
        The Spanish Flu Pandemic 1918-1920  

Its effect on Totley and Sheffield 

 

Anyone who has read the names of the WWI victims on Totley War 

Memorial will have seen James Parker amongst the ten men 

remembered there.  

James (Jim) was serving in 507th Agricultural Labour Corps, having 

been transferred from his original Lincolnshire Regiment posting 

when he became unfit for frontline duty, probably after incurring an 

injury.  

He died on 10th November 1918, the eve of Armistice Day, not as a 

result of war action but from Spanish Flu, and not ‘in a foreign field’ 
but in East Yorkshire where the army was training soldiers to provide 

agricultural labour for British farms (food production for the nation 

being paramount). Influenza, pneumonia and heart failure are 

recorded as the causes for his death in Patrington Military Hospital, 

near Spurn Point.  He was aged 30. How sad to have survived the 

fighting only to be struck down by this new illness. 

The Spanish Flu Pandemic was to infect 500 million people 

worldwide and claim the lives of 50 million victims before it was 

spent, many more than had been killed by the fighting and horrors of 

the Great War. 

Knowledge of viruses was very limited in 1918. Some scientists of the 

day thought a bacterium was responsible, while others admitted the 

cause of this disease bringing such wholesale devastation was a 

mystery. It was in fact an Avian related flu virus, only positively 

identified a few years ago when DNA was extracted from infected 

lung tissue, retrieved when a corpse buried in the perma-frost of 

Alaska was exhumed.  



Today we are somewhat shocked to realize that the new coronavirus 

(Covid-19) can still present modern-day scientists with many 

challenging twists and turns, despite huge medical advances having 

been made in the intervening years. Experts in the field are racing to 

understand it, to produce a vaccine that will return us safely to our 

‘normal’ lives, to beat it. No such expectation was being fostered 

among the population a hundred years ago. So how did the 

authorities of the day seek to manage this disaster, unfolding at a 

time when politicians’ thoughts were still fully occupied by the war?  

The illness had been recorded in American troops during the spring 

of 1918 but was first reported by the Spanish press, thus giving it the 

label ‘Spanish Influenza’. Being aided by troop movements and 

frequently overcrowded billeting the pandemic moved quickly 

throughout the military, passing into the general population and 

then around the globe. It lasted almost 3 years, peaking in the 

summer and November of 1918, with smaller fluctuations continuing 

throughout 1919.   

Sheffield suffered its greatest number of casualties during the 

November 1918 peak with more than 400 deaths per week, and was 

listed among the ten cities nationwide to have the highest rate of 

deaths per population. 

 

           

 

 At that time many of the city’s inhabitants would have had common 

‘underlying health issues’ of the day ie low levels of health caused by 

poor nutrition, slum dwelling, industrial diseases and poor access to 



medical help. The crowded working and living conditions would have 

been dangerous centres of infection. 

Conversely, small and isolated rural populations surrounding 

Sheffield could well have avoided contact with it altogether. Totley 

may well have been one of these. 

As in the current pandemic, certain age groups were more likely to 

succumb to its ravages…those under 6 months, the 20-40 age group 

and those over 65 years were all badly affected. Bearing in mind that 

life expectancy for a male was around 50 yrs at that time (and 

probably lower for the steelworkers of Sheffield) there were few 

who didn’t fall within these categories.  

Much like today the authorities introduced restrictions as a means of 

controlling its spread 

             

 

  

 



 

 

The Sheffield newspapers printed daily advice, updates and statistics 

‘When entering croWded venues breath with mouth    

shut while sucking on a disinfecting lozenge ’ 

‘Flush your house With Fresh air’ 

‘Make the best oF it’  advice when tram services  were affected  

‘don’t Worry’  a totally futile suggestion! 

 

Lodge Moor Fever Hospital created five extra wards to manage 

the influx of patients, and pleas for extra nursing staff were 

made in the press as all the hospitals became overwhelmed. 

Two doctors on home leave from the army were given 

permission to extend their time in Sheffield in order to help the 

overstretched medical workers. A report also claimed that the 

hills of Sheffield were proving too difficult for horsedrawn 

ambulances! There were some early motorised vehicles in use,  

 

but insufficient in number to cope with the demand. 



    

     Lodge Moor Fever Hospital was a long drag out of the city 

As the pandemic continued, statistics were published to inform 

the public that problems were being recorded and hopefully 

addressed. 

                 



                   

Along with erroneous claims in adverts such as this one (see 

the small print), articles were written in which opinions were 

made about the make/price and availabilty of someone’s latest 

life-saving idea…1918’s version of the false news and scams 

found on our computers during this present pandemic.   



Products disappeared off the shelves…sound familiar?! 

To drink Oxo or Bovril was thought to be of great benefit. So 

much so that the inability to supply the troops was of concern 

and the manufacturers were forced to place this apology and 

request in the papers… 

 

 

            

 

This has echoes in our recent flour shortage. The product itself 

would be available if the packaging problems could be sorted.  

 

 



Although Sheffield’s worst peak was beginning to decline by the 

early months of 1919, the Derbyshire newspapers were 

reporting  a significant increase of victims in the Peak District. 

Totley residents must have felt they were being squeezed 

between these two areas of infection., but there are no specific 

reports of deaths due to influenza in our area so hopefully the 

villagers did escape the worst of the pandemic. 

However, deaths recorded by the Medical Officer of Health 

show the awful toll the Spanish Influenza pandemic wreaked on 

the citizens of Sheffield.  

 

 

 


