
The 1919 influenza outbreak in Whitehorse, then known  

as the Shire of Nunawading 

 

In the latter half of 1918, health au-
thorities became aware of the world-
wide spread of what was termed 
Spanish Influenza.  In Victoria, the 
Public Health Department com-
menced issuing circulars to munici-
pal councils in October, initially ex-
plaining what had happened so far. 

 

The Department subsequently set out 
various instructions that Councils 
were to follow in the event of an out-
break of the disease in Victoria.  One 
circular included instructions and a 
diagram of how to set up Inhalation 
Chambers, to enable disinfection of 
people’s nose and mouth cavities.   

 

 

 

 

 

Circular from the Public Health Department 



Another Government memo 
to all Councils was a request 
to prepare details of local 
buildings that could be used 
as a temporary hospital to 
house the influenza patients, 
compile a list of equipment 
that would be needed for the 
hospitals, and organize volun-
teer nurses and ambulances.  
As Doncaster Council wrote 
to the Shire however: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The newly built Mont Albert Primary 
School was selected as a suitable site for 
a local hospital to house influenza  
patients, and Education Department  
approval was granted. 



In late November 1918 the Shire Secretary reported to the Council that 2,000 copies of the Health 
Department material had been distributed through the schools.  In December the Health Officer, Dr 
Alfred Vaughan, advised 
Council to apply for the 
’special influenza vaccine’ 
that the government was 
making available to all 
Councils.   

In March 1919 the State gov-
ernment lifted restrictions, 
believing that the pandemic 
had run its course.  This was 
a premature move, as cases 
subsequently increased. 

 

 

 

 

In April 1919 the Health De-
partment requested Councils 
to provide particulars of the 
number of influenza inocula-
tions [vaccinations] that had 
taken place in their munici-
pality.  The Health Officer 
reported that he had inocu-
lated 689 people. 

 

 

 

 

Another Circular required Councils to send daily lists to the Public Health Department, giving de-
tails of the name, age, sex and address of every person diagnosed with influenza.  A system was 
already in place for local doctors to advise Council when an infectious disease was diagnosed, and 
Councils were to use a similar arrangement to compile the lists for the Health Department.  Some 
lists sent in by doctors were barely decipherable: 



In May 1919 the Department finally issued a special form that doctors should use when reporting 
an influenza case:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the same month, the Department suggested that Councils should set up citizens committees to 
prepare for any worsening of the outbreak.   



An Influenza Committee was set up, consisting of Councillors Garrett, Young, Blood and  
Husband, who held one meeting. 

 

 



In July 1919 William Webster, Head Teacher at Mitcham State School reported that there were 
‘only 54 pupils at school out of 180’ while the Head Teacher at Vermont State School reported 
similar poor figures, ‘77 out of 151 on the roll’. 

 

The images, and source of the information above, is Council correspondence, held at the Public 
Record Office, and researched by Society secretary Helen Harris OAM in 2019.  The correspond-
ence also contains the original forms and lists completed by doctors, and digital images have been 
made of all of them.  An alphabetical list has been compiled of details of 372 people and is availa-
ble online under the Search our Collections tag.  From the list it can be seen that 23 boys and two 
staff from the Salvation Army Home came down with the disease, and that a returned soldier, Pri-
vate Sloan, infected five members of his family when he visited the family home in Mersey Street, 
Box Hill.  The worst affected family seems to have been that of Fankhauser, whose seven mem-
bers were diagnosed with influenza.   

 

At the end of the year, the Health Officer, Dr Alfred Vaughan, completed his usual annual report.  
He made the following comments regarding the local influenza outbreak: 

 

‘In common with the rest of the State, the epidemic of Influenza occurred 
in a     severe form throughout the year and 14 deaths were recorded in the 
Shire from this cause.’  

 

Documentation exists for five of those deaths: 

Alexander BELL, 50 years, 204 Elgar Road Box Hill  

Cecilia Kate M. FORRESTER, 40 years, 15 Russell Street Surrey Hills 

Margaret KENYON, 28 years, c/- Mrs Treverson, Haines Street Mitcham 

Mrs  MERRETT [Jnr], no age given, Springvale Road Nunawading 

Frederick STARLING, 29 years, 68 Carrington Road Box Hill 

    


