
 

People dropped whisky into their noses to
treat Spanish flu. Here's what else they took
that would raise eyebrows today

September 20 2021, by Philippa Martyr
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We're researching COVID-19 in a fast-paced world with new data
becoming available all the time. We track which interventions work well
and which ones don't.
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But in 1918, during the Spanish flu pandemic, the world was a different
place. No one was entirely sure what caused influenza. By the time
health authorities began to find out, it was too late.

Our knowledge about viruses was limited in 1918, but we knew about
bacteria. People who died of flu had bacterial infection in their lungs.
However, this threw researchers off track because these were secondary
infections, not caused directly by the flu.

With this lack of knowledge, it was still an anything-goes medical
research world. There were unregulated vaccine trials and lots of hype
for the latest "cure," even in respectable medical journals.

More than 100 years on, controversial "cures" for COVID-19, such as
ivermectin, are making the headlines, being reported in medical journals
and are being promoted by doctors and politicians.

Here's what we know about the Spanish flu "cures" of the day, whisky
included.

Doctors, pharmacists and nurses had cures

Doctors developed and used some of these cures for the flu. Sydney's
chief quarantine officer, Dr. Reid, treated patients in March 1919 with
15-grain (1 gram) doses of calcium lactate every four hours, and a
"vaccine" containing influenza and pneumococcus bacteria. In 203 cases,
he had no deaths.

Calcium lactate is used today to treat low levels of calcium in the blood.
But Dr. Reid's doses are well above the current recommended daily
level.

Chemists were also busy making and selling their own influenza cures. J.
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https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-i/1918-flu-pandemic
https://www.clinicaloncology.com/COVID-19/Article/07-20/Vaccine-Efforts-In-the-1918-Flu-Pandemic/58837
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3291411/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3291411/
https://www.clinicaloncology.com/COVID-19/Article/07-20/Vaccine-Efforts-In-the-1918-Flu-Pandemic/58837
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/cure/
https://www1.racgp.org.au/newsgp/clinical/restrictions-placed-on-ivermectin-use-in-general-p
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-08-25/tga-warns-people-against-using-ivermectin-for-COVID-treatment/100406472
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/92732032?searchTerm=influenza%20cures
https://www.drugs.com/dosage/calcium-lactate.html
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/117849190?searchTerm=influenza%20cures
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/173829607?searchTerm=influenza%20cures%20chemist#


 

Reginald Albert McAlister of Guyra in regional New South Wales
advertised his 1919 patented mixture as curing influenza at once.
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https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/173829607?searchTerm=%22influenza%20is%20here%22%20guyra


 

  

4/9



 

This Bonox advertisement promised a robust recovery. Credit: Trove Digitised
Newspapers, Herald (Melbourne), April 26, 1919, p9, National Library of
Australia

People even listened to nurses—who at the time were usually the least
important people in the health-care system—about cures for the Spanish
flu.

Nan Taylor, a New Zealand nurse, advocated whisky—lots of it,
including gargling and drops up the nose. She also recommended quinine
and castor oil.

Nurse Kate Guazzini cared for Spanish flu patients in South Africa in
late 1918, and caught the flu there before moving to Sydney. She said:

"I was kept alive on brandy and milk for six weeks […] That, with
quinine and hot lemon drinks, were found to be the only effective
remedies."

Food manufacturers linked themselves to flu cures. In 1919 a brand new
beef extract, Bonox, had just hit the Australian market, and the flu
epidemic was a great marketing opportunity. Bonox was advertised as a
sure way to recover your health and strength after the flu.

News of 'cures' spread far and wide

In much of Australia just after WWI there were often no doctors close
by. So many people were used to dosing themselves with homemade
potions and remedies. They shared their prescriptions in the pages of
local newspapers.
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https://nursekey.com/nursing-historical-present-and-future-perspectives/
https://nursekey.com/nursing-historical-present-and-future-perspectives/
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/166914012?searchTerm=spanish%20flu%20cures%20quinine
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/175740882?searchTerm=influenza%20cures
https://web.archive.org/web/20050311025801/http://www.kraft.com.au/virtualMuseum/decades/index.cfm?Page=decades1910
https://web.archive.org/web/20050311025801/http://www.kraft.com.au/virtualMuseum/decades/index.cfm?Page=decades1910
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/243479671?searchTerm=spanish%20influenza%20flu%20cures%20chemist
https://www.mja.com.au/journal/2014/201/1/medicine-colonial-australia-1788-1900
https://www.mja.com.au/journal/2014/201/1/medicine-colonial-australia-1788-1900
https://recollections.nma.gov.au/issues/vol_6_no_1/refereed_papers/opening_the_medicine_chest
https://recollections.nma.gov.au/issues/vol_6_no_1/refereed_papers/opening_the_medicine_chest


