



Link to Photo Gallery at SVCGR that Accompany this Story: (32 pictures) 
https://www.svcgr.org/1918-spanish-flu-photos

Link to Freda Frey-Macklin’s Describing Her Personal Experience of Surviving this 
Epidemic  
Freda Macklin's Spanish Flu Story

The 1918 Spanish Flu 
— Lee Macklin


The current COVID-19 version of the Flu has certainly affected all of our lives in a major way. So, 
it might be interesting to look back about 100 years to the Spanish Flu pandemic.  There are a lot 
of eerie similarities!! The following narrative is from the History Channel. 

The Spanish flu pandemic of 1918-1919, the deadliest in history, infected an estimated 500 million 
people worldwide—about one-third of the planet’s population—and killed an estimated 20 million 
to 50 million victims, including some 675,000 Americans. The 1918 flu was first observed in 
Europe, the United States and parts of Asia before swiftly spreading around the world. At the time, 
there were no effective drugs or vaccines to treat this killer flu strain. Citizens were ordered to 
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wear masks, schools, theaters and businesses were shuttered and bodies piled up in makeshift 
morgues before the virus ended its deadly global march. 

The WW1 rapid and massive deployments of American soldiers was a contributing factor. 

What is the flu? 
Influenza, or flu, is a virus that attacks the respiratory system. The flu virus is highly contagious: 
When an infected person coughs, sneezes or talks, respiratory droplets are generated and 
transmitted into the air, and can then can be inhaled by anyone nearby. Additionally, a person who 
touches something with the virus on it and then touches his or her mouth, eyes or nose can 
become infected. 

Flu Season 
In the United States, “flu season” generally runs from late fall into spring. In a typical year, more 
than 200,000 Americans are hospitalized for flu-related complications, and over the past three 
 decades, there have been some 3,000 to 49,000 flu-related U.S. deaths annually, according to  
 the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, young children, people over age 65, pregnant 
women and people with certain medical conditions, such as asthma, diabetes or heart disease, 
face a higher risk of flu-related complications, including pneumonia, ear and sinus infections and 
bronchitis. 

A flu pandemic, such as the one in 1918, occurs when an especially virulent new influenza strain 
for which there’s little or no immunity appears and spreads quickly from person to person around 
the globe. 

Spanish Flu Symtoms 
The first wave of the 1918 pandemic occurred in the spring and was generally mild. The sick, who 
experienced such typical flu symptoms as chills, fever and fatigue, usually recovered after several 
days, and the number of reported deaths was low. 

However, a second, highly contagious wave of influenza appeared with a vengeance in the fall of 
that same year. Victims died within hours or days of developing symptoms, their skin turning blue 
and their lungs filling with fluid that caused them to suffocate. In just one year, 1918, the average 
life expectancy in America plummeted by a dozen years. 

Fighting the Spanish Flu 
When the 1918 flu hit, doctors and scientists were unsure what caused it or how to treat it. Unlike 
today, there were no effective vaccines or antivirals, drugs that treat the flu. (The first licensed flu 
vaccine appeared in America in the 1940s. By the following decade, vaccine manufacturers could 
routinely produce vaccines that would help control and prevent future pandemics.) 

Complicating matters was the fact that World War I had left parts of America with a shortage of 
physicians and other health workers. And of the available medical personnel in the U.S., many 
came down with the flu themselves. 

1918 Spanish Flu	 	 Page  of 2 6 June 3, 2020

https://www.history.com/topics/flu


Additionally, hospitals in some areas were so overloaded with flu patients that schools, private 
homes and other buildings had to be converted into makeshift hospitals, some of which were 
staffed by medical students. 

Officials in some communities imposed quarantines, ordered citizens to wear masks and shut 
down public places, including schools, churches and theaters. People were advised to avoid 
shaking hands and to stay indoors, libraries put a halt on lending books and regulations were 
passed banning spitting. 

The Flu Takes Heavy Toll on Society 
The flu took a heavy human toll, wiping out entire families and leaving countless widows and 
orphans in its wake. Funeral parlors were overwhelmed and bodies piled up. Many people had to 
dig graves for their own family members. 

The flu was also detrimental to the economy. In the United States, businesses were forced to shut 
down because so many employees were sick. Basic services such as mail delivery and garbage 
collection were hindered due to flu-stricken workers. 

In some places there weren’t enough farm workers to harvest crops. Even state and local health 
departments closed for business, hampering efforts to chronicle the spread of the 1918 flu and 
provide the public with answers about it. 

How U.S. Cities Tried to Stop the Spanish Flu 
A devastating second wave of the Spanish Flu hit American shores in the summer of 1918, as 
returning soldiers infected with the disease spread it to the general population—especially in 
densely-crowded cities. Without a vaccine or approved treatment plan, it fell to local mayors and 
healthy officials to improvise plans to safeguard the safety of their citizens. With pressure to 
appear patriotic at wartime and with a censored media downplaying the disease’s spread, many 
made tragic decisions. 

