The Great Flu Pandemic of 1918-19 in
Rockbridge County, Virginia

Eileen T. Hinks

" HE INFLUENZA PANDEMIC of 1918-19 affected even those living in
rural areas such as Rockbridge County and its two cities, Lexing-
ton and Buena Vista. Local newspapers and other local sources
were used to construct a chronology of events. Concomitant national and
global events are included in order to visualize how local history fit into
those events. Morbidity and mortality rates were estimated using vital sta-
tistics and local sources. Relevance of local 1918 events to future pan-
demic preparations is also discussed.

History of Influenza and Pandemics

The word “influenza™ comes from the Italian influenza di freddo, “influ-
ence of the cold,” referring to the usual cases that occur each winter.'
Symptoms® of “the flu” (or “the grippe”) come on suddenly, within a day
or two after contact, and include high fever (sometimes with delirium),
headache, respiratory symptoms, and muscle and bone aches.

Certain high-risk groups are susceptible to more severe complica-
tions and even death. Before 1918, influenza was viewed by the medical
community as an inconvenience.” When it killed, the cause was most of-
ten opportunistic bacterial invaders that caused pneumonia, especially in
the elderly and the weak.

The pandemic of 1918 changed that view of influenza. Unlike other
outbreaks before it, the 1918 virus preyed on the young and healthy and
without regard to skin color or socioeconomic status. More than half of
all deaths occurred in young adults between the ages of twenty and for-
ty, and the worst mortality figures were in the twenty- to thirty-year-old
cohort! — the group that included soldiers and young parents. The Rock-
bridge County experience was no different.
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ness, death, social disruption, and economic loss are associated with any
pandemic.”

There were three major pandemics of influenza in the twentieth cen-
tury: the 1968-69 Hong Kong flu (750,000 deaths worldwide); the 1957-58
Asian flu (1 million deaths worldwide); and the 1918-19 Spanish flu, with
an estimated 50 million to 100 million deaths worldwide.” Further, some
1918 residents of Rockbridge County would have remembered, or may
even have been exposed to, the Russian flu of 1889-90.

In 1918, nearly a third of the world’s population, including that of
the United States, had symptoms.” About 40 percent of Navy personnel
and 36 percent of Army soldiers became ill.” Over all, an estimated 675,
000 Americans died;" nearly half of all U.S. deaths in 1918 were due to
influenza."' Influenza affected life span statistics dramatically: In 1917,
the life expectancy of the average American was fifty-one years; in 1918, it
was thirty-nine years.'”

Unique to the 1918 strain, death rates reached 2.5 percent to 5 per-
cent,'” up to fifty times the mortality seen in other influenza outbreaks.
In some locations in the world, even those death rates were greatly ex-
ceeded."

Influenza deaths obtained from the Department of Vital Statistics
for Virginia for the years 1913 through 1928 are shown in Figure 1. There
was an approximately seventeen-fold increase in the number of deaths
from 1917 to 1918. The number of deaths did not return to pre-1918 lev-
els until 1921. The tail end of the pandemic of 1918-19 occurred in 1920.

Rockbridge and the Pandemic

Three newspapers in Rockbridge County at the time served as sources of
information about the war and local news: the Rockbridge County News, the
Lexington Gazette, and the Buena Vista Weekly. A railroad depot in Buena
Vista served as a hub for travel to and from locations outside the county.

Rockbridge County did not escape the terrible impact of the “moth-
er of all pandemics.”® Yet the impact of the first wave in the spring was
minimal to nonexistent. As in the rest of the world the fall 1918 wave was
horrific.'” The local newspapers reported that the effects of the pandemic
continued to be felt in early 1919 and again in early 1920.

The First Wave

As it did in many parts of the country,'” the year 1918 started ominously
in Rockbridge County. The weather in January was unprecedented, with

Influenza mortality statistics are certainly underestimated because no formal sur-
veillance or reporting systems existed. This was true even in the United States,®
where infectious diseases and vital statistics were often not recorded accurately
except in major cities. In the rest of the world, records were all but nonexistent.

»
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FIGURE 1
Influenza Deaths in Virginia, 1913-28
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deep snow and thick ice everywhere. Activities of all kinds were para-
lyzed."™ On January 1, it was four degrees below zero. Fuel was scarce.
Businesses were closed on Mondays to save fuel. There was a sugar shortage.

Residents of Rockbridge County had no idea that the first wave of
the pandemic had already begun; they were spared its fury. In late Jan-
uary, while they were coping with record cold temperatures, unusually
virulent cases of influenza were observed halfway across the country in
Haskell County, Kansas." By April, thousands were sick at Camp Funston,
Kansas, where it was extremely cold and very overcrowded.

Locally, March was a “smiling and beautiful month.” Now that the
weather was better, Rockbridge County parents visited their sons in mili-
tary camps, especially Camp Lee, near Richmond. County residents were
preoccupied with the war and with buying Liberty Bonds. A great crowd,
including 5,000 visitors from all over the county and Buena Vista, gath-
ered in Lexington on Saturday, April 6, to participate in the Liberty Loan
parade, described by the Gazeite as a “monster parade.”

Attention was directed to getting huge numbers of American troops
to Europe.” Outbreaks all over Europe were epidemiologically associated
with U.S. troop embarkations.” The flu was very contagious among the
troops and was called “three-day fever” in Europe.” The name “Spanish
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influenza” stuck — not because the epidemic started in Spain, but be-
cause Spain, being neutral, did not censor news reports about the serious-
ness of the outbreaks.

A number of crowded military camps experienced epidemics in
March and April. In mid-April, Rockbridge County residents read about
the death of a Private Turner, age twenty-one, of Fancy Hill, from un-
specified pneumonia while at Camp Greene, North Carolina. Of interest,
there were still no reported cases of flu or pneumonia among Rockbridge
County residents.

Little attention was paid in general to outbreaks of the flu in the Unit-
ed States — in 1,000 Ford Motor Co. workers, in 500 prisoners at San Quen-
tin, or in many other population centers all over the nation.” The spring
epidemic was not even mentioned in the jJournal of the American Medical
Association.”

Unknown to Rockbridge County residents, however, physicians else-
where were beginning to observe® that influenza-related pneumonia was
killing an unusually large number of young adults. At the same time, there
was a substantial increase in symptoms such as blackened lips and hem-
orrhaging from the nose, and also in quick death and unusual autopsy
findings. The significance of these phenomena would not be appreciated
until many more examples were seen in “the terrible autumn” of 1918.

As of July 22, Rockbridge County had 677 men in the armed forces.
By August, the Spanish Flu had probably killed tens of thousands world-
wide, but local residents were exposed only to the heat in early August:
101 degrees in Lexington.”’

