
The dead were lifted out of houses on their sleeping mats, their mats wrapped around them, and they 
were deposited in one great pit at a place called Vaimea.

This scene was replayed time and time again as the Spanish Flu pandemic ravaged the islands of 
Samoa for two months from November 1918, as reported in the press during that time.

The highly contagious virus spread rapidly around the islands of Samoa. As people breathed, coughed 
and sneezed, the virus infected people without warning.

The outbreak was called “Spanish flu” because Spain was the first country to report the virus. It 
recorded the highest number of deaths within the shortest period of time, allegedly killing around 
8 million people.

In the Pacific, the deadly virus was believed to have been carried into a number of countries of the 
region on board the SS Talune, which anchored in Apia on 7 November 1918. Less than two months 
after the arrival of the ship more than 7542 people were dead, almost 25% of the entire population 
of Samoa. 

The SS Talune had anchored in Auckland in preparation for the voyage to the Pacific. Two weeks 
before its departure, it was joined in Auckland by a ship from Vancouver that carried a large number 
of passengers and crew horribly sick with flu. Some of the ill died on board during the journey. Those 
surviving were admitted to Auckland Hospital whilst some remained isolated on board. 

Two weeks later, the SS Talune called at ports in Samoa, Fiji and later Tonga and Nauru, carrying 
goods as well as flu-stricken people on board. As a result, it left a wake of death and destruction in 
the countries that it called on.
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An account from New Zealand
Hospital corridors are lined with sick patients, suffering sore throats, high fevers and 
breathing problems. Day after day, one or two patients lapse into unconsciousness, 
dribble red froth from blackened lips with faces changing to the colour of death.  
Then they die and are quickly shifted to the morgue to free up beds for the living.

This was the situation at New Plymouth Hospital, Taranaki, in November 1918.  
From the end of 1918 to the first few months of 1919, the virus claimed the lives 
of 8600 Kiwis. It remains to this day the worst natural disaster in modern history, 
both for New Zealand and the world.



Fiji is thought to have lost about 9000 people, 
5% of the island’s total population. Tonga 
may have lost 6% and Nauru 16%.

Guam also experienced a terrible outbreak 
after a military transport ship arrived in 
October 1918 from Manila, carrying with it 
flu-infected passengers. Within a month, 
about 5% of Guam’s total population died of 
the deadly flu.

Tahiti was also badly struck by the flu 
epidemic, reportedly losing one-fourth of the 
population. 

In the two years that this pandemic ravaged 
the earth, a fifth of the world’s population 
was infected. Unlike other pandemics, which 
mainly affected the elderly, the Spanish flu 
was most deadly for people aged 20 to 40.

The Spanish flu outbreak appears to have 
occurred in three waves: the first was from May 
to July 1918, the second during September to 
December 1918 and the third from February 
to April 1919. The largest number of deaths 
was recorded in the second wave. There are 
indications that the virus may have become 
less severe over time: countries that were 
able to delay the introduction of the virus by 
a few months tended to have lower mortality 
rates.

Camp Devens, 
Mass.

Surgical Ward No 16

29 Septemb
er 1918

(Base Hospit
al) 

My dear Burt

Camp Devens i
s near Boston

, and has abou
t 50,000 m

en, or 

did have bef
ore this epid

emic broke l
oose. It also 

has the 

Base Hospita
l for the Di

v. of the N.
 East. This 

epidemic 

started about
 four weeks ago, an

d has develo
ped so rapidly

 

that the cam
p is demoraliz

ed and all or
dinary work is held 

up till it has p
assed. All ass

emblages of s
oldiers taboo.

  These 

men start w
ith what appears t

o be an ordi
nary attack 

of 

LaGrippe or Influe
nza, and when brought 

to the Hosp.
 

They very ra
pidly develop 

the most vic
ious type of P

neumonia 

that has eve
r been seen.

 Two hours after
 admission th

ey 

have the Mahogany spots
 over the ch

eek bones, an
d a few 

hours later y
ou can begin

 to see the
 Cyanosis exten

ding 

from their e
ars and sprea

ding all over 
the face, un

til it is 

hard to dist
inguish the c

oloured men 
from the white. It 

is only a mat
ter of a few

 hours then 
until death c

omes, 

and it is simp
ly a struggle

 for air until 
they suffocat

e. It is 

horrible. One can stand
 it to see on

e, two or twenty men 

die, but to s
ee these poo

r devils drop
ping like flies

 sort of 

gets on your
 nerves. We have been

 averaging a
bout 100 

deaths per d
ay, and still 

keeping it up
.

A military doctor’s account 
 

Excerpts of a letter found in Detroit  by Professor N. R. Grist (Glasgow), published 
in the British Medical Journal of 22–29 December 1979: 

In 1918, children
skipped to the
rhyme:

I had a little bird
Its name was Enza
I opened the window
And in-flu-enza

Source:
(The Pacific Perspective has been adapted from Kupu, S. 2005. PPHSN guidelines for influenza 
preparedness and control and influenza pandemic preparedness. Noumea, New Caledonia: 
Secretariat of the Pacific Community.)


