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Pandemics, Society, and Public Health, 1517-1925

Introduction

Pandemics, Society, and Public Health, 1517—1925, contains over 79,000 document
images sourced from four leading UK archives: The National Archives, British
Library, University College London, and The London Archives. The collection
concentrates on four diseases that have left a significant mark upon British history:
plague, cholera, smallpox, and influenza. It explores a variety of themes and topics,
such as government attempts to reduce the spread of diseases via the imposition
of quarantines. It also contains records on the development and roll-out of the
smallpox vaccine across Britain, and methods used by the public to boost morale
and to cure the diseases.

The primary sources included within this teaching pack represent a tiny sample
of the material in the collection. What follows focuses on the social implications of
pandemics, such as debates surrounding the efficacy and morality of vaccination;
access to state healthcare; perceptions of the supposed link between race and
disease; and the shortage of medical staff that arose in the midst of the influenza
outbreak during the First World War.

The activities contained within this teaching pack could easily take around one hour,
though the exact duration will depend on reading time and the breadth and depth of
accompanying discussion.

Learning objectives
In using this teaching pack, students will:
1. Investigate the arguments for and against vaccination.

2. Evaluate the impact of social and economic status on access to state healthcare.
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3. Analyse how historical fears of pandemic diseases, such as cholera and
influenza, have contributed to xenophobic attitudes and discriminatory practices.

4. Understand the roles and responsibilities of national and local government in
managing public health crises in times of war.

Historical background and context

Between the sixteenth and early twentieth centuries, the population of the

British Isles experienced several devastating public health crises due to plague,
smallpox, cholera, and influenza, each of which had profound social and economic
consequences. Each pandemic likewise brought about notable developments in
terms of the physical infrastructure of the British state.

Plague, a disease caused by bacteria transmitted through infected fleas, had a long
history across Europe. Between 1665 and 1666, London was struck with its most
severe outbreak of plague. It resulted in the death of more than 15% of the city’s
population. Often considered a biological relic of the distant past, the last outbreak
of plague occurred in Britain in 1720, far more recently than people assume.

Smallpox, caused by the Variola virus, was one of the deadliest diseases in human
history. It was a leading cause of death in eighteenth century Europe, particularly
among young children. In the late eighteenth century, the physician, Edward Jenner,
developed a smallpox vaccine that utilised cowpox for the purposes of inoculation—
he realised that people who had contracted cowpox seemed immune to smallpox.
The introduction of the vaccine marked the beginning of the disease’s decline,
ultimately leading to its global eradication.
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Cholera is an infection of the intestine with Vibrio cholerae bacteria. It spreads
through contaminated water and food, leading to severe diarrhoea and dehydration.
Cholera, originally endemic to the Indian subcontinent, spread to Europe through
increased global trade. It caused significant mortality in the United Kingdom and
Ireland during the nineteenth century. Britain experienced its first major epidemic

in 1832 and a further outbreak occurred in the late 1840s. These major outbreaks
prompted the discovery of the connection between contaminated water and the
disease, leading to crucial improvements in sanitation and public infrastructure
across Britain.

The influenza pandemic of 1918—-1920, caused by the HIN1 influenza A virus,
dramatically changed the perception of influenza from a seasonal illness to a deadly
global threat. Unlike plague, cholera, and smallpox, influenza was not regarded

as a “notifiable disease” until the early twentieth century. It was considered to

be a seasonal infection due to its common symptoms, such as high fever, cough,
sore throat, and fatigue. This pandemic occurred in three waves, with the second
being the deadliest, as it affected young, healthy adults. During this pandemic, an
estimated 33% of the world’s population was infected with influenza and at least 50
million people died.
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SOURCE ONE—SMALLPOX
Source Intro

Edward Jenner, an English physician, is widely recognised as the pioneer of the
smallpox vaccine. Jenner noticed that milkmaids who had contracted cowpox
seemed to be immune to smallpox. In 1796, he tested his hypothesis by inoculating
an eight-year-old boy named James Phipps with material taken from a cowpox sore
on a milkmaid’s hand. Months later, when Jenner exposed James to smallpox, he
did not contract the disease. Jenner coined the term “vaccine” from the Latin word
“vacca”, meaning cow, in reference to the cowpox virus. His revolutionary work laid
the foundation for the field of immunology and led to the eventual global eradication
of smallpox in 1980.