The Second Wave
In the latter part of August, the influenza virus mutated, resulting in ex-
plosive epidemics in three port cities thousands of miles apart23 — loca-

tions marked by mixing of military and local populations. One of these
port cities was in the United States, where flu surfaced in Boston on Au-
gust 27. (The other port cities were Freeport in Sierra Leone and Brest in
France.) Flu struck Camp Devens, thirty miles west of Boston, on Septem-
ber 7, then spread to other installations, including Camp Lee in Virginia.
By September 23, influenza was reported among civilians throughout the
mid-Atlantic states, with scattered cases elsewhere throughout the country.
Meanwhile, early September was quiet in Lexington. Appeals from
the government to save gasoline because of shortages resulted in quiet
Sundays in Lexington.” If the Rockbridge County newspapers had been
the only news sources, residents would not have known that the second —
and more deadly — wave of influenza was already heading their way.
And the war in Europe continued. By September 12, a total of 2,590
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county men had registered for the draft.”” At the beginning of Septem-
ber, the War Department designated Washington and Lee University and
Virginia Military Institute as military training schools for officers.”’ Units
of the Student Army Training Corps, or S.A.T.C., were established under
military command. The law school at Washington and Lee was temporar-
ily suspended and “war courses,” including chemistry and French, were
substituted for “superfluous” literature and philosophy courses. Washing-
ton and Lee was ready and willing to receive as many as 600 matriculates.™

The university registrar’s office opened on September 24, a day earli-
er than usual, with 146 young men enrolling on that first day. Drs. Robert
Glasgow and Reuben Frank Davis, Lexington physicians, performed phys-
icals on more than 500 men who poured into Lexington throughout the
week. Slightly more than 400 men were admitted to the S.A.T.C. By the
26th, Lexington’s streets were “wonderfully enlivened with young men.”

The Washington and Lee corps was organized into companies based
on age. About 150 twenty-year-olds, Company A, were housed on the
main floor of the Doremus gym; about 120 nineteen-year-olds, Company
B, in the Lees dormitory; and about 140 eighteen-year-olds, Company C,
initially in Castle Hill, a hotel on U.S. Route 60, west of the campus.™

AtV.M.I, 610 young men presented themselves for duty early in Sep-
tember.”

An Early Warning

An early reference to the Spanish “enfluenza,” as it was spelled, appeared
in the Rockbridge County News on September 26, 1918. Thus did most local
residents first become aware of the extent of the epidemic, particularly in
the camps:

The disease known as Spanish enfluenza, so prevalent in Spain early
in the year and which has effected many of our soldiers in France has
become widely prevalent in this country . . . . The influenza first ap-
peared at Camp Lee on Sept. 13; Sept. 21st, a week later, 1,539 cases
had been reported. The majority of the men who first contracted it
had already recovered and returned to duty. But six had died from
pneumonia which had set in after the enfluenza. Saturday there was
also reported fourteen deaths, as a result of the enfluenza at Camp
Dix, N.J., and at Camp Devins, Mass., two officers and sixteen privates
died the same day from the same disease, The enfluenza has spread
to the West and Saturday about 2,000 men at the Great Lakes station
near Chicago . . ..

The civilian population is of course liable to be attacked by the germ
of this disease. State Health Commissioner Williams urges that as a
preventative to its spread, persons shall not put their fingers in their
mouth and shall cover the face when sneezing. . . .
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Influenza Comes to Lexington and Rockbridge County

October — the terrible month — came in with “pleasant, bright beauti-
ful days,” and was warmer than September. The corn crop was excellent,
except on Brattons Run, which had already experienced frost damage.

On October 1, S.A.T.C. students at both Washington and Lee and
V.M.L. were inducted into military service.” V.M.I. inductions proceeded
more slowly because of the illness of the post physician, Dr. O. Hunter Mc-
Clung.™ Dr. Reuben Davis of Lexington was also ill, so General Edward W.
Nichols, V.M.I.’s superintendent, requested that the war department as-
sign a surgeon to the institute.” Influenza had finally come to Lexington.

On October 2, the Lexington Gazette published a front-page article
under the headline, “Ravages of Influenza — Dread Disease Spreading
Fast and Claiming Many Victims in Camps.” The article said

Spanish influenza, rapidly spreading throughout the country, is . . .
a highly infectious disease caused by a particularly energetic germ.
... Itis in enormous numbers in the bronchial mucus, whence it is
coughed up to renew its pernicious work. . . . It exerts such a general
devitalizing effect on the tissue that other dangerous micro-organ-
isms which ordinarily are held in check run riot and catarrh, pneu-
monia, and similar conditions develop. It particularly attacks over-
worked and weakened organs such as the heart and lungs. For this
reason, rest, nutrition, warmth and tonics are important factors in its
treatment.

The September 28 Staunton Daily News published a colorful and “im-
portant statement” from the state health commissioner in response to
the “alarming increase” of cases in Virginia: “Don’t spit in anybody’s face
and don’t let anybody spit in yours!” In addition, “Better by far if they
whacked us on the head with a stick instead of spraying us with his disease-
producing spit . . .. And may we also be saved from the common drinking
cup — another menace almost as bad as the coughers and sneezers.”

The Rockbridge County News reported on October 3 that the epidemic
in the camps was growing and that the pneumonia and death rate would
increase in the coming week. There were urgent calls from the camps
for more physicians and nurses. Medical assistance was being recruited
from the civilian population. The Army surgeon general reported a to-
tal of 88,461 cases since September 13, when the fall epidemic was first
noted. There were 6,769 cases of pneumonia with 1,877 deaths. At Camp
Lee, where a number of Rockbridge men were stationed, conditions were
“growing worse.” Because of quarantines, a private at Camp Lee was mar-
ried with his bride standing thirty feet away.*

On the local front, the deaths of two young Rockbridge County men
from influenza was reported in the same newspaper. On September 28,
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Owen Mason Morris, 21, a “promising young farmer, intelligent, energetic,
and popular,” died “quickly” of pneumonia three weeks after arriving at
Camp Lee. Two days later, James Franklin Bane, “a sturdy young man,” died
of pneumonia at the engineers facility at Camp A. A. Humphreys, now
Fort Belvoir. This scenario was being repeated in camps all over the Unit-
ed States: Young men in the prime of their life were dying of influenza."

A Blow Strikes Washington and Lee

“Spanish influenza™ appeared among Washington and Lee students in
the last week of September.*” According to W&L President Henry Lewis
Smith, “In the midst of the confusion of the opening, with government
cots, blankets, etc. on the way, and with no surgeons yet formally appoint-
ed, the ‘Flu’ epidemic arrived with the first registrants and struck the
assembled student body with the suddenness of a blow.” By October 3,
Jackson Memorial Hospital “with its roomy porches was full to the limit,”
with thirty-eight students sick enough to be admitted. The Lexington Red
Cross was organized under Mrs. Merrill Mills to help meet the emergency.
Drs. Reuben Frank Davis, not yet ill, and Robert Glasgow “met the new
call with tireless energy and unselfish devotion.”™

Cases developed so rapidly that Miss Annie Jo White's home at 13
University Place was secured as a hospital for twenty patients and staffed
with Red Cross helpers. About twenty more cases were segregated and
cared for on the “commodious first floor” of Castle Hill, the hotel west of
the campus. A few weeks later, the Blue Hotel, also called East Dormitory,
became a fourth hospital organized under the Red Cross. The S.AT.C.
men themselves helped as hospital orderlies, working four-hour shifts day
and night in all four hospitals.** Students with less-pronounced symptoms
were treated in their dormitories.®

Some cases were reported among Lexington residents. Initially, no
cases were reported among V.M.I. cadets, as they had been quarantined
when the first W&L cases were observed.*

The First Flu Victims

Although ill himself, Dr. Davis worked tirelessly among the sick W&L stu-
dents. At the young age of thirty-two, he became one of the first victims of
the deadly flu in Lexington. He “was taken to his bed with a severe case
of grip, and in a few days pneumonia set in, which developed rapidly and
resulted in his death” on October 5 at his home on South Main Street.*
Because of the epidemic, funeral services were held only at graveside.
This practice would continue for several weeks during the fall influenza
wave. According to the Washington and Lee yearbook, Dr. Davis’s “work
was as truly heroic as that of any soldier who made the supreme sacrifice
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on the shell-torn fields of Picardy.” President Smith, in his annual re-
port, referred to Dr. Davis “as truly a martyr in the cause of his country.”
Dr. Davis, a flu victim, became a war casualty.

