The Influenza Epidemic of 1918

The influenza epidemic of 1918 killed more
people than were killed in the fighting and dedinrc
of World War I, taking over 21 million lives—with
S some estimates of as many as 100 mifliemd
\ IR affecting over one half of the world’s populatidn.
- r ) was the most devastating epidemic in recorded world
nger =% history. More people died of influenza in a singéar
(1918) than in four years of the Black Death (Bubon

ra ater 8% Plague) from 1347-1351More Americans died in
§ this flu epidemic (approximately 675,000) than have

tna n war been killed in the Civil War, World Wars One and

Two, the Korean War, the Vietnam War, and the Iraq

War combined (423,000)! Known as the “Spanish
NSW and the 19181919 Flu,” this global disaster lasted from March 198 t
influenza pandemic June 1920, spreading even to the Arctic and remote
Pacific islands.From a historian’s standpoint, the
story of this great flu epidemic raises these higsgions: First, “Why has this epidemic received
so little emphasis in basic history?” and, secéWhat lessons are to be learned from this flu
epidemic?”

In the fall of 1918, the Great War in Europe (VdoWar I) was winding down.

Americans had joined in the fight, bringing thei@dl closer to victory against the Germans.
Almost suddenly, in various places around the watonething erupted that was seemed like
the common cold. This influenza epidemic was mesidtly for people ages 20 to 40, quite
different from the usual flu's impact being hardhas the elderly and young children.
Approximately 28% of Americans were infecte@f the U.S. soldiers who died in Europe, half
of them—approximately 43,000--fell to influenZa.

The influenza epidemic came in two waves. The Wuave, in the spring of 1918, took
far fewer victims than the second. The diseasefiobserved at Fort Riley, Kansas, on
March 4, 1918, and Queens, New York, on March 918% This first wave did not receive
much public attention. One reason for this is tbhathe most part, America’s public health
system ignored it. Generally, public health departta did not receive reports of influenza. Most
doctors simply cited pneumonia on the death cedtifis of those killed, since the flu came first
and weakened the resistance so that pneumoniaveadloAt that time there was not a sufficient
network of federal, state, and local public hedkipartments. Another factor helping to explain
why this spring wave of the flu epidemic receiveditle public attention was that it occurred at
the time that American soldiers were getting itte war effort in Europe. In March 1918, a total
of 84,000 American soldiers left for Europe. In Apanother 118,000 followed.

The second wave began on August 27, in BostontiwéiNavy. Within 2 weeks, 2,000
officers and men of the First Naval District had flu. Boston and the state of Massachusetts
took no action to protect their citizens againgt #pidemic for several more weeks. A big price
would be paid for this neglect of the flu for steclong time in one of America’s most important
port cities for shipping troops and equipment ®fitont lines in Europe. This lack of public
attention might be explained by the general goadthef the city and the fact that other events
were making headlines—the upcoming Senate voteanem’s suffrage, the conviction and




sentencing of Eugene Debs under the EspionagetAgeijctory of the Boston Red Sox in the
1918 World Seried’
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For the country as a whole, the lack of solid infation contributed most directly to the
large number of deaths. The United States Publadthi&ervice (USPHS) did not receive daily



reports from the states and was not organizedndlban epidemic. Boston, for example,
requested 500 doctors, more than the entire ambaniSPHS could provide. “People got sick
faster than the nurses could be found to takeafateem, and they often died from dehydration,
starvation and poor caré'”

The armed forces contributed extensively to tipedrapread nationwide and worldwide
of this flu epidemic. The conditions on the troapsigoing back and forth to Europe contributed
greatly to the spread. Once the men boarded arskine U.S., they stayed on that ship until it
reached its destination, no matter how many trdelbdl. As more and more sailors contracted
the flu, the medical officers ran out of room inkdlay and had to take over the quarters of
healthy soldiers, crowding them into smaller a@as creating more opportunities for
infection®?

Among civilians, the urban dwellers fell victim tioe flu most rapidly for several
reasons. The crowded, dirty and poorly ventilaieiddy conditions were major factors for this.
The large numbers of immigrants who were unabkptak enough English to communicate
with doctors, nurses, and public health officigl@nother major factor. Another reason was the
large public gatherings—such as parades—in sugbdinie war effort brought large numbers of
people together to breathe on each other and sgiredtli*®

There are several reasons to help explain whyAtherican public was not very
concerned with this flu epidemic. The major foctiatbention was the war (WW1) taking place.
“The flu news paled in comparison to the news cagnfilom the European front.” Another factor
was that many people simply felt that lethal epitsmvere a common factor in their lives.
Hearing about another incurable disease sweepegdhld had little effect on people who had
already survived an epidemic of cholera, or yelfewer, or typhoid, or diphtheria, or malaria.
Also, many people thought of the flu as just ano#dspect of the war. Still another factor is that
the flu moved quickly—arriving in a town, flouristg for a short time, killing quickly and
moving on to another town without leaving long-liagteffects. Significantly, no famous figure
of the time was killed by the fitf.

