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   The Great Influenza; John M. Barry (2004, 2018) 
 

 Before the worldwide pandemic faded in 1920 it killed 
more than any other outbreak of disease in human history—
more than ¼ of Europe. The 2 most important questions in sci-
ence are “What can I know?” and “How can I know it?” The 
question” why” is too deep for science, which believes it can 
only learn “how” something occurs. Science teaches us to 
doubt. Work must be reproducible and expandable. When one is 
on the edge, one cannot know, only test. 
 Through most of human history, investigators relied 
upon mind and reason alone. Imposed blinders on science in 
general and on medicine in particular prevented progress. For 
most of 2500 years the treatment of patients by physicians made 
little progress. Hippocrates and his associates merely observed 
nature. They did not probe it or test their conclusions or theo-
ries. The stethoscope, laryngoscope, ophthalmoscope, the meas-
urements of temperature and blood pressure, the study of parts 
of the body all began in the 1850s. Francis Bacon said, “Nature 
answers only when she is questioned.” 
 Laymen were losing faith and became reluctant to 
submit to the tortures of medicine. Rival ideas of disease and 
treatment began to emerge. Homeopathy developed in German 
in 1810. Several state legislatures did away with the licensing of 
physicians entirely. When Union Surgeon General William 
Hamond banned some of the violent purgatives (like mustard 
plaster, arsenic, mercury and other poisons) during the Civil 
War, he was both court martialed and condemned by the Ameri-
can Medical Association. Chiropractic and Christian Science 
still survive today.  
 In America the very fact that science undermined ther-
apeutics made institutions uninterested in supporting it. Labora-
tory research proved medical practice useless while providing 
nothing in its place. By the 1870s European medical schools 
required and gave rigorous scientific training and were general-
ly subsidized by the state.  
 In 1873 Johns Hopkins died, leaving a trust of $3.5 m 
to found a university and hospital modeled after the greatest 
German Universities. It opened in 1876, its medical school in 
1893. It served as home to the first generation of those who be-
gan to transform American medical science. Its example forced 
other institutions to follow its path—or disappear.  
 The greatest challenge of science lies in asking an im-
portant question and framing it so that it can be broken into 
manageable pieces, into experiments that that ultimately lead to 
answers. Horizontal vision allows one to assimilate and weave 
together seemingly unconnected bits of information, make leaps 
of connectivity and creativity. Probing vertically, going deeper 
and deeper into something, creates new information. Science is 
undemocratic--votes do not matter. 
 Computer code is a binary language: it has only 2 let-
ters. Genetic code uses a language of 4 letters, each representing 
the chemicals adenine, guanin, cytosine, and thymine. In biolo-
gy, nearly all activity depends upon form and physical struc-
ture—what is called “stereochemistry.”  
 A new influenza virus originated in Haskel County, 
Kansas early in 1918. Influenza viruses do not originate in hu-
mans; their natural home is in wild aquatic birds. Antigen drift 

can create epidemics, and as a result influenza kills more people 
in the US than any other infectious disease. Public health ex-
perts monitor this drift and each year adjust the flu vaccine to 
try to keep pace. Pigs provide a perfect “mixing bowl,” because 
the sialic-acid receptors on their cells can bind to both bird and 
human viruses.  
 President Wilson believed his own will and spirit to be 
informed by the spirit and hope of a people and even of God. He 
turned the nation into a weapon, with the unintended conse-
quence that it became a tinderbox for epidemic disease. The 
Sedition Act of 1917 made it punishable by 20 years in jail to 
utter, print, write or publish any disloyal, profane, scurrilous, or 
abusive language about the government of the US. Some states 
outlawed the teaching of German. To save fuel, Congress insti-
tuted daylight-saving time.  
 The American Red Cross was a quasi-public institution 
whose titular president was (and is) the President of the US. 
During the Spanish-American war (1898), 1/3 of all workdays 
lost to illness in the army were caused by venereal disease. Dur-
ing WW1, “If any enemy wounded are found (in the trench) 
they should be bayonetted, if sufficient prisoners [for interroga-
tion] have been taken.” Pneumonia was the leading cause of 
death in the US until 1936. The influenza became known as 
“Spanish flu” because only Spanish newspapers published ac-
counts of the spread of the disease picked up in other countries, 
unpublished due to their press bans. The virus passed through 
several generations in mild form before it adapted and became 
violent and lethal.  
 Nurses helped more than doctors in recovery. Nearly 
all social agencies were run by women, who were excluded 
from all pursuits beside charity. They injected organization and 
leadership into chaos and panic in several major cities.  
 The first casualty of war is truth. No national official 
ever publicly acknowledged the danger of influenza. As terrify-
ing as the disease was, the press made it more so by creating 
fear from the half-truths and outright lies, as terror follows fear. 
Governments failed because they lost trust; they lost trust be-
cause they lied. 
 Measles requires an unvaccinated population of at least 
1/2m people living in close contact to exist. The 1918 influenza 
killed an estimated 50-100m people, 5% of the world popula-
tion. The worst mortality figures fell upon those aged 21-30. 
The Western world suffered the least because urbanization had 
exposed its population to influenza viruses, so immune systems 
were not naked to it. In the US 0.65% died, with roughly 2x that 
percentage of young adults killed. In Mexico 5-9% of all young 
adults died. The experience led to restructuring public health 
efforts throughout the US. Oswald Avery investigated, from 
1917 through 1943, pneumonia, influenza, pathology, immuni-
ty, and genes to discover deoxyribonucleic acid—DNA. 
 Hospitals have become more efficient by cutting costs, 
which means virtually no current excess capacity—fewer hospi-
tal beds per capita than a few decades ago. Society is ultimately, 
based on trust; as trust broke down, people became alienated not 
only from those in authority, but from each other. Society can-
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not function if it is every man for himself. Civilization cannot 
survive that.  
 
[Before the worldwide pandemic faded in 1920 it killed more 
than any other outbreak of disease in human history—more than 
¼ of Europe, an estimated 50-100m people. For most of 2500 
years, the treatment of patients by physicians made little pro-
gress. Science is undemocratic--votes do not matter. In biology, 
nearly all activity depends upon form and physical structure—
what is called “stereochemistry.” Public health experts monitor 
the antigen and each year adjust the flu vaccine to try to keep 
pace. The first casualty of war is truth. Society is ultimately, 
based on trust.] [I may never skip a flu shot again.] 
 