Meanwhile, another popular Lexington physician, Dr. O. Hunter
McClung, and two of his children were still sick with the flu.

Local Response

On the day Dr. Davis died, the Buena Vista city council met to discuss
the flu situation. Dr. James Harmanson Mapp, board of health president,
did not recommend closing schools or churches. On the other hand, Dr.
Robert Glasgow, board of health officer for Lexington, took immediate
action closing Lexington’s churches, schools, billiard rooms, and the “pic-
ture shows” at the Lyric Theatre as a “precautionary measure on account
of the prevalence of Spanish influenza in the community.™ The County
News quoted him:™

This order of the board of health was neither due to the presence of
a plague nor a panic in Lexington. It was taken simply as a means of
wise precaution in view of the spread of an infectious disease, Span-
ish influenza, over the land which, in cases particularly of the infirm
or bodily defective or depleted people and people who do not take
proper care of themselves, has been resulting in a per centage of
pneumonia, part of the cases of which result fatally.

The County News reported that on Sunday, October 6, “for the first
time that the oldest inhabitant can remember not a church bell sounded
a call to worship in Lexington . . . . There were neither church services nor
Sunday schools.” Few people ventured out. “It was thought by some that
congregating at soda fountains should be prohibited, since the crowds
thus assembled were regarded as excellent mediums for the diffusion of
the disease.” On that same day, Grover Cleveland Cummings, thirty-three,
a traveling insurance man, died of pneumonia at the Randolph Street
home of Robert Agnor.”!

In Buena Vista, by contrast, on that Sunday, a great religious revival
took place at St. John’s Methodist Church. Led by Evangelist Lee Starke
of New York, it resulted in “more than 300 conversions and reclamations.”
The meeting concluded a two-week revival, and “every seat in the church
was packed, standing room at a premium and hundreds turned away for
lack of room, the most remarkable religious service in the history of Bue-
na Vista. . . . The various churches of Buena Vista united in the services.
Music was a special feature, the large chorus choir being composed of the
different choirs of the city.”™

The next day, the Buena Vista school board voted to close the schools
for one week; in the end, schools did not re-open until November 12.
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With separate health boards and temporary health officers, differ-
ences in response to the epidemic in Rockbridge County, Lexington, and
Buena Vista were typical at the time because of the lack of an organized
public health infrastructure at local, state, or federal levels. The influenza
epidemic would soon lead to efforts by the state board of health to improve
public health capabilities of local jurisdictions.” Dr. Richard Garnett, as-
sistant commissioner of health, traveled to Lexington on November 19
to propose the establishment of a permanent centralized county health
department to replace the three health boards of Lexington, Buena Vista,
and Rockbridge County. A large population increase was projected for
the area, and the establishment of a permanent department, consisting
of a salaried physician, nurses, and sanitation inspectors, would safeguard
health in the future. The department would emphasize disease preven-
tion rather than reacting to outbreaks, as was then-current practice. In
spite of strong support shown by the women of Lexington, the proposal
would later be turned down by the County Board of Supervisors.

News from Buena Vista

The diary of Samuel P. Gibson (1882 -1934), land assessor and city regis-
trar, is a collection of ledgers with daily one- or two-line comments — ac-
curate records of deaths, sickness, marriages, fires, accidents, and unusual

FIGURE 2
Excerpt from the Diary of Samuel P. Gibson, 1918
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weather in Buena Vista and some events of national interest.” The Gibson
diary is an important source of information about influenza events in
Buena Vista from mid-September 1918 through March 1919, as no copies
of the Buena Vista newspaper are known to exist for that period. Figure 2
is an example from the diary. (Note references to the Spanish flu, which
he spelled “flue.”) The selection is transcribed here to show the misspell-
ings, characteristic ledger-like spacing, and lack of punctuation:

Sep 27  Alittle girl of Mrs Sorrels died last night

Oct 3 The Spanish flue is raging all over the country something
like Grip

Oct 6 Several cases of the flue in B.V.

ny The Schools closed on a/c of flue

Oct 10  The Epidemick is raging hear hole families laid up with it

The Situation Worsens

The word “fear” appeared frequently: “many county people feared to
come to town”; people “feared to mingle with others”; “children were
kept at home by parents for fear that the disease had not entirely been
stamped out”; “fear of influenza” increased with bad weather. The lack of
news from reliable public health sources during wartime contributed to
the fear. The lack of knowledge about the cause of influenza led to much
speculation. For example, it was “generally accepted” that “the epidemic
was originally caused by the bringing of Chinese coolies to do manual
labor in the war zone in France.™

Washington and Lee students were quarantined effective October 7
and were not allowed to go to stores or gather in the streets.”® Through-
out the quarantine period in October, the S.A.'T.C. battalion continued to
drill every afternoon for two hours, “the exercise being considered con-
ducive to healthfulness to void off the influenza.” The battalion marched
to the post office at 1 p.m. daily and the men entered the post office “in
small relays” to get their mail. There were “no longer any student crowds
about the post office.””

With the death of one physician, Dr. Davis, and illness of another,
Dr. McClung, many afflicted persons could not get proper medical at-
tention.” Dr. Robert Glasgow, the Lexington health officer, wired Wash-
ington, D.C., for help to care for the university students, but every area
of the country was in the same predicament. A September 21 article in
the Staunton Daily News reported that only a third of the county and state
physicians remained back at the home front. In Lexington, services were
severely limited, especially telephone service, with half of the operators
sick (Figure 3). McCrum Drug Company and Wayland’s Drug Store were
without pharmacists and were short of clerks. Cleveland Davis, engaged
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in “war work” in Williamsburg,
came back to Lexington to assist
in the prescription department at
McCrum’s.” Healthy members of
the Rockbridge Red Cross chapter
continued to meet to make surgi-
cal dressings, an activity approved
by Lexington’s health officer.” The
war effort superseded influenza.
On Wednesday, October 9,
all public schools in Rockbridge
County were ordered closed by Dr.
Charles H. Davidson, who acted as
the county’s health officer when
needed. The Spanish influenza
outbreak prompted the county
board of supervisors to renew his
contract until New Year’s, at $500

245

TELEPHONE  SERVICE

Sinoe the epidemic of Spanish Influenwa has been raging
in Lesington and the county, the number of telephone calls has
greatly increased to the extent fhat the regular force of oper-
ators can not begin fo do the work; and with this congested con-
dition we have several operators off duty with influegza, which

makes conditions much worse,

Therefore, under thess conditions, we will be glad if the
subseribers will avoid all nanecessary calling possible and ROT
bu impationt if they do not receive the sorvice promptly, as we

assure averyone (hat we are using the best method possible to

give the service.

LEXINGTON TELEPHONE CO.

FIGURE 3

Source: Lexington Gazette,
October 9, 1918.

a year. Cases of influenza were re-

ported throughout the county and a number of schools were already
closed because of student and teacher illness. It was reported that infec-
tion seemed to have spread in the county by persons who attended the
fairs in Lynchburg and Covington.

Occasionally, a small news item about Buena Vista appeared in the
Rockbridge County or Lexington newspaper. According to these brief re-
ports, schools were closed, Southern Seminary college was quarantined,
and the “moving picture show” was closed. Several industries were “seri-
ously handicapped” by the sickness of employees.*!