The influenza strain was unusual in that it tenbekill many young adults and otherwise
healthy victims—not the usual flu deaths
concentrated in the elderly and infants. Another TREASURY DEPARTMENT
peculiarity of this flu epidemic was the speed at =
which it operated. People without symptoms could be
stricken suddenly and within hours be too weak to I N F L U E N Z A
talk, with many dying the next day. Symptoms
include a bluish tint to the face and coughing up Spread by Droplets sprayed from Nose and Throa!
blood, caused by a severe constriction of the lungs
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Many patients died from fluid filling their lung#. kerchief,
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reaction of the immune system. This he_lps to erplai if possible, WALK TO WORK.

why the 1918 flu epidemic had its surprisingly krg Do nok spit on floor-or sidewalk.

effect on the younger, healthier people—a person v 20 ok use cantnton drinking cups and common
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with a stronger immune system would potentially Avoid excessive faligre.

have a stronger over-reactibh. If taken ill, go to bed and send for a doctor.
In most places less than one-third of the The above applies also to colds, bronchitis,

. . . neumania, and tuberculosi
population was infected. Even in areas where it )

mortality was low, those incapacitated by the dime




were often so numerous as to bring much of everlilato a stop. Some communities closed all
stores or required customers to stay outside tirte aind place their orders for filling. In some
communities, there were so many deaths that masegmwere dug by steam shovel and bodies
buried without coffing? In Boston, the stock market closed. In Pennsybyaam order shut down
every place of amusement, including every salaoidntucky, the state board of health
prohibited public gatherings of any kind, includifumerals. By the time the flu epidemic had
runs its course in the United States, the epidémictaken more than 600,000 lives. To put that
number in perspective to today’s population, it lddae like over 1.4 million people suddenly
thls year dying from an outbreak for which theresvaa explanation and no known cufe.

The situation in our area closely
B PuBLiC HEALTH DEPARTMENT 28 paralleled the national situation. To begin,

TREATMENT OF INFLUENZA .. Dr_. Robert Dora_n, in one of his periodic

RYIATRIOTIC MZ “Fl.nger. Lakes Life” artlcle§ folhe Geneva
= Gov! STANDARDINFLUNZA™ Daily Times, reported that in Geneva, NY,

..., MEDICINE DEPOT —  there were 14 flu deaths in November 1918,
g another 14 in December, but only 4 in

January 1919° John E. Becker, in his 1949
" history of Waterloo, reported that by
" October 1, 1918, there were over 50 cases of
the flu in Waterloo. In some instances, the
flu infected whole families. Deaths included
Raymond C. Shanks (age 27); Gertrude A.
Miller (age 30); the Rev. Edward F. Lane,
pastor of the Methodist Church; Howard J. Fillinghgage 28); James A. Campfield (age 21);
and Harold B. Bachman (age 23). Becker describedithations as “a sad time in Waterloo. No
one knew what the ‘Flu’ was or how to treat it, alidfeared contracting it. There was no
indication of where it might stop. It seemed toetale very strongest of the young peopfe.”
During October 1918, more than 195,000 Americaed df the flu, including 11,000 in
Philadelphig®

Naomi Brewer, the president of the Ovid HistoriSaiciety, shared some October 1918
entries from the diaries of her great grandmoti@atrie Coleman of the Coleman Hotel in
Kidders, that help to illustrate how serious theiaion was in the southern part of Seneca
County. The October 3, 1918, entry stated “Dr. Art@ould (Interlaken doctor) came to see me
(house call). He has many cases of Spanish infajewhich is now raging everywhere.” On
October 11, 1918, the entry reads, “Dr. Louis Auldacame about 9 a.m. to see me. Dr. Arthur
has the prevailing influenzar”

From theSeneca Falls Revellle we get insight into how the community was affedigd
this flue epidemic. In the October 25, 1918, isshie,publisher commented that for Seneca Falls
there were “many indications that slowly we are egimg from beneath the dire cloud of the
influenza and its accompanying scourge of pneum&d@never had less heart to publish a
paper than this wee, though last week was a sadltweeentire community is shadowed in
gloom over the loss of so many excellent citizéh&ery one is cast down by the great losses to
the village.” The article went on to report thag thurches and schools would be closed for
another week and the “picture shows will be closedtil the epidemic of influenza has been
sufficiently lessened to warrant their opening.’eTbecember 6, 1918, issue included a local
Red Cross committee’s “thank you” to the SenecésEalmmunity for the efforts to provide




help to those in the community sickened by thellsing the Trinity Church Parish House as a
base of operations, the local churches took tuach day for about two and half weeks to
provide “soups, custards and other supplies” dailgn average of 40 families. “Seneca Falls
may be proud of its record....In no instance hakaing a higher spirit of devotion than in
meeting the tremendous problems imposed uponthdgpidemic now happily almost ended.
Beyond all question that spirit of devotion wasrepéified most by those who risked their lives
to care for others?

Dorothy Van Vleet Hicks of State College, PA shasethe wonderful information about
how her mother’s family was affected after readargabridged version of this article in the
January 29, 2009, issue of tReveille Between the Lakes. Her mother was Ruth Engel Van
Vleet and was born in Willard, the daughter of Hedéad John Engel. Dorothy reported how in
late September 1918, her mother Ruth was in AllBBusiness School. Ben Franklin of Ovid, a
“beau” of hers, was to meet her at the train sta¢io route home on leave from the Navy. Ruth
waited and waited, but Ben had died of the fludhg before. This Ben Franklin was the brother
of George Franklin and the uncle of the present Bemklin residing at the Kendall Residence
in Ithaca.

Dorothy also told that her father’s sister, Evge 24, had just left home for her first
teaching job. She died of the flu the last weelSeptember 1918. Her parents were Mary and
Henry Van Vleet of Route 96A, near Kendaia, townRafmulus?® (If others who read this
article have personal stories to share, pleaseacbntounty Historian Walt Gable at
wgable@co.seneca.ny.us)

In recent years, more and more people have beesdum get an annual flu shot.
Nevertheless, still thousands of Americans die alyurom the flu. Hopefully, this nation
becomes better prepared each year to prevent atrefpthe tragic influenza epidemic of 1918.

[This article was written by Seneca County HistoNgalter Gable, and was revised on April 16,
2009.]
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