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INFLUENZA AND 
THE GREAT WARBattling Influenza During WWI
Tina Beaird 
tinab@tamarackgenealogy.com

THE INFLUENZA BEGINS: CAMP FUNSTON
 In early March, Haskell, Kansas is the first to record an unusually potent flu outbreak.
 Within the week, the first  wave of Influenza cases is reported at Camp Funston.
 Between March 4th and march 11th over 500 soldiers become ill.
 By the end of March that number climbs   to 1,100. Kansas Memory Project: Ambulance at Camp Funston



9/19/2017

2

Recuperating SoldiersCamp Funston, KansasMarch 1918

THE INFLUENZA BEGINS: OVER THERE
 The men of Camp Funston weren’t the only ones who brought the flu over to Europe. 

 Camp Dodge in Iowa also contracts the virus in early summer, just as their units are being called up to Europe. The 313th Engineers arrive in France August 2nd with several sick soldiers.  Shortly upon arrival Captain Bruce R. Honeyman, of Co. A, dies of Influenza. 



9/19/2017

3

THE INFLUENZA BEGINS: OVER THERE
 Influenza decimates the fighting armies of Europe. Germany and the U.K. combined have hundreds of thousands of cases of the flu by fall. 
 Reports of Influenza cover the globe from New Zealand to Norway. 

 The flu is rampant throughout U.S. troops. Roughly 30-40% of fighting men are sick.

U.S. Name File of Dead and Severely Wounded Casualties AEF 1918
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THE INFLUENZA BOOMERANG
 August 17, 1918 an ocean liner arrives in the U.S. with several passengers ill from the flu.
 The first camp to report this new ‘disease’ is Camp Devens near Boston, MA.
 This new Flu strain is unlike any other! The mortality rate climbs to 2.5%. That is 25 times the normal fatality rate! No one is safe. President Wilson, Assistant Secretary to the Navy FDR, *Bess Wallace all contract the flu. Chicago Tribune August 19, 1918 

THE INFLUENZA BOOMERANG
 Rich or poor, celebrity or student; all are felled equally. President Wilson, Assistant Secretary to the Navy FDR, Walt Disney, Mary Pickford, *Bess Wallace all contract the flu.

 The Flu took a tremendous toll on U.S. life expectancy. In 1917 the average life expectancy was 51 years old. In 1918 that drop an astounding 12 years to 39 years old!
16 year old ambulancedriver, Walt Disney
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Graphs from Jeffery K. Taubenberger’s article1918 Influenza: the Mother of All Pandemicshttps://wwwnc.cdc.gov/eid/article/12/1/05-0979-f3

For the first time in history, this virus is targeting the healthy!    20-45 year olds are felled like never before.

CAMP DEVENS, MASSACHUSETTS: THE WAR COMES HOME
 Camp Devens Just 35 miles from Boston is ground zero for 2nd wave of the influenza outbreak.
 The first soldier came into the hospital on September 7th and was misdiagnosed with Spinal Meningitis.
 Murmurs of other sick men traveled through the base, but no one arrived at the hospital. Then…
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CAMP DEVENS, MASSACHUSETTS
 BOOM!  On September 22nd 1,543 men reported sick. 19.6 % of the Entire camp (45,000 strong).

 The base hospital is equipped to handle 1200 men with with 25 doctors on staff, but thousands of men begin pouring in. 

 Overwhelmed, and ill themselves, the medical staff closed the hospital on September 26th. Red Cross sent 12 more nurses- 8 of whom became ill and 2 died, including Ms. Margaret Sullivan. 

Note in Camp Devens Medical Files National Archives II College Park, MD
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CAMP DEVENS, MASSACHUSETTS
 By the start of October, 100 men a day are dying. 6,000 men were ill.

 The U.S. Army immediately sends officers to investigate, sending Cols. William Welch, Rufus Cole and Victor Vaughn.

 Welch who had worked in the Canal Zone with Malaria                           outbreak is visibly shaken by what he sees.  

“Blood was everywhere, on linens, clothes. Pouring out of some men’s nostrils and even ears while others coughed it up.  Many of the soldiers, boys in their teens, men in their twenties- healthy, normally ruddy men- were turning blue. Their color would prove a deadly indicator.” 
- John M. Barry, The Great Influenza 
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PHILADELPHIA, PENNSYLVANIA
 Philadelphia ignored all public health warnings, continuing with their liberty bond parade.

 September 20th over 200,000 people took to the streets to celebrate. Within 72 hours flu cases began reporting to local hospitals.

 Within one month over 12,000 people were dead from the flu. On October 10, 1918 alone 759 people perished from the epidemic!

“At the city morgue, bodies were piled 3and 4 deep, in thecorridors and in almost every room.They were coveredonly with dirty andoften bloodstainedsheets. Most wereunembalmed andwithout ice. Somewere mortifying andemitting a nauseatingstench.” 
-Alfred W. Crosbywww.upenn.edu/gazette/1198/lynch.html
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ILLINOIS
 Governor Frank O. Lowden acted quickly forming the Illinois Influenza Advisory Commission. 

 September 25th he requires cities and counties to report flu totals to the emergency committee.

 September 26th he orders the closing of all political assemblages and then all public buildings- schools, churches, etc.

2nd Annual Report of the Illinois Dept. of  Public Health 1919
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DEATH’S HAND FELT IN EVERY COMMUNITY

www.eiu.edu/historia/2010Shidler.pdfChicago, Springfield, Mt. Carmel, Aurora

Will County Death Register Fall 1918
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PLAINFIELD, ILLINOIS
 42 people were buried in Plainfield Township Cemetery in 1918. From March to December, 12 people (30%) had died of the flu or pneumonia.
 All but 2 of these were between the ages of 20-45. 