Eugenia Harman McClung, thirty-seven, wife of Dr. O. Hunter Mc-
Clung and mother of three little children, died from pneumonia of “a
most alarming form” on October 9. Dr. McClung and two of the children
had been ill with influenza first.””

Of interest, an article in the October 16 edition of the Lexington Ga-
zette gave the “average man” advice on how to “win the war” by consuming
as little as necessary. This appeared to contradict the advice offered by the
State Board of Health to eat plenty of simple, nourishing food. By order
of the board of health, the sale of all soft drinks was forbidden, effective
October 14, as a precaution against the spread of influenza.*

Adpvice from the State Board of Health to avoid alcoholic beverag-
es was contradicted by the prevailing local belief that alcohol was useful
for medicinal purposes, as affirmed in a headline in the same issue of
the Gazette: “Booze Knocks Out Flu.” Nearly all Army camps had ordered
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whisky and alcohol from Baltimore in barrel lots to aid in the treatment
of the epidemic. Internal revenue agents in North Carolina and Virginia
who had confiscated liquor were expected to turn it over to hospitals,
physicians, and health officers.

Furthermore, Prohibition commissioners continued to approve rec-
ommendations from judges to dispense confiscated liquor. Rockbridge
Judge Henry Holt instructed county clerk A. Terry Shields to release li-
quor held in custody of the court for local physicians to use in treating
influenza cases: “Recently there was an unexpected raid upon it [three
gallons of “ardent spirits” kept in a steel vault] which the clerk was power-
less to resist. Under orders from the judge physicians came and demand-
ed it for use in influenza cases. . . . The clerk had to yield to the public
necessity.” Of note, on October 21, Dr. Royal S. Copeland, health com-
missioner of New York City, issued a warning against the use of alcoholic
beverages by Spanish influenza victims because it “tended to increase the
danger from the disease.”

By October 10, there were eighty cases of influenza among W&L
men. Since Rockbridge Baths had escaped the influenza so far, Dr. R. H.
Morrison of that community volunteered his services to the university and
to the private practices of the Lexington physicians. By the time the fall
outbreak ended at Washington and Lee, there had been more than 150
cases recorded, with two deaths attributed to influenza or pneumonia.

General Nichols reported the first flu case at V.MLL. on October 11.
By October 17, there were three cases among cadets. V.MLL attempted to
restrict the spread of infection through strict quarantine at first. The Lex-
ington Gazellereported that the situation was never “very serious” at V.M.1,
with few cases because of the quick response and decision to quarantine
early in the outbreak. A different picture emerges, however, from the
1918-19 report to the board of visitors, in which General Nichols down-
played the epidemic, saying there were “no fatalities, though there were a
number quite sick.”™ According to General Nichols, the flu was brought
back to the barracks when cadets were granted furloughs to visit parents
and others at home who had the illness. Absent from Gen. Nichols’s re-
port was any consideration of the fact that sick faculty and staff members
on post may have been sources of infection. In short, it is questionable
whether quarantine of cadets was an effective strategy at V.M.IL.

Because the V.M.I. hospital was filled with sick cadets, an adjoining
vacant house was requisitioned for hospital purposes.” According to the
Superintendent’s 1918-19 annual report, “the conditions occasioned an
unusual expense in medical attention and in the number of nurses re-
quired,” and an Army doctor was procured. General Nichols continued:
“Our academic, military, and administrative staffs were also affected. As
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we have no supernumerary force, such a condition presents complica-
tions not a little embarrassing. Absences of instructors, whether by reason
of sickness or for other reasons, should be avoided in every possible way.”
Dr. O. Hunter McClung’s annual surgeon’s report stated simply: “We had
an unusual number of men throughout the year at sick calls and on the sick
list. . . . The prevailing illness was influenza and its attendant maladies.”

Two more Rockbridge County men died in Army camps on Octo-
ber 10: Nathan Gooch, “colored,” at Camp Greene in Charlotte, North
Carolina, and James Hostetter at Camp Humphries. Sporadic reports of
deaths of Rockbridge County men from disease in camps appear through-
out the October newspapers. Young women who were teachers in other
parts of the country returned to their Lexington and Rockbridge County
homes because the schools where they taught were closed. Parents who
were able to do so traveled elsewhere to help care for sick children and
relatives. Graham Robinson was called to Philadelphia, in the middle of
that city’s crisis™ on October 12 by news that his son, a chemist at an iron
works there, was sick with pneumonia. News of these travels appeared
throughout the fall wave.

The first death in Buena Vista specifically from influenza was docu-
mented on October 12 by Samuel Gibson: “Bruce Updike died today first
death from flue.” (The Gibson diary rarely gave the ages of residents who
died.)

During the peak of the fall epidemic, court was held, but no juries
were called to “prevent the gathering of crowds at the court house during
the term, which it is desired to avoid by reason of the influenza epidemic.™

On October 15, six deserters were caught hiding out in their homes
in Irish Creek. Several of them had been in training at Camp Lee and were
home on furlough, but refused to return to camp “on account of the in-
fluenza.”™ One of the deserters was shot and “left lying on the ground sup-
posed to be dead, and was found in this condition the following morning.™

The Gazette (October 16 and 23) and the County News (October 17
and 24) were full of influenza death news. Two Washington and Lee stu-
dents, both in Company A, housed in Doremus Gymnasium, died on Oc-
tober 15. The first, John Ward Child of West Virginia, nineteen years old,
a second-year student, a “youth of much promise,” died of pneumonia.
The second, Thomas Armstrong, twenty-one, took his influenza home
with him. Nathan Hickman, a Virginia Polytechnic Institute cadet from
Natural Bridge, “a young man of unusual equipment,” died of influenza
complications. Private Holtz, twenty-five, a soldier at Camp Grant in Illi-
nois, was buried in the “colored” cemetery in Collierstown, his hometown.

Eva Cox Markham, wife of Harry Markham and mother of a four-
teen-year-old boy, died at Jackson Hospital. Her son, a “delicate child,”
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would die in November from influenza. Other local dead also included
Harry M. Paxton, thirty-seven, taken ill in Baltimore; Lena W. Frye, young
wife and mother; Rowena Ramsey, thirty-one, mother of five; Verdrey Tol-
ley, eighteen; Frank Lee Wagner, twenty-seven, a railroad man; and Mary
Crump Davis, twenty-eight, a trained nurse from Albemarle County, who
came to Lexington to care for a visiting aunt in the home of her uncle,
Prof. John W. Kern. Miss Davis became ill with influenza and “after a pe-
riod of harrowing suspense the end came with pneumonia” on October
17. The day before, another Rockbridge County soldier, James Buchanan,
had died at Camp Lee. The youthfulness of the victims was probably most
alarming to local residents.

Areport from the Kerrs Creek area of the county read, “We are lone-
some out here; every one stays at home, although the flu hasn’t struck
many as yet.”” The full force of the epidemic would not hit there until
later.

“In the midst of general uneasiness” about influenza, a “robust” and
apparently healthy nineteen-year-old W&L student, Donald Spotts, from
Dublin, Virginia, died of a ruptured blood vessel in the brain, called apo-
plexy at that time. He was leaving the chemistry lab, where he had been
working late, and was walking on campus near the library when he sud-
denly exclaimed, “Who struck me in the head?” Many students ran to his
aid and carried him to the hospital. He died within thirty minutes.” Of
interest, editors of the 1918-19 yearbook included Donald Spotts among
the fatal influenza cases among students: “Of the more than a hundred
and fifty cases of the ‘flu’ only three cases resulted fatally.”™ In actuality,
only two students died of influenza.

