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THE SPANISH FLU IN VANCOUVER’S JAPANESE COMMUNITY
As told by a survivor of the Pandemic, October 13, 1958
Anonymous

I

n mid-October of 1918, a terrible influenza epidemic arrived in Canada from the battlefields of World War I
in Europe. It was called the Spanish Flu.

The Spanish flu spread to Vancouver, British Columbia, where many Japanese immigrants lived.1 Public
schools and churches were forced to close to prevent the flu from spreading. Many patients could not stay in
hospitals, as many doctors and nurses had been sent to work at the battlefields.
A Japanese pastor from the Methodist church, Mr. Masamitsu Akagawa, and a missionary from his church,
took the initiative to tackle the epidemic. Mr. Akagawa said, “The first Japanese patient was Akio Iwatsuru. He
was a Japanese student and a Christian”.
It was terrible and sad to see so many patients unable to get treatment and dying.
Mr. Akagawa visited the Japanese Consulate for some help and advice. He and Mr. Ukita, the Consul, arranged
for a special hospital to be set up for Japanese patients. They obtained permission to use Strathcona Public
School as a temporary hospital. Many issei and nisei [first and second generation immigrants] had studied at
the school.
There were four main doctors: Dr.
Shimotakahara, Dr. Takahashi, Dr.
Ishiwara, and Dr. Kinoshita. They
worked very hard on behalf of their
patients.
Fortunately, Mrs. Akagawa was an
experienced nurse. She devoted
herself to taking care of patients.
She worked with Mrs. Nakano, who
was married to a pastor, and Mrs.
Higashi, who was from the Japanese
Red Cross. One of the nurses was
the daughter of Dr. Watanabe.
Although more and more patients
arrived at the hospital, few nurses
applied for the work. They feared
getting infected.
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Volunteers from the Temporary Spanish Flu Hospital at Strathcona School,
Vancouver, in 1918. This hospital was set up on October 19, 1918 and was closed on
November 11, 1918.

The term “Nikkei”, as used in the title Nikkei Surivor, refers to a Japanese emigrant or a person of Japanese heritage.
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We saw Mr. and Mrs. Akagawa working very
hard. As healthy people, we felt we should
do something to help them. Although we
and other friends from church discussed
what we should do, we did not have any good
ideas. Some of us said that we should not
risk becoming infected. Others said we could
help the Akagawas by giving them things
they needed without directly contacting the
patients.

Members of the Womens’ Missionary Society, Powell Street Methodist
Church, Vancouver, between 1922 and 1924. Several of the women in
this photograph had worked in the 1918 Spanish flu clinic that was set up
in Strathcona School.

My husband went to the hospital. He wanted
to help the patients, but Mrs. Akagawa said,
“We prefer women, not men, as nurses”.
The next day, I applied for the work. After
learning that I applied, two church friends
also applied. I was very glad.

One of us worked in the kitchen, and the other two worked in patients’ rooms. We worked very hard under
Mrs. Akagawa’s supervision.
However, we were not prepared for such an experience. We worked a 12-hour shift from 7:00 a.m. to 7:00
p.m., with an hour for lunchtime. It was hard work.
I had never seen a dead body before I worked in the hospital, but there I saw many bodies every day. The
funeral parlor was too busy to remove the bodies immediately, so the bodies were left on the beds. I was
initially shocked to see so many of them. As I worked every day, I got used to seeing them.
The room I worked in had about eight middle-aged patients. One of them had a high fever and talked constantly
about her children. Another woman tried to leave the room. I had to supervise her. I also talked with other
patients who had high fevers.
One day Mr. and Mrs. Taira entered the hospital with their child. They did not appear to be ill. Mrs. Taira was
three months pregnant at the time. Most patients in the early stages of pregnancy did not survive. Mrs. Taira
and her husband died three days after arriving. Their child was orphaned. Some staff members looked after
the child, in particular a man who had returned from the war. He always carried the child on his back while
working. One elderly woman was very kind and said, “Because I have enough money, please look after the
child, no matter the cost.” I could not forget her kindness.
A patient gave birth to a baby while staying in the hospital. Mrs. Tateishi helped with the delivery. 2
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Mrs. Tateishi was a midwife who delivered all but one of the author’s children, who were born at home.
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I felt very tired for a few days. Normally because I started work early in the morning, I had a good appetite by
lunchtime. However, one day I did not feel like eating lunch. I asked Mr. Fujita to take my place, and went home
to rest.
I completely forgot that we had been told that if we felt ill, we should not go home, but stay in the hospital.
I went home because I was concerned about my children. While in bed at home, I began to worry that I was
infected.
I telephoned some doctors, but could not reach them. After waiting until the morning, I saw Dr. Takahara and
learned I was indeed infected. He admonished me for not following the doctors’ advice.
The ambulance came to my house and took me to the hospital. I had a high fever at the time. My oldest child
cried when he heard that anyone who was taken to hospital by ambulance died.
My husband also developed the flu and came to the hospital with our 18-month-old son. Fortunately, they
were able to leave the hospital after a few days. I learned this later.
I was overwhelmed when I saw my father standing at the hospital gate, wearing fine clothing. I spoke to him
in my dream.
The flu gradually subsided, but my high fever continued. Four doctors lost hope and gave up on me. I was told
I was going to die. Many patients visited me after learning I was not going to live much longer.
Doctors wanted to keep me in quarantine in a different hospital because my condition was very serious.
However, my fever suddenly disappeared. The doctors thought it was a miracle.
They decided to let me remain in the hospital and hoped I would recover soon. I learned this later and I
appreciated their work on my behalf.
The hospital became quiet after many patients recovered and left. Few doctors and nurses remained working
there. On the last day, another patient, Mrs. Hokkyo, had a bad cough, and I was asked if she could stay in my
room. We were the last two patients.
Mrs. Hokkyo kept calling the staff, but nobody came to our room. She began to cry. Three staff members
were in the office, but the office was very far from our room. I felt sorry for her, so I got out of bed and crawled
all the way to the office. When I returned to the room, I tried to get on my bed, but fell off.
I later learned the reason why no one came to our room. Later that night, it became very noisy outside. News
from the battlefield often came to the hospital, and the three staff members were excited to hear the news
about the end of the war. Many people were honking their car horns and making celebratory noises.
I was allowed to return home on that exciting day. I was in a car decorated with flags from different countries.
It was November 11, 1918, an historic day for not only the world but also for me.
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As I had been about to die three days before, it felt strange to be alive. At the same time, I felt very sorry for
many friends who had lost their lives to the Spanish flu.
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