Philadelphia’s response was too little, too late. Dr. Wilmer Krusen, director of Public Health and 
Charities for the city, insisted mounting fatalities were not the “Spanish flu,” but rather just the 
normal flu. So on September 28, the city went forward with a Liberty Loan parade attended by 
tens of thousands of Philadelphians, spreading the disease like wildfire. In just 10 days, over 
1,000 Philadelphians were dead, with another 200,000 sick. Only then did the city close saloons 
and theaters. By March 1919, over 15,000 citizens of Philadelphia had lost their lives. 

St. Louis, Missouri, was different: Schools and movie theaters closed and public gatherings were 
banned. Consequently, the peak mortality rate in St. Louis was just one-eighth of Philadelphia’s 
death rate during the peak of the pandemic. 

Citizens in San Francisco were fined $5—a significant sum at the time—if they were caught in 
public without masks and charged with disturbing the peace. 

Spanish Flu Pandemic Ends 
By the summer of 1919, the flu pandemic came to an end, as those that were infected either died 
or developed immunity. 
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Almost 90 years later, in 2008, researchers announced they’d discovered what made the 1918 flu 
so deadly: A group of three genes enabled the virus to weaken a victim’s bronchial tubes and 
lungs and clear the way for bacterial pneumonia. 

Since 1918, there have been several other influenza pandemics, although none as deadly. A flu 
pandemic from 1957 to 1958 killed around 2 million people worldwide, including some 70,000 
people in the United States, and a pandemic from 1968 to 1969 killed approximately 1 million 
people, including some 34,000 Americans. 

More than 12,000 Americans perished during the H1N1 (or “swine flu”) pandemic that occurred 
from 2009 to 2010. The novel coronavirus pandemic of 2020 is spreading around the world as 
countries race to find a cure for COVID-19 and citizens shelter in place in an attempt to avoid 
spreading the disease, which is particularly deadly because many carriers are asymptomatic for 
days before realizing they are infected. 

Each of these modern day pandemics brings renewed interest in and attention to the Spanish Flu, 
or “forgotten pandemic,” so-named because its spread was overshadowed by the deadliness of 
WWI and covered up by news blackouts and poor record-keeping 
- The History Channel   https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-i/1918-flu-pandemic 

Bismarck Tribune, October 9, 1918 
“Inasmuch as a number of cases of influenza have been reported in Bismarck during the last 
24 hours, and in order to control as far as possible the spread of the epidemic influenza, 
citizens of Bismarck, in accord with instructions today received from the state board of health 
and from U.S. military authorities, are hereby requested to immediately discontinue all public 
gatherings; close all schools and places of amusement, and to refrain from common 
assemblage at any place or time until further notice is given. 

This is not only a board of health measure, but it is the substance of a telegram received today 
from Surgeon General Blue at Washington, and is therefore a war measure, in which the strict 
compliance of every citizen is most urgently urged. 

Parents are hereby notified that while public schools are closed their children must be kept on 
their own premises and not allowed to congregate on the streets or elsewhere. Special 
policemen will be employed to patrol the streets, with instructions to bring in children who are 
not kept at home, and their parents will be held 

Dr. F.B. Strauss
City Health Commissioner

Bismarck Tribune, October 14, 1918 
STAY AT HOME; DON’T EXPOSE SELF TO “FLU” 
City Health Officer Strauss Issues Instructions to the Public 

“Stay at home; don’t go down town unless you have urgent business there; keep off the 
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streets; don’t congregate in stores or on the sidewalks; if you are coughing or sneezing, wear a 
mask; if you are compelled to be with others who are coughing or sneezing, wear a mask. 

These are some of the instructions to the public today issued by City Health Officer Strauss. 

‘We have the epidemic under control. The spread is checked. What we need now to stamp it 
out is the active cooperation of every man, woman and child,’ said Dr. Strauss this morning. 

There are about 400 cases of Spanish influenza in Bismarck. The number of new cases 
reported this morning was comparatively small. The attacks, however, appear to be gaining in 
severity as they decrease in number. This is a time when everyone must cooperate with the 
health department; all of us must obey orders. We must safeguard not our own health alone, 
but have consideration for others. We have this outbreak under control, and if everyone does 
as they are told and helps to the utmost, we will soon have the epidemic on the run…” 

Mandan News, November 23, 1918 
“The number of new cases of flu reported in the city continues to be small. According to Dr. 
Bunting, City Health officer, 18 new cases of influenza were reported for the week ending the 
21st. It is believed to have run its course. 
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