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THE GEOGRAPHY OF THE SPANISH FLU
Nina Murray

Topic/Title
The Geography of the Spanish Flu: Past to present: Demography

Grade Level
9/10, 11/12 as a current event

Themes


Canada & the Global Community



Interrelationships



Environment



Exploration & Geography



First Nations, Inuit & Metis



Industry, Invention & Technology

Subject Area
Social Studies/ Geography

Lesson Overview
Past to present, demography – students will compare the past to present demographic patterns of Canada,
and use Spanish flu casualty statistics to project the demographic impact of this event today.

Time Required
60 minutes

Geography Thinking Concept(s)
Spatial Significance, Patterns and Trends, Geographic Perspective

Learning Outcomes
Use the geographic inquiry process and concepts of geographic thinking when investigating issues relating
to Canadian geography


Evaluate and synthesize findings to formulate conclusions/make predictions about the issues they
are investigating

© Defining Moments Canada 2018. All rights reserved.

Lesson Plan
DefiningMomentsCanada.ca



Changing Populations - analyse selected national and global population issues and their implications
for Canada



What will the demographic impact be to communities in Canada if a resurgence of the Spanish
Flu of 1918 occurs today?

Student will:


Using the geographic inquiry process, students will research the casualty statistics of the Spanish
flu from countries around the world and synthesis them into a map to communicate the pattern of
the pandemic. Students will then make conclusions about the demographic pattern of the Spanish
flu.

Background Information
The Spanish flu pandemic killed 30,000 to 50,000 Canadians in 3 waves when Canada’s population was
only 8 million (1918-1919). This strain of flu had a unique demographic impact, targeting all age groups,
including healthy adults; a cohort usually safe from influenza. The impact of this event today would be even
more catastrophic due to easier human movement, and a much larger population.

The Lesson Activity:
Activating
10-15 minutes


Start with a discussion question for the class: What are the leading causes of death for Canadians
today?



Use a Think, share and pair strategy for this discussion question:
»» Think: students “think” about the discussion question and make some notes on their own.
»» Pair: each student should share their answers with another student or a small group.
»» Share: the pairs/small groups share their thinking with the teacher for a whole-class discussion.
Record these answers on the board/chart paper



As a class, try to rank the top 5 causes of death.



Compare these brainstormed rankings to the graph from the Canadian Cancer Society and discuss
the differences in perception.



Ask the class if they think these causes of death were different one hundred years (1917-1918).
Show the “Defining Moments Canada” video clip.
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Acquiring
 20-30 minutes
 After the discussion, introduce the 			
demographic activity for Canada. Students 		
will look at death statistics from the Spanish 		
flu in a 8 million 1918 Canada, and project 		
the impact for a 35 million, 2016 Canada 		
(latest census population data).
 Complete the Demographic of the Spanish 		
Flu for Canada activity (reading and activity 		
sheet, appendix 1 & 2).

Applying
 10-15 minutes
 Discuss the activity sheet and statistics.


Discuss the class’s choice for mapping the data. Show some other examples of maps representing
numbers (examples below). Based on these examples, what is the clearest way to map statistics?
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Big Idea Discussion:
What would the total impact of the Spanish Flu be in Canada today based on the high and low global death
toll figures?”


Are these numbers realistic in a 100 year “more mature” Canada - why/why not?



Why might the flu not be quite as deadly today?



What has changed in the world that could increase the spread of the flu in modern Canada?

Materials/Resources
Canadian Death Statistics
Defining Moments background video on the Spanish Flu & Canada
Profiling a Pandemic, Svenn-Erik Mamelund
For further research on the impact of the Pandemic, read H1Nwhat? Making Sense of the Virology,
by Matthew S. Miller, PhD, Michael G DeGroote Centre for Infectious Disease Research, McMaster
Immunology Research Centre, Department of Biochemistry and Biomedical Sciences, McMaster University.

References
Population Data from Statistics Canada

© Defining Moments Canada 2018. All rights reserved.

