

Also, the word ‘virus’ did not exist, and
there was no effective vaccine or anti-viral
medication, or antibiotic to treat the secondary
infections.

Many people in the cities wore masks, and
the only prevention was by isolation and
quarantine. Added to this were such things as
wearing a bag of camphor, gargling with
saltwater, and eating oranges.
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January 1919 in Orbost was dry and fire 
threatened the district. There were no known
cases of flu as yet. Boxing Day sports had been 
held at Marlo as usual, along with New Years
Day sports at Cabbage Tree. However, on 3
January came this sobering report in the Snowy
River Mail:

Mrs Herbert of Orbost has received word
about her son, Mr Eric Herbert who had
enlisted for active service at the War and had the
misfortune to lose the sight of one eye on the
way to England. It appears that Mr Herbert was
severely attacked with pneumonia while staying
with friends in England, and that the latest news
about him is that he is recovering.

It is probable that local residents do not fully
realise the danger to be apprehended from an
outbreak of Spanish influenza. Some reliable
information came from a lady in New Zealand
who was at one time a resident of Orbost. It is
not uncommon she says for a strong and healthy
person to catch the disease today and to die from
its effects tomorrow.

In the same paper was this Advertisement for
Wawn’s Wonder-Wool.

A week later, a group of local soldiers returned
home, travelling to Orbost by train and then
from the railway station by car supplied by
George Nixon. This was to happen throughout
1919. Most soldiers were given a welcome-home
event by their families, or local communities,
and by the Council. If these returning men were
harbouring the flu virus, then there was plenty 
of opportunity for community transfer. We will
never know for sure how the flu came to Orbost. 

By 31 January, the S R Mail wrote this
report of three local cases of flu, and also details 
of the public inoculations available through Dr

Kerr. During the next months, these
inoculations continued on a regular basis in
Orbost and throughout the Shire. Exactly how
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etc. were also requested.
The “Infected Area” regulation applied

to those living within a 15 mile radius of
Orbost. This was a quarantine area,
meaning that people were forbidden to
assemble in enclosed public or private
places in numbers more than 20 at a time.
For churches, the directive was that people
could attend if they wore masks. Billiard
rooms and buildings used for public
entertainment were closed.

NSW closed its border with Victoria on 29
January. This caused hardship to places like
Wangrabelle, Genoa and Mallacoota. They
applied to be allowed to be within the NSW
quarantine area but this was not granted.
Instead, two constables were stationed about
75 yards from the border on the NSW side
near Genoa.

Bendoc felt ‘imprisoned’. Supplies came
from Delegate and were placed at the border
for collection. Bendoc people had to travel to
pick up their goods, or pay someone to deliver.
Those who could not pay took a wheelbarrow
four miles along a rough bush track to the
border.

On 21 February, the S R Mail reported
that Mr John Lee of Waygara was admitted to
the temporary hospital at Orbost. Also, Mr
Rollason the Shire Secretary became ill with
the flu and the Council meeting had to be 
postponed. Mr and Mrs Ilton, who have charge
of the refreshment rooms at Nowa Nowa went
by train to be admitted to the Bairnsdale
Hospital. Their assistant, Mrs Bennett, together
with the Ilton family were quarantined.

On 28 February, news came that Private
Edgar Filmer, who enlised for the War about a
year ago, had died in England of influenza. He 
was well-known in Orbost.

Also noted was the death of Miss Olive
Clarke, daughter of Mr Alfred Clarke who had
been the Police Constable in Orbost, and
afterwards at Hayden’s Bog. Her mother, Mrs
Clarke was also ill from pneumonic influenza. 

In early March, a very ill Mr W
Hutchinson from Murrungowar was brought in
to Orbost where he died, aged 59 years. Miss
May Joy, also from the hills, came to Orbost
with the flu. In August, Mr Mustard’s family 
was laid up with the flu, along with Mrs 
Calloway who was out from Delegate and
staying at the hotel.

People in remote locations felt very
vulnerable, with no temporary hospitals, no
ambulances, and no medical care.

These were cases reported in the S R
Mail, but there were undoubtedly others.

Local events were postponed. The Orbost Show

effective these were is not know. While bacteria 
could be detected at that time, smaller
pathogens such as a virus weren’t. Vaccines
were available for Smallpox, Typhoid, and
Diphtheria, but not Flu.

However, some of the vaccines used
during the 1919 flu epidemic might have helped 
reduce the deadly pneumonia which was often
part of the flu attack. 

In February, Orbost Council not only
declared Orbost and District an “Infected
Area” but it also asked for volunteers to help
with inoculations, and also to help staff a 
makeshift hospital within the Mechanics Hall.
For several months, this hospital seems to have
opened and closed several times depending on
the need. Since trained nurses were not
available, volunteers were asked to do the
nursing, and those who had cars were asked to
use them for patient transport.

Mattresses, pillows, stretchers, beds,
sheets, blankets, enamel ware, plates and cups
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- May Leatch

was held in April rather than March. Schools
were allowed to open on 10 March.

Inoculations continued with Dr Kerr in
Orbost, and with Nurse Lane, an Orbost
midwife who travelled the district to places
such as Bendoc, Cann River, Noorinbee, Genoa,
Bell Bird, Nowa Nowa, Hospital Creek and
Marlo. Arrangements were made for Dr
Hagenauer from Sale to visit Genoa and
Mallacoota to help with inoculations.

A huge flood, the largest since 1893, hit 
Orbost in early March, adding to the difficulties 
of the district. It was during these floods that 
the PS Curlip was swept downriver from
Orbost and wrecked near Marlo.

Sporting events such as football and the
races were held throughout 1919, and the
building of Youngs Creek water supply dam
was begun. Also, possibly for the first time, an 
aeroplane came to Orbost in September and
landed in a paddock at Newmerella. This event
was part of the continuing effort to raise funds 
for the War effort, known now as a Peace 
Loan.

Anzac Celebrations were held at the
Recreation Reserve on 25 April, and plans
were underway for Peace Celebrations on
19 July. This involved a large parade of
uniformed returned men, the Brass Band,
songs and fancy dress, luncheon at the
Recreation Grounds, footraces and a
bonfire. 

Another Welcome Home Banquet was
held on 23 October for soldiers, sailors and
nurses, with 300 people in a marquee near
the Mechanics Hall.

These were just some of the events of
1919, along with the gathering of names for
the Council’s W W I Honor Board. The
aftermath of the war was ever-present, even
in a year when the worst flu epidemic of 
modern times haunted everyone’s life.

This Newsletter has been prepared mostly
from articles published in the Snowy
River Mail during 1919. - May Leatch ABOVE: S R Mail, 28 February 1919.

PHOTO:
Dinner given to returned soldiers of
the 1914-18 War.

Names: Frank Cowell, Jack Irvine, Les
Waller, Tom Martin, Kick Beattie, Bill
Russell, Bill Cowell, Dave Williams, Col.
Cameron, Bert Shaw, Jack Gluth, Henry
Thomas, Alec Buttters, Mrs A A Nixon,
Nell Cameron, Grace Cameron, Ivy
Richardson, Nita Winchester.

Photo donated to the Orbost & District
Historical Society by Mrs Elsie
Thomson.