Influenza continued to claim the young, including Carl Taylor,
thirty-two, postmaster and railway agent at Decatur in northeastern Rock-
bridge County; Bertha Cassandra Slusser, thirty-one, mother of six young
children and wife of Harry Coe Slusser, a Lexington meat merchant; and
Dr. William O. Beazley, thirty-six, pastor of the Lexington Baptist Church,
who died at the Baptist parsonage on White Street from pneumonia.

On October 20, Buena Vista improvised a hospital on the second
floor of the firehouse to accommodate thirty patients. Samuel Gibson
made these notes in his diary:

Oct 20  They opened a Hospital at the Fire House to day for the
Sick

Oct 21 A man died at the Hospital last night and Mrs Walter Beard
died at her Home this morning
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Oct 22 Their has been 6 deaths in the last 24 hours 2 Wheelers a
man by the name of Covington Mrs Hite Mrs Russel and
one other

Oct 23  Mrs Wm Cunningham died at 12 to day

Oct 23  Mr SV Watts died at 3 this evening

The county health officer, Dr. Davidson, encouraged people to stay
at home and appealed to all residents to help enforce the ban on public
gatherings: “The present epidemic of influenza is spread by human con-
tact along lines of travel. . . . Every man, woman, and child can help by
staying at home as much as possible."”’ Nevertheless, news items about
local happenings reported that residents were continuing to travel else-
where to care for sick family members and relatives. In addition, family
members were coming to Rockbridge County to convalesce. Influenza
did not stop people from traveling.

U.S. Surgeon-General Rupert Blue urged home flu treatment in an
effort to reduce unnecessary calls on overworked physicians.”” Comment-
ed Blue: “The present generation has been spoiled by having had expert
medical and nursing care readily available.” He recommended basic nurs-
ing care, that gauze masks be worn when caring for sick patients, and that
the doctor be called only when the patient was “very sick, coughs up pink-
ish sputum, or breathes rapidly and painfully.” The Virginia State Board
of Health recommended that masks be “made of four layers of cheese
cloth, five by six inches, hemmed and stitched across, with tape at each
corner for tying behind the neck.””

The sale of Liberty Bonds appeared to have exceeded expectations
even though “the influenza materially interfered with anything spectacu-
lar in the way of a campaign.” In the midst of death and in spite of Dr.
Davidson'’s reminder that “all public gatherings of every description are
prohibited,” the annual cup handicap golf match was held at the Lex-
ington Golf Club.*

The October 24 issue of the County News carried figures made public
by Washington, the first local reporting of influenza’s impact on Ameri-
can and Canadian civilians. “Twenty-seven states reported . . . that influ-
enza was still spreading”; in Canada, a third of the population was down
with the illness. In Chicago, residents were being treated with experimen-
tal antitoxin and were advised to not shake hands in saluting each other.®
The news from Virginia was equally grim, with Hopewell and Petersburg
sending out urgent calls for nurses and doctors. Nearby Covington in Al-
leghany County had fifteen deaths and the high school was converted
into a hospital, with four wards for fifty people on the third floor.

The report from Washington indicated that since September 13,
there had been 290,447 flu cases among soldiers, with 46,055 cases of



250

TO PROPLE OF THE COUNTY

~ Never in the history of the county
has there been crape at so many doors|
or sorrow in so many hearts. As the
doors of the church are properly
closed the writer respectfully suggests
that there be united prayed in every
family on the next and every Sabbath
day. In addition to our regular Bible
reading and prayer that the follow-
|ing Seriptures be read aloud in every
home, viz:

2nd Chronicles 7:13-16. Joel. 2:12-
18. Psalm 3-51 and Matthew 11:28. 1
John 2:1.

FIGURE 4

Source: Rockbridge County News,
October 24, 1918.
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pneumonia and 15,070 deaths — a
5.2 percent fatality rate among sol-
diers. In Sierra Leone, about 1,000
deaths a week were being reported.
The news article also said that the
illness had “spread to the interior”
of Africa and that “chimpanzees
and monkies [sic] who have very
weak chests, are dying like flies.™
Dr. Emmett McCorkle, pastor
of Bethesda Church at Rockbridge
Baths, published an appeal for
united prayer in every family in the
October 24 Rockbridge County News.
Dr. McCorkle’s prayer implored
God to “look down with infinite

pity and compassion” on the sick

and “all who sorrow for their dead”
and asked to “free us from this sickness with which we are afflicted.” Fig-
ure 4 shows a portion of Dr. McCorkle’s appeal.

A small notice on October 31 in the County News warned the public
about “sure cures” for influenza. Pepto-Mangan, a “Red Blood Builder,”
was advertised under the headline “Influenza Weakens the Blood — Breaks
Your Vitality — Leaves You Helpless When Exposed to Other Germs.” Ad-
vertisements in the Staunton newspaper suggested that taking Indian Kid-
ney and Liver Tonic would prevent influenza. Papa’s Cold Compound
claimed to relieve the misery of colds and the grippe. “Flu capsules” were
available in Staunton pharmacies. It is likely that Lexington drug stores
also stocked these “remedies.” Shirey and Brown, a Buena Vista drug store,
offered sample bottles of Boschee's German Syrup, “a soothing and heal-
ing remedy for all lung troubles . . . gives the patient a good night’s rest
free from coughing, with free expectoration in the morning.”™* Figure 5
is an example of an advertisement” that appeared in local newspapers.

The Epidemic Begins to Subside
By October 24, Dr. Robert Glasgow reported a marked decrease in the
number of new cases in Lexington. Although there were still some serious
cases, Dr. Glasgow reassured the public that pneumonia associated with
influenza was not always fatal.

At Camp Lee, the quarantine was lifted on the 26th. The number of
cases in the camp from September 13 through October 24 was 11,527, with
655 deaths from pneumonia. A nurse who was married to a 1916 V.M.L.
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graduate was among the dead.® A
case fatality rate of 5.7 percent was Insute Against Influenza
calculated for Camp Lee. In com-
parison, a case fatality rate of 2.5
percent was later estimated for the Similar Ailments
civilian population in the United —

5 a6 The influenza epidemic seema to be abating, but you
States.™ should still take every pracaution to ward or an attack.

On October 28, Mrs. Bes-

i 5 5 - We have all the best solution - for
sie Whitmore Nicely, twenty-six, a SHciins the okt a0t soatells
i“ i ” ; e and excellent atomizers with

sweet and lovely young mother” of whick to apoly.
three children, died of pneumonia
at her home on Jefferson Street. }‘,jﬁs‘}lgi $2 28 of e ol il e Anhen e
Her illness “followed the alarming Arments.
illness, from the same cause of her

husband, now happily convaless | WAYLAND'S DRUG STORE

cent.™? Phone 94

and

Tetter heed the old saw sheut an ounce of prevention being worth »
poaind ol cure and use precautionary methods now.