Yet the theory and practice of vaccination has generated significant opposition.
When the British state rolled-out the smallpox vaccine, anti-vaccination groups
emerged. Many people doubted the safety and effectiveness of the vaccine;
others opposed it on religious grounds. The following sources are letters that
were published in a periodical called the Anti-Vaccinator. The first letter, titled
“Vaccination Viewed Politically”, was written by Professor F. W. Newman and was
published on 25 September 1869. The second letter, titled “A Woman’s Protest
against the Proposed Extension of the Contagious Diseases Act”, was written by
Mary C. Hume-Rothery and was published on 16 October 1869.

Source
Letters to the Anti-Vaccinator, 1869.

7307.aa.5.(2.), British Library, images 2—4 and images 9-10.
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First Extract:
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Second Extract:
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Questions for Discussion
1. What are the main arguments expressed in the extracts?

2. The first source raises concerns about the role of parliament in medical
decisions. What insights can we gain about how people in the later nineteenth
century viewed the authority and power of the British state, particularly in relation to
public health mandates?

3. How do the opinions expressed in the extracts compare to modern day debates
surrounding vaccination?

SOURCE TWO—PLAGUE
Source Intro

A Directory for the Poor Against the Plague and Infectious Diseases was written
by Rodger Dixon and published on 16 June 1665, at the start of what is known as
“The Great Plague of London”. The broadsheet is a public health guide aimed at
assisting the poor in protecting themselves against plague. It opens with a preface,
highlighting the author’s Christian duty to share this advice for the “common good”.

Source
A Directory for the Poor Against the Plague and Infectious Diseases, 1665.

PRO 30/24/4/140, The National Archives, image 1.
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The Bock-feller tothe Reader. A
Tnce the Author of his frudions cae for the Tommon .
prefervaiion hath freely beftow’d thisDire@ory amon gtk Y.Dﬂ'e&a}_‘y ﬁr tbe P 0 0 R,

us,in Chrift'an Charity affaring my felf I cannot doa better ¢

Cffice, I havefreely given the charge of Paper and Princ- Againﬂ; the Plague’ and Infecti-
ing of this publication ; not dovbting but all will reap the ous Difeaf
benefic thereof, in the time of this Vilication. Whichis cales,
the prayer of The. Rodkes, by
Ecom the Sign of ihe Holy Lamb and Inck botcle,ar the .
Eaft «nd of 8t. Pauls Church, 15 fwte 165, Pl‘“{ﬂdeﬁ?r the Comrron gaoc[,

Inceit hath pleafed Ged to beltow a fmall Talencupon me, Chriftianity obliges e naot to hide icin

a Napkin, bu frecly co beftow it upon my feliow Chriftians, who are nGeable to puichate ihe advice of
thofe, who will communicate noching gratiss  There'ore , that every one may Know how (o prepare for
themfelyes that means of prefervation which God hach given us,and the diGtaces of Nacuse PrOMpLS -
very one rtofcek after, 1have here publithed fuch Remedier, a3, being timely ufed, wisi prefeive Sl on
as God hath appointed for life, And (uch as are not ableto make it themfelver, chough the cha: ge be very
fmall, 1hope Chriftian charity will move their Ndighbeurs of more ability o pn,vi{!e it for [z;,»m, and
not fuffer them to perith for waut, and thereby endanger not only u preacer calamity, but draw down a
juft Jodgmenc upon themfelves.

