
War and Influenza- A Perfect Storm  



We began by asking if there were any connections between World War 1 and the Influenza Pandemic of 

1918/19? We wanted to look at this question in relation to the world, Ireland, Kildare and Celbridge. Did 

the War play a part in spreading the disease? Why was Kildare so badly affected? Were there families 

caught up in both tragedies? Were poor people more at risk of dying? 

Before the war even ended some governments were planning on how to deal with the plague that 

would probably follow.  The headline in Wexford’s  People was “a plague of some kind follows all great 

wars”.[1] It is thought that the flu originated from an army camp in Texas although there were reports 

of an outbreak in France in 1916. Thousands of American troops were being sent to war on big ships 

causing the flu to spread to Europe. Soon there were more deaths from flu than combat .[2] By 

June/July 1918, 20% of German troops were laid up with the flu and ½ of American casualties were flu 

victims.[3] The war was a perfect breeding ground for the flu with mass movement of people and 

overcrowded, filthy conditions. Soldiers and their food (poultry and pigs) were often housed close 

together.[4] This caused the disease to spread rapidly. Nobody wanted to reveal the fact that their 

armies were infected with the flu. Irish doctor Kathleen Lynn’s theory was: 

“in France and Flanders the poison matter of millions of unburied bodies is constantly rising up into the 

air which is blowing all over the world with the winds hence the influenza plague is universal.”[5] 

Spain was a neutral country and not censored.  They were free to report on the flu and so it became 

known as the Spanish Flu. There were three waves of the flu between spring 1918, autumn/ winter 1918 

and January /April 1919. It spread around the world.  There were an estimated 50-100 million deaths.  

Ireland  
The first reported case of influenza in Ireland was on the U.S navy ship, the USS Dixie which was docked 

off the coast of Queenstown (Cobh),  Cork, in May 1918.[6] This links the arrival of the flu directly to the 

war. Katie Mc Menamin was a child during the pandemic. She thought that the navy base in Lough Swilly 

was the reason why Donegal had such a high rate of influenza-3rd highest in 1919.[7] 
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Around 800,000 were infected in Ireland and at least 20,000 died with the 2nd and 3rd waves the worst. 

Many doctors and nurses were at the front when the flu struck and as the war ended, civilian hospitals 

filled up with soldiers.    

“Fear of catching the disease lead to hostility towards returning soldiers, who were identified as being 

one of the causes of the disease spreading.”[9] 

Because of the association with soldiers, it became known as the Khaki Flu, Flanders Flu and the War 

Plague. 

Articles in the Derry Journal blamed soldiers: 

“its appearance in some parts of Ireland followed soon upon the return of soldiers.”[10] 

 Dr. Kathleen Lynn, who worked closely with influenza victims, described the front in Flanders as a 

breeding ground for disease calling it a ”Factory of Fever.” She insisted that returning soldiers should be 

quarantined and their uniforms disinfected.[11] 

There were huge protest marches against conscription. A Women’s Day against conscription was held 

9/6/ 1918 and in Dublin alone 40,000 women signed the pledge.[12]  

 In late October the Chief Medical Officer was warning of the dangers of large gatherings.[13] 

 Sadly, people ignored his advice. Large gatherings of people for Armistice Day celebrations probably 

caused the disease to spread.   

Later in 1918 there were more huge rallies countrywide for the election. 

By the time Armistice Day arrived Ireland had another great war on its hands...Influenza! 
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The Irish Times reported: 

“the number of victims continues exceptionally high...Yesterday from early morning to well after midday, 

cortege after  cortege reached Glasnevin cemetery, sometimes as many as three corpse laden hearses 

being seen proceeding up Sackville Street.”[16] 
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Kildare  
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On this map of Kildare we see many British military camps and train stations. These were both big 

factors in the spread of influenza. Kildare had four big military camps, Kildare Military Barrack's 

(artillery), Curragh Camp, Naas Military Barracks (R.D.F depot) and Newbridge Military Barracks 

(cavalry). Firmount  Hospital for wounded soldiers is marked. 

Between 1914 and 1918 Kildare contributed well above the average number of recruits to the British 

Army.[19] 

 



Towards the end of the war the camps in Kildare saw the return of an overwhelming amount of sick 

soldiers. What you need to understand is the fact that most of the soldiers who came home hadn't been 

treated or quarantined.   

The effects of the pandemic on County Kildare were disastrous. In 1918 Kildare suffered the highest 
death rate from influenza per head of population in the entire country. Over 750 men from Kildare sadly 
perished in the war while another 369 people died of the flu. 