The situation among Wash-
ington and Lee students improved
as well, prompting President Smith
to announce, “The epidemic may
be officially declared a thing of the
past.”™ The university’s emergency hospitals — East dormitory, Miss An-
nie White’s home, and Castle Hill — were closed. Fewer than a dozen
students were at Jackson Hospital. Physicians noted that W&L had acted
wisely in keeping the students at school rather than permitting them to
return home: “The moving of people affected with influenza has often
aggravated the disease and brought about fatal results.”™’

President Smith expressed his “heartfelt appreciation of the unself-
ish courage and zeal of the ladies of Lexington Red Cross, many of whom
contracted the disease while taking the places of absent and anxious
mothers at the bedside of the boys away from home. Their courage and
unselfishness were worthy of any battlefront, and will not soon be for-
gotten.™

The situation improved somewhat in Buena Vista near the end of
October;” yet Samuel Gibson reported several more deaths in his Oc-
tober 26 diary entry. The firechouse hospital, which had accommodated
over thirty patients,” closed on November 1 (“They closed the Hospital
this morning”). The last hospital death occurred on October 30 (“Miss
Truslow died at the Hospital this morning”).”

By early November, the state board of health decided that although
the danger of spread of influenza was not entirely over, restrictions could
largely be lifted in most communities. The board warned that public gath-

FIGURE 5

Source: Rockbridge County News,
November 7, 1918.
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erings were still dangerous and that
L Y R I C close personal contact should be
avoided. It called attention to the
law prohibiting use of common
drinking cups, which included the
O enS common communion wine cup:
p “All churches using the latter are
offenders against the statutes of this
o commonwealth . . . preachers and
Frlday church officers are cautioned.™
By the end of October, influ-

S S S enza had just about disappeared in
Lexington. The Lexington board

Matlnee of health lifted the quarantine ef-
fective Friday, November 8.% Dr.

Saturday Davidson, county health officer,
announced that quarantine regula-

Theatre has been thor- tions would be raised Saturday, No-
. vember 9, at midnight. Schools and
oughly fuminated. £

- ) churches would reopen and public
Disinfected daily. gatherings would be permitted.
FIGURE 6 Whefl the_ LyriF Theater opened fo_r
Sources Rockbridkge Courty News, the first time in nearly a month, it
November 7, 1918. placed a typical post-epidemic news-

paper advertisement (Figure 6).

Dr. Glasgow reported that

there were “only eleven deaths” from pneumonia in Lexington.” The
word “only” misrepresents the magnitude of the epidemic, because elev-
en deaths from influenza, mainly as a complication of pneumonia, would
have been much higher than the usual annual number of deaths from
pneumonia (two to four) reported in previous years. Note that no deaths
were associated with a V.MLL. flu outbreak that occurred in 1916.%7 Al-
though several cases were observed among “colored people” in Lexing-
ton, very few deaths occurred”™ — consistent with general observations
of lower death rates in black Americans during the pandemic.” Unfortu-
nately, there are no firm statistics tracking flu cases by race in Lexington.
Lexington schools reopened on Friday, November 8. Attendance

was “fairly good, although some children were kept at home by parents
for fear that the disease had not entirely been stamped out.” Drug stores
were permitted to sell drinks and pool rooms were open for business.
Quarantines having been lifted at the colleges, V.M L. cadets and the men
of the S.A.T.C. at Washington and Lee crowded the streets on Saturday.
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According to the Lexington Gazette of November 13:

It is of striking significance that the situation has always been well
in hand at these two schools. The VMI took precautions at the very
beginning of the epidemic, and when the young men complained
of colds or other infirmities they were most carefully looked after. In
consequence there were the fewest number of cases of “flu” at that in-
stitution, and the young men emerged from the quarantine healthy
and happy. The confinement was a little trying on their spirits but
they recognized the wisdom of the precaution.

Some residents remained reluctant to gather in public spaces. “The
increased attendance of county people on the streets was noticeable . . . .
[Yet] many county people feared to come to town, and as a precaution
they remained at home.” On Sunday the 10th, churches re-opened after
5 weeks of closed doors. “Fairly good congregations attended services.
Many people, however, seemed to fear to mingle with others, and in con-
sequence remained at home.”"” Businesses appeared eager to move on,
as Figure 7 shows.""

Influenza Hits the County

In contrast to conditions in Lexington and Buena Vista, the news from
the county was not as good. “There have been so many cases of influenza
and deaths . . . in Arnold’s Valley and along the James River that it is
almost impossible for a correspon-
dent to keep up with and record all ,
of them.”" “Distressing” news in- Wembergs
cluded the death of a widow, Mrs. .
Foster, her married daughter, and Extra. Special Bargams
the daughter’s twelve-year-old son.
By November 13, twenty new cases Shoes
of influenza were reported in Natu-
ral Bridge. The epidemic was still Coats

in full force, bringing whole fami Sl,lits and

lies down. The South River Lumber

company shut down its sawmill be- i“iner

cause so many employees were sick. M y
“The angel of death visited | The “Flu” is a thing of the past.

many homes in the valley, leav- Come in and shop

ing sore and lonely hearts.”" The WEINBERGS

deaths of three babies were noted. R

btatemd.e vital statistics re(.:or.cls CIGURE 7

showed increased numbers of in in-

. . Source: Lexington Gazette,
fant deaths in 1918 (Figure 8). November 6, 1918.
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FIGURE 8 ‘ Cases of influenza continued
Impact of Influenza on to occur in the county from mid-
Infant Deaths, 1918 | November through January. Dr.

Davidson was called to a secluded

Thousands 6,225 hollow of Kerrs Creek to look into

R 510 o Additional | an outbreak that affected l.]:lf,‘ teach-
" — i E:thl'::gzgv . ers and nearly all the pupils of the

- Waterloo school there. The out-
4 1 : break was traced to a local resident,
3 | one Mrs. Downey, whose visiting
2 | . i son and wife, residents of Coving-
§ ton and recently ill with influenza,
o N ] i had brought the illness to Mrs.

1917 1918 Downey’s younger children, who
o were pupils at Waterloo." As many
Source: Virginia Department of Health, s et X o :
Office of Vital Records | 28 thirty-nine cases necessitated ju-
dicial enforcement of a strict quar-
antine involving twelve families.

An even more serious out-
break extended along Buffalo Creek, with an estimated 100 cases of influ-
enza, eight cases of pneumonia, and several deaths. It was reported that
this outbreak was brought in by young people of the locality visiting at
Clifton Forge.'” And the influenza finally appeared in Rockbridge Baths,
causing students to “abandon the school and it was closed.” Nearly all the
twenty cases there started with one family, the head of which returned
from West Virginia with the flu. Several county schools were closed as a
precaution. Shocking deaths included those of Mrs. Walter Murray, twen-
ty-nine, mother of five children, all sick with influenza when she died; Ed-
ward Shewey, “a young man of fine physical powers”; Andrew Nicely, forty-
five, and two of his young daughters, ages four and six; and Virginia Steele
of Steeles Tavern, “just beginning to enter into the joys and pleasures of
girlhood.™" In early December, Lieutenant J. Henry Smith, twenty-one,
eldest son of Washington and Lee President Henry Louis Smith, died at
Camp Taylor in Louisville, Kentucky, of pneumonia. Lt. Smith had been
a “splendid specimen of physical manhood” and the “picture of health”
when he was on leave in Lexington two months before.'”