TheCordial Antidote againftthe Plague,

Take Sage, Rute, of cach one hundfuly M. fferwort 103t Butter-bar rooty dxgelica roots, and Z dnary of
cach balfan cunce, Virginia Swake-root a quarter of an ouncey Safrin 10 grains, Coniza yervi a diam (as
tbe Herb: i ps and Dragiters you -y havethem all) Maligs Wine a quate, bruife the herbs, and peanditie
roats, and put chem in a Pipkin clofe covered,and fct it ¢o the five, and levic land hor, but nod boil, tos
the fpace of an hour or bettery then ftrainitour, and gutin a q.alter of en vur ce ot Mibridae and
as much Pewice Treacle,which diffolve in ic, Take hereof Lalt a Spooufull every Morning fist, and e
Nighelaft, fcr prefervaiony buc if onebe taken fick, then It them drick a quaster ot a piar, 2nd cover
them to {weac. This Drink will powerfully fortifie the Vitals, and by (weat thiow out the Aa/igniry of b
diftemper. If you (ee thac che paity fweat not encugh, you may give a8 much more ; ana fo y..uéimy cake y
larger quanticy then before is preteribed for Prevention, asyou fee caufe, and the Conkitution requirer,

A Drink, for all Malignant Feavers,

1 recommnsend unto you a Poffic drink to drink after ir, wherewich I have cored many hundreds, in che
time of the laceunhappy Wars, of defperate Feavers ( Coufin German to the Plagse ) which wasiben an
Epidewmical Difeale, and ufed no other Medecine.

Take Carduses Benedittus,Scabious and Butter-bur roots,and boil them in poffet drink,and let chem drir k
largely of it ;_and be not too {paring of your ingredienis, for they are eafic enough to be had,

Tc may be Obje&ed, That ic will be (o bitter you capnot drinkit: To remedy that, boil it in che mi k
ficlt, and the longer it boils che lefle bitter ic will be; and when the bitcernefle is gone, ftrain ir, and fee ic
on the fireagain,and when it boils putin your diink, and letit fand to reife the cu:d, which take off,

This Poflet drink bach ftayed violint Vomitings and Loofene(s : by drinking largely ot ic many have been
cared in 2.4 boure, when nothing buc Death hach been expedtd.

An ourward Application for the Pligue,

1 will likewife give you an outward Medicinesas gcod as yeu thall find in any fort compofed, which yc g
may malse your felves. Take Bay falcif you can getir,and pound it {malland barniit in a Fire—{hevzlyxm
iz leave crackling ; it youcannot ger Bay (alr, take White falt and powder it very fine, then take Cafliie
fopeylice itrhin, and pound itin a Morter 3 add toic as much oil of Lillyes as will make ic fofcto sn
Ointmenr, then take two parts ot Sope, and one of Figs,and oneof Salt, and anocher of Mishridate
mix them together, .

This will not deceive youin your cxpeation, forit will break any Peffilential Bubo, or Swelling, end
turn cut a Catbuncle, and firongly draws cut the Malignity; and makes it fit ro be cured by any ord}mr
Medicine, Y

1 weuld admonifh all, not to {uffer any thirft in any of thofe thatare fick, but forbid fmall and cold
drink; but ler them drink Beerof a reaforable ftreng:h, heated as hoe as they can drick irythe bote rche
bettersand fuch as can attain unto it, may woderately drink fragrant generous Wine, and Cordial Waters.

Thereisone main caufe of Difeafes, by which many people are (poiled, and all are in danger to be in-
fe@ed with fome foul difemper or another, Nay, thereis nonein fafety, buc his Life, or at leaft Healch is
in danger of it,from bim that fittech on the Throne,to bim that grindeth ae the Mill, and thac is the Frrch-
¢rs in blowing of their Meat, when nothing is moreufual then for finkirg fellows to blow op the meac wicly
theic filthy Pockey, Stinking, Pmirificd Breath, whereby they putrifie the flelh; and thereby are unknown Di -
feafes communicated to the people, whichisthe caufe of io many cslamitous and ftrangediftenpers, ¢
were cherefore heartily co bewifhed,that the Right Horourable , the Lord Aaior and the 1. ft of the Magi-
{tcates were well informed hereof, that by their pious care the Laws made again® chefe Pefblere Offend s
were duly put in execution s which would conduce mugh to the Healthand fafery of the People, which
God preferve. ; %

Erom miy Hosfe in Water-lane near

the Cuftowse-lo ufe,16 June, 1665 i R oger Di."‘CO”,A

53 i
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Questions for Discussion

1. How does Dixon integrate Christianity into his medical advice? What specific
actions does he suggest that reflect religious beliefs of the time?