The Kildare Observer reported : 

“there was scarcely a family in Naas that had not been afflicted by flu.”[20] 

Nearly 1,200 people from  Kildare died as the result of the war and the flu.[21]  

According to the Irish Independent: 

“In Kildare few families are escaping the epidemic and in Naas it is very virulent and several young 
persons have succumbed. In some cases, entire families have been stricken. Two of the local doctors 
Dr.O’Donal Brown and Dr W.P.Murphy are suffering from it “[22] 

Throughout Kildare, schools, cinemas and other public buildings were closed. It was difficult to find 

doctors to replace those who were ill, and doctors were offered larger fees. [23]  

Half of Kildare’s flu deaths in 1918 occurred in Naas. The Kildare senior football team were beaten in the 

semi-finals of the Leinster Senior Football Championship in Croke Park on 27/10/1918 because they 

were missing some of their best players.[24]  There were power and water shortages in Naas. That made 

it very difficult for people to cook and keep clean.[25] 

 On 2/11/1918 the Kildare Observer published a detailed article about the flu. 

“Naas and district has surely had more than its share of the influenza epidemic.“ 

The article says that the doctors weren’t sure what was happening. It also tells that nearly all the schools 

had been closed. The newspaper urged people to cancel major events and big gatherings. People were 

being advised to bury victims speedily and not to have wakes. We think that must have been very hard 

on the victims’ families. There is an interesting mention of the army at the end of this article.  

“The military authorities have shown a wise and timely discretion in forbidding the troops to frequent 

theatres and other places of amusement.”[26] 

 

 

 

 

 



Celbridge 
According to the Irish Times 290 Celbridge men volunteered to fight for Britain in World War 1.[27]         

Colonel Claude Cane,  wealthy Celbridge land owner, said “Celbridge I am proud to say , has as good a 

record, as any place of its size in the Kingdom.” [28] 

 We think this article from The Leinster Leader  is important  because it tells a lot about Celbridge as the 

war ended, hit by the perfect storm of  war and influenza. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



There were huge losses and sacrifices made by the men and women from Celbridge. It’s no wonder that 
people were celebrating the end of the war in the street. We read also that local man, Arthur Dease, 
was awarded the Croix de Guerre. 

In the same article we read about the sad, tragic story of the Dillon family. Out of a family of eight,  four 
of them died from Influenza. [29]  One of the boys, Michael Dillon, was a pupil in our school. 

Our School 
We started looking through our roll books from 101 years ago and noticed that our school was closed 

for influenza three times. 

1. 14/10/18-18/11/18 

2. 2/12/18-24/12/18 

3. 3/2/19-10/3/19  

 



In our school on 2/9/1918 there were 84 pupils enrolled and by the end of the year on 27/6/1919 there 

were 67 enrolled. The reason for this drastic drop was probably that so many children were hit by 

influenza but it also could have been due to other reasons.  

We also know that 25 boys were struck off the roll.[30] There could be many reasons for this, but we 

know at least 3 boys died because we checked the civil records. 

Those boys were Michael Dillon, Charles Graydon and Henry Duggan. 

Michael was in 3rd Class and 12 years old when he passed due to influenza. His family was one of the 

most affected as all 8 members caught it. Michael, his brother, sister and mother died. This could have 

been because they lived very close to the railway and the canal. We know troops were travelling to 

different army barracks in Kildare. His dad was a labourer. He died on 9/11/1918. 

Charles Graydon was only starting 5thClass when he died aged 13. He lived on English Row where the 

Mill is now. Charles died on 30/10/1918. His father was a soldier and was also named Charles.  

Henry had only reached 1stClass when he died aged 11. He lived in Beatty Park and his father was a 

labourer. He died on 23/3/1919 

The principal of our school was Michael Kevany. His daughter died from Influenza on 25 /11/ 1918 aged 

8. She lived in Main Street, Celbridge. Her older brother was the only boy in 7thClass.[31] 

 Clongowes, the wealthy boarding school, is only a few miles from our school. They also lost 3 boys. 

However they had 300 pupils and a huge staff, so in fact they lost a much lower percentage. This was 

mainly due to the fact they were very well off and had maids and nurses. They also were very smart, as 

they socially distanced the sick. [32] 
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Double tragedies 
The Buckley family had a tragic tale, affected both by war and influenza. 

It starts with Hugh Buckley, who died in the war on 3/11/1914. 

He was in the Connacht Rangers 2nd Batt. He was a private. He is commemorated at the Ypres 

Meningate memorial.[ 34] His brother Peter died from war injuries in 1918. [35] 

Hugh left behind his wife, Mary Buckley (nee Graydon) and daughters, Kathleen and Madeline Rose  

Buckley. We already spoke about Charles Graydon, one of our pupils who died. He was actually Mary’s 

nephew. 