Christmas Day 1918 was rather somber: cloudy, with a cold wind, and
“remarkably drippy.”'” In Lexington, “cash sales were remarkably large, a
natural consequence of the abundance of money.” Schools in Lexington
re-opened on December 31 to make up for days lost due to influenza, but
a number of schools in the county stayed closed because of “the continu-
ance of influenza.™"
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A steady downpour of rain with mild temperatures greeted the New
Year, in contrast to the hard freeze of the previous year. By January 2, a
severe outbreak of influenza was reported in the Brownsburg area, and
no physician was available. Deaths were still occurring in Natural Bridge
and at Timber Ridge. A report from Raphine in northern Rockbridge
spoke of the new year’s “melodious notes of universal peace, but mingled
with ‘sorrow’ in the homes all over the land, caused by the pestilence
that walketh at noonday.”"” Cases were reported from Glasgow in mid-
January; a thirteen-year-old girl, Lillie Downey, died and “six little girls,
her schoolmates were the pallbearers, and four others carried the flowers,
which were very beautiful. A very distressing feature of this death was that

her mother and three other children were sick in bed at the time.”!!

A Third Wave

In Lexington, the women'’s club held a meeting January 6: “Their pleas-
ant and instructive sessions were interrupted in the fall by the influenza
epidemic and the call of war work for women.”"?

In Lexington, there were two deaths on January 10 owing to unusual
complications: Miss Annie Marie Fitzgerald, fifty-nine, a nurse living on
Main Street who had contracted the disease in the autumn “and was nev-
er well afterwards”™; and three-year-old Thomas Agree Smith of Jefferson
Street, who died with diabetes following an influenza infection.

A January 16 report said that “influenza and colds are largely preva-
lent in this town and county. . . . Physicians constantly on the go; many
calls to Lexington physicians coming from far out in the county.”" “The
‘flu’ situation . . . is reported serious . . . whole families being laid-up . . .
individual cases are not so serious . . . but the present epidemic seems to
be more widely diffused.”!*

In Natural Bridge, John McGee, thirty-eight, “the picture of health,”
died on January 15, eight days after driving to Lexington in a buggy to
“attend to some business.” He left behind a widow and eight children,
ages one to seventeen.'” Dr. Lloyd was “going night and day,” the only
physician in the whole district. “For the last few days business of all kinds
have been paralyzed and at this time the end is not in sight.”!1° Because
recovery from influenza was slow, the report from Natural Bridge sug-
gested that schools not reopen until April 1: “Even those pupils that have
recovered . . . are not strong and in no condition to study.™"”

Casualties of War

Even “in the face of an influenza epidemic disturbing the town and coun-
ty,” Lee-Jackson Day was celebrated in Lexington on January 20. “The
most idle came to attention when General Nichols, rising to his feet at the
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call of the toastmaster, read in measured terms the men from Rockbridge
who had made, ‘The Supreme Sacrifice in the World War’.”""® General
Nichols cited thirteen men who died in battle, seventeen who died of
disease, and two who died in accidents. Of interest, of those who died of
disease, fifteen had died in the United States, not in Europe; eleven of
them had died in the camps — four at Camp Lee alone. Influenza was a
likely cause of death in at least eleven of the men, based on dates of death.

Deaths of local men from combat, disease, and other causes were
compared to national estimates from papers published locally early in
1919 and to official statistics available later from the War Department,'**
The Rockbridge County statistics are very similar to official War Depart-
ment statistics that link 50 percent or more of World War I deaths to dis-
ease (Figures 9 and 10).

FIGURE 9
World War | Deaths by Cause — Local Reports

Percent
0 20

60 80 100

Rockbridge
County

American
Expeditionary
Forces

-Cornbat DDisease -O'ther

Source: Local newspapers

FIGURE 10
World War | Deaths by Cause — War Department
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Lexington mayor Otho C. Jackson “brought the company back to the
present as he spoke of the South and the World war . . . he gloried in the
unity of the people of the United States in which the spirit of the South
had been conspicuous.”

The Rockbridge County News noted the impact of the epidemic among
Washington and Lee alumni serving in the war: Of twenty-seven men who
died, eight were killed in action (30 percent), four (15 percent) died of
wounds, and fifteen (56 percent) “died of disease™™ — roughly in line
with the War Department and local civilian statistics. Of interest, even
though most W&L alumni casualties were the result of disease, those vic-
tims were described as “men who made the supreme sacrifice for their
country in the great war.”

A Respite

The last reported local deaths of the 1918-19 pandemic included those
in February of a twenty-one-year-old mother of an infant son and Lucy
Preston Smith, who had taken up nursing duties in the V.M.IL. hospital in
the emergency, “bringing her skill to bear for the help of ill cadets.” (Miss
Preston was the granddaughter of former V.ML.I. superintendent General
Francis Smith and Dr. Livingston Waddell.) In May, James Wilson Morri-
son, game warden for Rockbridge County, died of influenza.'*!

By October, there had been a notable near-absence of death notices
for weeks. An October 23 news article said, “Records show remarkable
and gratifying health conditions. Scarcely a death reported.”*
seemed to have disappeared.

Influenza

Final Curtain Call

The virus rallied in January and February of 1920 but mortality did not
reach 1918-19 levels.'” By this time, the populace, including that in Rock-
bridge County, was more resistant than in 1918 and 1919.

The medical and scientific establishments were “baffled” (Figure
11).124

In Virginia, the epidemic was “tightening its grip on Roanoke,” but
over all, cases in Virginia seemed to be of a milder nature.'® Locally, Dr.
Glasgow reported an increase in S —— ;
number of influenza cases in Lex- .
ington and Rockbridge County — l‘_‘_EXINGTON GAZETTE
but of a milder strain. By early | Medical Science Frankiy Baffied By
February, sixty-five mild cases had Dicease Germ
been reported in Lexington, ten of

. FIGURE 11

them in W&L students and twenty Source: Lsxngton Gisetts
in V.M.L. cadets. Jackson Hospital jgnyary 28, 1920. d
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had only one nurse capable of duty for twenty patients. Nursing needs
were met by family, friends, and neighbors “coming to the rescue.” Some
schools in the county closed, and attendance at open schools was small
because of “fear of influenza with bad weather.”® The annual Fancy
Dress Ball at Washington and Lee, scheduled for February 10, was called
off because of influenza.

A flareup occurred in mid-February.'”” Exact numbers of cases were
not known: “Physicians seem to be too busy to make reports.” The offices
of the telephone company were found “in a bad situation,” with most of
the “young lady operators” unable to report for duty. The company ap-
pealed to the public to “use the line only when necessary,” just as it had
in 1918. By February 19, the flu was even more widespread, with every
neighborhood “spotted with cases of the disease.” Though the cases were
mild, every community had “cases of pneumonia to which frail people,
particularly, were succumbing.” Dr. Glasgow estimated that Lexington
had as many as 250 cases. W&L had a total of twenty-eight sick, fourteen
of whom were in the hospital, one seriously ill. V.M.I. had fifteen cases in
the hospital. Cadets were quarantined from February 1 to 11.'%#

As in the previous winter, businesses were affected; Figure 12 shows
one advertisement from 1920.'*

Government operations felt the impact; the jailer, two deputy sher-
iffs, a deputy clerk, and the treasurer were all affected.'

