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Introduction
This book tells you about the flu: what
it is, how long it has been with us, and
what happens when it spreads.

A Common
Disease

Many people get the
flu every year. Most
outbreaks of the flu
occur in the winter,
when people spend
more time together
and stay indoors. 

The flu is worse
than a cold. It is a
disease that affects
the chest, nose,
and throat. Flu
symptoms include
a cough, a stuffy
nose,  body
aches, and a
fever. The flu
can be serious,
but most people
manage to
recover in less
than a week.

Every winter, flu infects 40million Americans. The cost?$928 million in medicalexpenses and $10.5 billion inlost school and work time.
COUGHS AND SNEEZESSPREAD DISEASESWash your hands often to stay well

How much does 
the flu cost?

The US Health Department
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“A new disease is

common in this town,

which passed also through

her whole court… It is a

plague in their heads…

and a soreness in their

stomachs, with a great

cough. The queen kept

her bed six days.”

Flu in the Sixteenth Century
The flu has been around for hundreds of years.

5

The word “flu” is short
for “influenza,” which
means “influence” in
Italian. In 1504, Italians
believed an outbreak 
of the flu was caused 
by the influence of 
the stars.

FA
C
T BOX

In 1562, Queen Mary of
Scotland went to Edinburgh
during a flu outbreak. When
she became ill, one of her 
lords observed:
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In 1775, Dr.
Thomas Glass’s
flu treatment
sounded very
similar to 
a modern
doctor’s.

In the eighteenth
century, English
sailors took the
flu to Australia.
From there, it
passed through
the Pacific Islands
and reached New
Zealand.

1732                          1781 1802                     1847                          
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Pandemics in the Past
In 1556, an outbreak of
“coughing violence” started 
in Japan. The disease came 
to England, then English 
sailors carried it to America.

The first worldwide 
outbreak, or pandemic, 
was in 1580. The flu swept 
through Europe in six weeks.

This time line shows flu pandemics since 1700.
Before 1700, people did not keep careful records. ▲

“Those who were feverish 

and had pains in their head

or limbs were advised to

confine themselves to their

beds and to drink barley

water sweetened with honey,

very hot… ”
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