 

Between 1918 and 1920, Australian newspapers were flooded with
Spanish flu cures of all kinds.

In October 1918, a journalist at Victoria's Bendigo Independent 
lamented: "Cures? My goodness me, the vast amount of cures on the
market are positively frightening, and everyone has a favorite cure. I pin
my faith to one, you to another. There's a certain influenza mixture that,
taken in the early stages, is regarded as a certain cure by one large
section […] Asperin [sic] is the cry of another batch of victims, and they
tell you that that drug does the trick. 'Try whiskey and milk taken hot
and taken often,' is the advice of others who have had it. But one and all
end in the same way: 'Go to bed and stay there till the thing leaves you.'"

Aspirin was very popular as a Spanish flu treatment worldwide. But
people sometimes took it at dangerously high doses, which may have
boosted the number of deaths attributed to the flu.
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https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/219787116?searchTerm=influenza%20cures
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2009/10/091002132346.htm
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2009/10/091002132346.htm
https://academic.oup.com/cid/article/49/9/1405/301441
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Aspro advertising, Telegraph (Qld), 30 July 1921, page 14. Credit: Trove
Digitised Newspapers, National Library of Australia

In the absence of many other treatments, government authorities 
promoted aspirin, along with quinine and phenacetin.

The pain killer phenacetin is now banned because it's linked to kidney
and urinary tract cancers.

Like aspirin, its overuse might have boosted the Spanish flu death rate.

They're using it in America

Like today, Australians were also eagerly reading about overseas
experiments, and wanting to try these cures locally.

In June 1919, the Richmond River Herald reported: "On Friday we
published the following New York cable:—Dr. Charles Duncan, at the
Convention of the American Medical Association, said the cure for
influenza was one drachm of infected mucus pasteurized and with
filtered water injected subcutaneously … Yesterday (says Tuesday's
Tweed 'Daily') a youth was seen inquiring for a chemist, having in his
hand the above clipping and sixpence, his object being to secure that
amount's worth of the 'cure.' Several others, it is understood, have also
been inquiring into the same matter, with a view to 'having it made up'
locally."

Some of these cures lingered

Once the Spanish flu pandemic was over, many of the cures remained.
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http://www.gp.org.au/SpanishFlu.php
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/72991015?searchTerm=spanish%20flu%20cures
https://pubchem.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/compound/Phenacetin#:~:text=Phenacetin%20is%20an%20odorless%20fine,by%20a%204-ethoxyphenyl%20group.
https://www.iarc.who.int/news-events/ban-on-widely-used-painkiller-significantly-reduced-incidence-of-renal-pelvis-cancer/
https://www.iarc.who.int/news-events/ban-on-widely-used-painkiller-significantly-reduced-incidence-of-renal-pelvis-cancer/
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/236346598?searchTerm=spanish%20influenza%20phenacetin
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/132523415?searchTerm=spanish%20flu%20cures%20mercury


 

Most of them, like aspirin, incorporated the threat of influenza into
regular advertising.

Some, like quinine, have made a reappearance during the COVID-19
pandemic.

And one of the most commonly recommended cures—whisky taken at
frequent intervals—hasn't lost its popularity.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/21556041?searchTerm=influenza%20aspirin
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/21556041?searchTerm=influenza%20aspirin
https://www.pennmedicine.org/departments-and-centers/otorhinolaryngology/about-us/newsletters/latest-newsletter/quinine-the-tonic-for-COVID19
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/232375023?searchTerm=spanish%20influenza%20whisky%20cure
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/232375023?searchTerm=spanish%20influenza%20whisky%20cure
https://www.wearethemighty.com/MIGHTY-SURVIVAL/whiskey-protect-against-COVID-19/
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