 Plainfield  mostly followed the rules, canceling activities, but worship services continued as normal.

FLU CLAIMS PLAINFIELD SOLDIERS

Sherman Matter, a recent enlistee at Great Lakes Naval Training Center dies of the Flu September 1918.

Varley Pennington dies October 3rd at his parent’s home, after going AWOL from Camp Grant   to avoid the epidemic. 
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The Medical Profession was hit exceptionally hard by the pandemic.
 Many doctors and nurses were serving in the armed forces leaving few doctors available to tend to the sick on theHomefront.
 Those remaining stateside were over-worked and susceptible to the epidemic.
 Thousands died at their posts.
 Some suffered nervous breakdowns, some committee suicide. 

SANGAMON COUNTY
 The Sangamon County Red Cross   opened 2 emergency hospitals to   combat the epidemic. 
 1st: October 15-November 14
 2nd: December 10-January 22nd
 Cared for 318 patients 

 Of those already in the service; 30 men and 1 woman died from the flu
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CAMP GRANT, ROCKFORD

 Comdr. Charles Hagadorn arrives August 8th. With winter approaching, he over-rules his medical staff, and orders the overcrowding of barracks. September 15th several officers arrive from Camp Devens. Sept. 21st it begins. 108 cases by midnight.
 Comdr. Hagadorn commits suicide on October 8th, the same day the 500th soldier dies from the flu.
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CAMP GRANT, ROCKFORD

 Camp Grant was one of the most heavily impacted Army bases in the fall of 1918.  

 45,000 men were stationed at Camp Grant. By October 31st over 12,000 soldiers and staff had caught the flu and 1,068 perished.

GREAT LAKES NAVAL TRAINING STATION
 September 8th the first group of men report to the base hospital with the flu. Newspapers report meningitis.
 Camp Commander acts quickly, refuses liberty leave to all and quarantines 1,000 symptomatic men.  
 Within a week 5,000 more men are quarantined for suspected contact with the ill. 
 All 50,000 sailors given daily throat sprays.
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GREAT LAKES NAVAL TRAINING STATION
 The total registered flu cases on September 26th is 8,475 with 257 new cases the previous day. 

 Men are dying at an alarming rate. Great Lakes buys up all winding sheets in Chicago.

 The morgue is stacked to capacity. Ambulances leave around the clock to take bodies to the train station.

Josie Mabel Brown, a Navy Nurse recalls, "As the boys were brought in we would put winding sheets on them even if they weren‘t dead. You would always leave  the left big toe exposed and tag it with the boy's name, rank, and next of kin.” As one boy lay dying in bed, one waited on the stretcher on the floor for the bed to empty. Each morning as the Ambulance drivers would bring in more sick boys they would carry the dead bodies out. The morgue was stacked to the ceiling with bodies Because the casket makers could not make Boxes fast enough.” Josie often said she felt sorry for the poor boy on the bottom.
U.S. Navy Medicine May-June 1986 pg 15.
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U.S. Navy Surgeon General’s Annual Report for 1918

COOK COUNTY & CHICAGO
 Public Health Commissioner John Dill Roberstonseeing what is happening at Great Lakes, makes Flu a reportable illness on September 16th. 
 A marked uptick in flu cases is reported September 21st.

 September 23rd Robertson declares “We have the Spanish Influenza situation well in hand”
 September 30th there are 260 verified cases. Commissioner RobertsonNational Institute of Health
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COOK COUNTY & CHICAGO
 Commissioner Robertson fails to take action quickly. October 1st he agrees to quarantine those who are symptomatic. 
 Within the week, the numbers catching the flu are astronomical, over 40,000 residents are sick. Robertson proclaims, “The Backbone of the Epidemic is Broken.”
 October 8th Robertson orders the closing of theatres and entertainment centers, but nothing else. Bowling Alleys, saloons, pool halls still open. Chicago Tribune 9/30/1918

Chicago Public Health Commissioner John
Dill Robertson refused to curtail public
movement. He refused to acknowledge the
epidemic or issue health warning to the press.
He prided himself on his deception of the 
Public. Quoted as proudly Saying, “Nothing
was done to Interfere with the morale of the
community.”
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COOK COUNTY & CHICAGO
 Public activities are not curtailed until October 16th.
 The Chicago Tribune and other papers report, at its peak, 1200 new cases are being reported each day.
 Those within poorer neighborhoods were dying at a faster rate.
 Cook County Hospital had one of the highest mortality rates for flu victims in the country at 39.8%

COOK COUNTY HOSPITAL ADMISSIONS BOOK 1918 Page 31

IRAD at North Eastern Illinois University Library has the Cook
County Hospital admission books covering this period.
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2nd Annual Report of the Illinois Dept. of  Public Health 1919

THE AFTERMATH
 Global estimates range from 20-100 million infected
 Reportedly 25-30% Americans contracted the virus between 1918-1919
 An estimated 650,000 succumbed to the disease
 In the end over 43,000 soldiers would die from Influenza and the Pneumonia that often followed
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Journal of the American Medical Association December 19, 1918

THE AFTERMATH
 Several Doctors and Scientists spent their lives   getting to the bottom of the pandemic. 
 Alfred W. Crosby Paul Lewis
 Richard Shope Kristy Duncan
 Johan Hultin Jeffery K. Taubenberger

 Their continued efforts finally discovered the DNA and RNA strands creating the virus- Avian AND Swine flu!