Kathleen and Madeline both died of influenza, on the 9th and 11th February, 1919. 

Before the war she had already lost two children. [36] 

 

 

 
[37] 



 

The Cornallys were another  family affected by both war and influenza. They lived and worked on the 

railway at Hazelhatch. Elizabeth Cornally was married to a soldier, Patrick Cornally. They married on 

12/11/1911. Patrick went to fight in World War 1, he was a private in the Irish Guard’s 1st Batt. He died 

on 12/9/1917. Just a year later, both Elizabeth and her daughter Rose succumbed to influenza. [38] 

 

 

 

Doctor  O’Connor, father of fallen war hero Hugh O’ Connor, was  worried about the filthy streets in 

Celbridge spreading  influenza.  
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The Gogartys  
The Gogarty’s tale shows us that the influenza was not just an epidemic, but a pandemic. 
It all starts on the main street of Celbridge where shopkeeper  Matthew Gogarty in his sixties and his 
son, Michael (39),both died on the 1/12/18. Influenza! [40] 
 
That is not the end of the story though, Michael was a big strong man in his prime (his nickname was the 
Bear) yet he died of influenza! This particular strain of influenza was unusual as it often attacked strong 
young men. 
 
But the tale is not over as in Naas, there was another branch of the family, shopkeeper Michael Gogarty 
and his son, Terence or T.J.Gogarty. The shocking truth is that T.J. died of influenza 24/10 1918. [41] 
T.J.’s elder sister Lillie, who had a hat shop in Montreal ,died of influenza as well, aged 33, a few days 
before her brother in Naas.  
 
Finally, the eldest of Michael’s children May or Sister Veronica (she was a nun) died 17/2/1919 of 
influenza in Belgium.[ 42] 
That ‘s 5 Gogartys who died of influenza, all in different parts of the world and all in the space of a few 
months. 
 

“The strongest man in Celbridge, Gogarty, who used to lift 20 stone bags of 

wheat died..”   
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 Historian Ida Milne interviewed people who were children during the pandemic. She spoke to 

Tommy Christian who was from Ardclough, a neighboring village to Celbridge. Ardclough is beside both 

the railway and the canal. Tommy was 5 in 1918. His father was a cobbler. His whole family caught the 

flu. First they got terrible headaches then sore throats. They couldn’t swallow anything, they had to 

drink liquids such as gruel and Bovril. They couldn’t sleep for 3 weeks. His aunt that looked after him 

when he was sick and gave him a boiling hot cloth around his neck to cure him. The district nurse was 

old and had to travel by bicycle from Celbridge. 

His mother died in 1919 a year after the flu, Tommy felt she never got over it. His father remarried. 

He was taken in by his aunt but his sister got sent to another relative in Clane. His life was never the 

same. Later in life he married the canal barge keeper's daughter and raised a family.  

 

Robert McDowell from Belfast was also 5 in 1918 but from a very different background.  His father was a 

wealthy tea merchant. 

Even though he was only 5 he  noticed that something bad was happening in the world. He and his Dad 

used to bring newspapers and magazines to soldiers in hospital , not knowing the risk of catching the flu 

but soon it invaded his house 

“I could see the local GP and my parents gazing down at me looking worried”  he said. He felt odd and 

had a fever. 

His little brother was ill and his nurse died. Because they were a  wealthy family, they had servants and 

nurses. He managed to survive the flu and double pneumonia. 

He began to recover as the war ended “I remember being taken out of bed by the nurse and brought 

over to the window where a large Union Jack was raised.” The nurse just said “we won”. 

He remained a fragile child and didn’t go to school until he was 11. [46] 
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Other cures included cold water baths, cinnamon, ginger, garlic and quinine. 

  



We found many connections between World War 1 and Influenza.  It began in Army camps and was 

spread worldwide by soldiers on ships and trains, in barracks and trenches. We think  Kildare was badly 

affected because it was an army county with canals and railways. Sadly we discovered  there were many 

families who were affected by World War 1 and Influenza. We think it was easier to recover  if you could 

afford to isolate at home with good medical care. 

Who thought we would finish our essay sharing thoughts by email while caught up in another 

Pandemic?  

The Spanish Flu seemed unbelievable but now we understand as we are experiencing something very 

similar. We were shocked to see how people attended huge gatherings and didn’t listen to Charles 

Cameron like we listen to Tony Holohan. Some cures suggested nowadays are even wackier –drinking 

bleach for example!  Some of us thought that there is a pattern of plagues over time and that we are 

here today because our ancestors survived the 1918/19 Pandemic.  

Will our descendants be on a History Squad in 2120 researching Covid19 during their own Pandemic? 

[48] 