2. Evaluate the effectiveness of the language used in this document as a public
health communication tool. How might it have influenced the behaviour of its
intended audience? Consider the document’s accessibility.

3. How do the experiences and challenges faced by the poor during the 1665
plague compare to those faced by economically disadvantaged communities
during the recent COVID-19 pandemic? Consider factors such as access to
healthcare, public health measures, morality, and the role of the state.

SOURCE THREE—CHOLERA
Source Intro

The first cholera pandemic began in Bengal and spread across India between 1817
and 1824. It caused the death of hundreds of thousands of Indians and many British
troops. This outbreak spread as far as China, Japan, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, and
Thailand. Due to the expansion of trade routes, the second outbreak, which began
in 1826, reached Great Britain, Europe, and the Americas.

Despite key developments in British understandings of sanitation, hygiene, and
disease transmission, cholera was frequently referred to as “Asiatic Cholera” or “the
Indian Cholera”. Often, many blamed the subcontinent for the onset of the disease.
The extract below is drawn from correspondence between the sanitary reformer,
John Sunderland, and the famous nurse, Florence Nightingale, which they engaged
in between 1865—-1867. The first extract, written by Nightingale, stresses the critical
importance of addressing sanitary conditions in India.

Source

Correspondence between John Sunderland and Florence Nightingale, 1865-1867.
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MS 45752 (Vol. XIV), British Library, images 10-13.
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Questions for Discussion

1. What does this extract reveal about the priorities of the British colonial
administration in India in relation to public health and sanitation?

2. How does this extract reflect Victorian notions of “cleanliness”? Consider the
tone and language used in the document.

3. Discuss how the perception of certain regions or populations as “hotbeds of
epidemics” can contribute to xenophobic attitudes and discriminatory practices.

SOURCE FOUR—INFLUENZA
Source Intro

Occurring against the backdrop of the latter stages and aftermath of the First World
War, the influenza pandemic of 1918-1920 is believed to have killed an estimated 50
million people, in comparison to the estimated 16 million that died as a result of the
Great War.

Due to the ongoing conflict, “flu” quickly became a global disaster. The movement
of troops across continents, crowded military camps, and poor living conditions in
the trenches created an environment ripe for the transmission of the disease. The
high death toll and widespread illness overwhelmed healthcare systems.

Below are four letters penned in 1918 and sent to the Ministry of National Service,
the Local Government Board, and the Medical Department of the War Office.
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The first letter was written by the Urban District Council of Ardsley on 7 November
1918. The second is a follow-up letter, written on 16 December 1918. The third
letter was written by the Northumberland Miners’ Mutual Confidence Association
on 6 November 1918. This letter addresses issues in the Haltwhistle district. The
fourth letter, written on 16 November 1918, is from the Public Health and Housing
Department. The letter addresses issues in Birmingham.

Source

Ministry of National Service Suggestions to Demobilise General Practitioners
Serving in the Forces, 1918.

NATS 1/849, The National Archives, images 57-58, 20-21, 54, 45.
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Letter One:

L3

Tereprone 25.

® 0O Wrhan Diggeirr Cownril o edgley, Gast & West.

// ;7///‘/'// ////////
AC/WJIR/LH. o o/n/it //,/7

/

Vo Soeas

EDWIN H.MIDDNE 7tk November //// 8.

SOLICITOR & E

sir, Release: of Medical Practitioner from the Army.