4

Lesson Plan
DefiningMomentsCanada.ca

Appendix 1: Reading
Demographics of the Spanish Flu in Canada: Reading
Canada lost between 30,000 and 50,000. Fourteen thousand perished in Quebec. In Montreal, the demand for
transporting coffins was so great that trolley cars had to be converted to hearses which could carry ten coffins
at a time. Eight cabinet-makers worked around the clock in Hamilton, Ontario, to keep up with the demand for
coffins. Undertakers would take one casket to the cemetery and would hurry back to the church to pick up the
next. In Toronto, funerals were allowed on Sunday; white hearses for children became a common sight. So too
were sashes on doorways: a white sash for a child; grey for a middle-aged person; and purple for a senior citizen.
(Source: The Globe & Mail “Hunting the 1918 Flu” by Dr. Duncan).
In Ontario, 300,000 cases and 8,705 deaths were recorded. In Canada, which then had a population of 8 million,
as many as 50,000 died. In Ontario, 300,000 cases and 8,705 deaths were recorded. We now tend to think of
the young and the elderly as being most at risk, but most of those who died during the Spanish flu epidemic were
between the ages of 20 and 40 — the same demographic already decimated by the First World War. Various
factors made it easy for the virus to spread in Ontario during the fall of 1918. The war effort had depleted medical
and nursing staff across the province. Heating coal was scarce, which was a problem in areas where September
had been cold and damp. And returning troops brought with them more than horror stories of European
battlefields and trench warfare — they also brought back the flu. (Source TVO, When the Spanish Flu came to
Canada)
The spread of the infection included urban areas and even the most remote communities. Canada had a
population of about 8.7 million in 1918, based on data from the 1921 census. The death rate from Spanish flu was
therefore about 4.5% of the population. More than 1000 people died in Toronto alone, with a total of 8700 deaths
in Ontario. There were 4000 deaths in both Alberta and Manitoba and 5000 in Saskatchewan. Some aboriginal
communities lost almost the entire population to the illness. (Source: The Canadian Encyclopedia “Pandemic”)
It’s thought that roughly 2.5 percent of people who caught the flu died from it – an extraordinarily high rate for
influenza. But the toll was substantially worse among certain groups – pregnant women, aboriginals and young,
previously healthy adults.In remote communities in the U.S. and Canadian North, the devastation reached
apocalyptic levels. According to Eileen Pettigrew’s “The Silent Enemy: Canada and the Deadly Flu of 1918,” only
70 people of 220 survived in the Labrador town of Hebron. At Okak, also on the Labrador coast, 207 of 266
people died. The survivors, who later abandoned the site, fought to keep starving sled dogs from devouring
corpses. In the Western Arctic and northern British Columbia, First Nations and Inuit communities were also
ravaged. “But the death rates (in aboriginal communities) were... I think about seven times the rates for nonaboriginal for British Columbia as a whole.”
Kelm, a professor at Simon Fraser University in Burnaby, says high rates of tuberculosis may have made
aboriginal people more vulnerable to the viral assault. And there is evidence that some of the young children who
died didn’t succumb to flu, but to neglect. There were no adults to care for them. (Source: The Toronto Star “The
Spanish Flu killed millions, but few remember” by Helen Branswell)
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Appendix 2: Student Activity
Demographics of the Spanish Flu in Canada
Part A: THE PAST
Using the article, complete the chart outlining the death rates for the Spanish Flu by province/grouping.
Province/Group

Population in 1918
(1921 census statistics)

Total number that died from
the Spanish Flu

Canada - total
Quebec

2,361,199

Ontario

2,933,662

Alberta

588,454

Manitoba

610,118

Saskatchewan

757,510

First Nations

2. What cohorts (age groups/gender groups/ethnic backgrounds) were affected the most by the Spanish
Flu. Why was this considered to be abnormal?

3. Summarize the impact to remote and aboriginal communities. Identify any reasons suggested for this
impact.
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Part B: THE PRESENT
Even though some provinces/cohorts were affected more than others, for the purpose of this activity, the
overall global death rate of between 2.8% - 5.7% will be used (MaMelund, 2017).
1. Complete the calculations using the formulas for the chart.

2016 Population
(census)

British Columbia

4,113,487

Alberta

3,290,350

Saskatchewan

968,157

Manitoba

1,148,401

Ontario

13,448,494

Quebec

8,164,361

Nova Scotia

923,598

Newfoundland & Labrador

519,716

PEI

142,907

New Brunswick

747,101

Yukon

30,372

Northwest Territories

41,464

Nunavut

29,474
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extreme low 2.8%

(population divided by 100,
multiplied by 2.8)

Calculate Death toll:
extreme high: 5.7%

(population divided by 100,
multiplied by 5.7)

7

Lesson Plan
DefiningMomentsCanada.ca

2. Decide how to map the death toll information on the map below, and then map it.

3. Justify your mapping technique - why did you choose to map the data that way that you did? How does
this make the map easily readable?

4. Summarize the impact of the past to the present for Canada and the Spanish Flu (compare the data from
the entire activity). Is this completely realistic based on the reading from the past? Why/why not?
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