I to-dsy wired you as follows:-

"Have been instructed to press strongly for the

"immediate release of Lr. kwing now &t Scarborough. He is

"iedical O0fficer of Health of Ardsley East and West Urban

mpistrict. Only one doctor in the district to deal with

"medicel work and serious epidemic of influenza. Letter

“following."

I em instructed by my Council to make strong and urgent
representetions to you for the immediste release from the Colours
for civilian practice of Dr. Basil, G. Ewing now stationed at

#
Scarborough.

Dr. Ewing is the Medical vufficer of nealth for the urban
pistrict and is also the surgeon for the locel Miners' Association.
He has been in the Army for three years and his public and private
practices have been carried on mainly by Dr. J. J. Jackson who is
the Medical 0fficer of Health for two adjoining large districts

lerge
and hospitals in addition to having aAprivate practice. There
is no doubt that the district has been for & long time past
deprived of the minimum amount of medical service necessary in
normel times but now with the serious epidemic of influenza

prevailing, the position is most acute.

.
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immediately, and

ronvenience so that

Aucklend Geddes,
ister of National Service,
Q w
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Letter Two:

TeLernone 25

® Wrban Bigtrict Cannril of Ardsley, Gust & West.

/ /47(/// /49;1

M4, 4“7%/ y.

AC/WJR/IH.

yit //1r//

Your ref. M4/2279. 7;
4 t/ufig,

EDW'N H.MIDDLEBROOK,

SOLICITOR & CLERK.

4th December, AL

sir,
Release of Medical Practitioner from the Army.
Dr. B. G. Ewing, Medical Officer for Ardsley E. and W.
Urban Distriet Counecil.

Referring to my letter to you of the 7th November last &nd
your letter of the 11th November with reference to the release
of Dr. Ewing, I beg to inform you that the doctor is now over
on & month's leave which expires on the 16th inst. and unless he
receives further instructions he will have to report at
3carborough on that day.

The position is if anything worse in the district than it was
at the date of my last letter sméDr. J. J. Jackson, the only other
medical practitioner in the district, has had a serious breskdown
so that now Dr. Ewing is the only doctor left in the:idistriet,
which is, as I said previously, an industrial distriect with an
acreage of 4,017 acres.

o do the work satisfactorily and expeditiously the doctor
requires a motor-car but of course he cannot be expected to
obtain one if he has to re-join the Colours at an early date,

and the same thing spplies to providing a stock of drugs.
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stminster,
London B. W.
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Letter Three:

10%946/1)918. / (/0 F‘J/
Copy k-« !
-

,’ Yorthumberland Miners Mutual Confident\Association.
Burt Hall, S~——

Newcastle-on=Tyne.

(address) 3, Scotsfield Terrace,
Hal twhistle.
6th Yovember, 1918.
gir,

Or behalf of the Miners of Plenmellor and South
Tyne Collieries we beg to call your attention to the
inadequate Medical attendance in this (Haltwhistle) district.
The pepulation in this district is over £,000 and is
largely made up of Miners, Quarrymen, Agricultural Labourers
etc. Prior to the war we had 3 doctors residing in
Haltwhistle, i.e. Dr. Williams, Dr. Glasse, and Dr. Stone=
house. Dr. Glasse is at present serving with His Majesty's
Forces and Dr. Stonehouse who served for a time with the
Forces is suffering from illhealth and camnot attend his
work with any degree of certainty. Such being the case
we are at the present time practically dependent upon Dr.
Williams who (whilst doing his best) cannot be expected to
cope with the situation. We have many cases of Influenza
in the digtrict. This together with the fact that accidents
in the lines are occurring frequently which need medical
attention places us in a very serious position indeed. We
have done our best (owing to the demand for Doctors in the
Army) to cope with the situation but our Workmen feel that
the position is now so serious that we ask you to take
action with a view to having Dr. Glasse back or at least
to grant us a better medical service. Nothing but dire
necessity would have made us write you on the matter but
knowing the great need there is for Coal and therefore, the
liiners health should be looked after we respectfully sugzest
that you would give the matter your favourabvle consideration
at once. We beg that the matter may have your immediate
attention as it is we beg to assure you altogether serious.

Thanking you ip anticipation,
Your obedient Servant.
Op behalf of the Miners
(sgd) Robert J.Taylor CC.
Al fred Makepeace.
Wilfred Young
Jonathan Bell
Geo. W. Shield, J.P.

P.S. Will you kindly reply to Geo. W. shield,
E:f e%d Terrace,
histle.
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Letter Four:

104,9?3 M.?. 1918. PUBLIC HEALTH and HOUSING DEPARTMENT,
Copy

'

The Council House,
Birmingham.
16th November, 1918.

Shortage of Doctors in Birmingham.

N

I have been asked by the Public Health Committee
to approach you with a view to your taking steps to
liberate as a matter of great urgency certain general
practitioners for work in Birmingham during the continuance
of the Influenza epidemic. At the present time the short-
age of doctors is so great that those here at present
cannot undertake the work. I have heard of many cases in
which doctore cannot be obtained at all in seriocus illness,
and I know that there are many patients who are getting
insufficient attendance by reason of their medical men
being grosely overworked. The number of cases of Pneumonia
in Birmingham in a dying condition is large. During the
past four weeks we have had nearly four hundred deaths,
and therefore, the Public Health Committee think that if
some of the general practitioners could be liberated, if
only on temporary furlough for the purpose, the situation
would be met. If this could be done I would be very glad
to ask the Local War (Medical) Committee to obtain the
loan of those most urgently wanted.

. If I can give you any further information, I shall
be very pleased to do so.

I am sending a similar letter to the Central War
(Medical) Committee and to the Medical Department of the

War Office.
Yours faithfully,

(Sgd) John Robertson.

The Seeretary;
The Local Government Board,
Whitehall, London, S.W. 1.

BRITISH ONLINE
ARCHIVES

24




Pandemics, Society, and Public Health, 1517-1925

Questions for Discussion

1.

How did the shortage of medical professionals affect public health responses in
different districts?

Analyse the relationship between the war and the handling of the influenza
pandemic.

Consider the response to the influenza pandemic as outlined in this
correspondence. Compare this to more recent public health crises. What lessons
can be learnt?

Questions for General Discussion

1.

How successful do you think government efforts were in terms of managing the
pandemics considered throughout this exercise?

How did social and cultural attitudes, as well as religious belief, influence public
health measures and the spread of these diseases?

To what extent have pandemics acted as catalysts for broader social, political,
and scientific change in Britain?

What similarities can be identified between responses to COVID-19 and those
generated by previous pandemics (plague, smallpox, cholera, and influenza)?

To what extent do the media and the government create moral panics during
public health crises?

Visit Collection [
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About British Online Archives

British Online Archives (BOA) is one of the UK’s leading academic publishers

and online repositories. Hosting over five million records, carefully sourced from
private and public archives, such as The National Archives (UK) and British Library,
BOA's specially curated primary source collections cover over 500 years of world
history. They boast extensive documentation from across the globe, providing
invaluable source material for students and researchers working within a wide
range of scholarly disciplines, including history, politics, sociology, and internation-
al relations. Our unique digital holdings offer insights into global historical events
and trends, typically through a British lens. They serve to broaden our under-
standing of history, and help us to make sense of contemporary social, cultural,

Related Collections:

BOA's primary source collections are organised thematically so as to enhance
user experience and boost discoverability. Via careful reflection on our archival
holdings, and in dialogue with scholars, we have grouped our collections under
eleven key historical themes.

Pandemics, Society, and Public Health, 1517-1925 falls under the broad themes
of “Medicine” and “Science and Technology”.

You can explore related collections, such as Essays and Dissertations of the
Scottish Royal Medical Society, 1751-1801 and Records from Bethlem Royal Hos-
pital, 1559-1932, by scanning the QR code.
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