A number of unexpected and shocking deaths occurred in February.
Mrs. O’Neal Moses, age thirty-one, mother, trained soprano, and member
of the Lexington Presbyterian choir, died in less than a week from influ-
enza and pneumonia.”' The young Mayor Jackson, who had spoken so
passionately on Lee-Jackson Day the year before, died of heart failure fol-
lowing what appeared to be a mild case of influenza.'* Deaths of parent-
child pairs and “husband and wife buried in same grave in Staunton” were
reported.”” There was “much sickness in Natural Bridge,” and Dr. Lloyd
was busy with 100 cases. “Last winter the colored people were almost ex-
empt from influenza, but this time many of this race are down with it.”*

The flu subsided in early

: i ———  March, coincident with the ar-
- Owing to illness Barrington H“]]‘ rival of two blizzards and 8-degree
Coffee Rooms will not open until fur- weather.'® Perhaps the blizzards

| ther notice. . .
Any one desiring doughnuts, aream hel‘ped by forcing everyone to stay
| cake, beaten biscuits, cake, pies and| inside.
| charlotte russe for Saturday can leave
-orders not later than Friday morning
| Orders must be called for Saturday (,gure 12
| * ;:
' morning. Womans' Exchange open
| from 10 a.m. to 1 p.m. '

Source: Rockbridge County News,
February 19, 1920




260

HOW TO SAVE YOURSELF AND OTHERS FROM INFLUENZA

(Advice Offered by the State Board of Health)

Keep away from drowds. )
Avoid people who are coughing or sneezing,
Don't put into your mouth fingers, pencils or other things

I {hat don’t belong ihere,

Don't use cup used by others without thoroughly washing it.

Avoid getting hungry, tired and cold,
Sleep and work in rooms filled with fresh air, but keep the body

warm.
Eat plenty of simple, nourishing food and avoid alcoholic

drinks.

When you cough or sneeze, cover your nose or mouth with
a handkerchief, or turn your face to the floor.

Wash your hands before eating.

If you get influensa, go immediately to bed and stay there for

| several days in ordeér to ward ofl pneumonia.
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FIGURE 15

Source: Rockbridge
County News,
October 10, 1918.

“no time and no de-
sire to wade through
the technical phrase-
ology” (Figure 14).'%

In 1918, the
Rockbridge County
News brought front-
page news about the
“Spanish Influenza”
from Dr. Rupert

Blue, surgeon general of the U.S. Public Health Service, as well as advice
offered by the State Board of Health, “How to Save Yourself and Others

from Influenza,” reproduced in Figure 15.

140

The article ended with this useful advice: “Cover up each cough and
sneeze / If you don’t you'll spread disease.”
Separately, the surgeon general of the Army issued these rules:!'"!

= Avoid needless crowding — influenza is a crowd disease.
» Smother your coughs and sneezes — others do not want the

germs which you would throw away.

» Your nose, not your mouth, was made to breathe through.

Remember the three “Cs” — a clean mouth, clean skin, and
clean clothes.

Try to keep cool when you walk, and warm when you ride and sleep.
Open the windows — always at home at night; at the office
when practicable.

Food will win the war if you give ita chance — help by choosing
and chewing your food well.

Your fate may be in your own hands — wash your hands before
eating.

Don’t let the waste products of digestion accumulate — drink a
glass or two of water on getting up.

Don’t use a napkin, towel, spoon, fork, glass, or cup which has
been used by another person and not washed.

Avoid tight clothes, tight shoes, tight gloves — seek to make
nature your ally, not your prisoner.

When the air is pure, breathe all of it you can — breathe deeply.
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HOW TO SAVE YOURSELF AND OTHERS FROM INFLUENZA

(Advice Offered by the State Board of Health)

Keep away from drowds. )
Avoid people who are coughing or sneezing,
Don't put into your mouth fingers, pencils or other things

I {hat don’t belong ihere,

Don't use cup used by others without thoroughly washing it.

Avoid getting hungry, tired and cold,
Sleep and work in rooms filled with fresh air, but keep the body

warm.
Eat plenty of simple, nourishing food and avoid alcoholic

drinks.

When you cough or sneeze, cover your nose or mouth with
a handkerchief, or turn your face to the floor.

Wash your hands before eating.

If you get influensa, go immediately to bed and stay there for

| several days in ordeér to ward ofl pneumonia.
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FIGURE 15

Source: Rockbridge
County News,
October 10, 1918.

“no time and no de-
sire to wade through
the technical phrase-
ology” (Figure 14).'%

In 1918, the
Rockbridge County
News brought front-
page news about the
“Spanish Influenza”
from Dr. Rupert

Blue, surgeon general of the U.S. Public Health Service, as well as advice
offered by the State Board of Health, “How to Save Yourself and Others

from Influenza,” reproduced in Figure 15.
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The article ended with this useful advice: “Cover up each cough and
sneeze / If you don’t you'll spread disease.”
Separately, the surgeon general of the Army issued these rules:!'"!

= Avoid needless crowding — influenza is a crowd disease.
» Smother your coughs and sneezes — others do not want the

germs which you would throw away.

» Your nose, not your mouth, was made to breathe through.

Remember the three “Cs” — a clean mouth, clean skin, and
clean clothes.

Try to keep cool when you walk, and warm when you ride and sleep.
Open the windows — always at home at night; at the office
when practicable.

Food will win the war if you give ita chance — help by choosing
and chewing your food well.

Your fate may be in your own hands — wash your hands before
eating.

Don’t let the waste products of digestion accumulate — drink a
glass or two of water on getting up.

Don’t use a napkin, towel, spoon, fork, glass, or cup which has
been used by another person and not washed.

Avoid tight clothes, tight shoes, tight gloves — seek to make
nature your ally, not your prisoner.

When the air is pure, breathe all of it you can — breathe deeply.
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Also in 1918, the state board of health announced that it would “take
advantage for education purposes, of the favorable psychological atmo-
sphere created by the epidemic of influenza™* by publishing an “Influ-
enza Catechism” for distribution to schoolchildren.

Morbidity and Mortality Statistics

Morbidity and mortality statistics were inadequately recorded in most
areas of the United States."” It is therefore likely that state and county
figures are underestimates.

The 1918 report of the Virginia State Commissioner of Health sum-
marized the impact of the 1918 pandemic in the U.S. and in Virginia:
*Owing to the great epidemic of influenza which began to rage during
the latter part of September and reached its height in October, all previ-
ous death rates were far surpassed.”

In a December 1919 diary entry, Samuel Gibson of Buena Vista
wrote, “We had 43 white and 5 colored deaths from influenza this Fall.”
Comparing those figures with the overall Buena Vista population shows a
death rate of 1.4 percent for whites and 1.3 percent for blacks.'** Crosby
observed that African American civilians had higher death rates from re-
spiratory disease than whites except for the period during the pandem-
ic.'” The Buena Vista mortality rates for blacks and whites, however, ap-
peared to be similar.

Gibson kept a running tally of deaths since 1890. The numbers used
in Figure 16 are rough, as he did not compile his tally on the same day
every year. About two-thirds of the deaths he reported in 1918 resulted
from influenza — a 2.5-fold increase over the figure for 1917.

FIGURE 16
Deaths in Buena Vista, 1916-23
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Source: Samuel P. Gibson diary
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FIGURE 17
Influenza Deaths,
Rockbridge County and Buena Vista, 1917-21
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Source: Virginia Department of Health,
Office of Vital Records

Dr. Robert Glasgow, Lexington’s health officer, reported vital sta-
tistics for Lexington for 1919 and compared them with those of 1918.
Deaths were higher in 1918 for both whites and blacks, although causes
of death were not given.'*® The 1919 population was 3,250. The numbers
of deaths were sixteen whites and nine “colored™ in 1918, comparable
numbers were forty and twenty-three — also a 2.5-fold increase in deaths
for each race.

Reported influenza deaths from the State of Virginia Vital Statistics
records for Rockbridge County and Buena Vista confirm a dramatic spike
in 1918, and in the county for 1919 and 1920 as well (Figure 17)."

Figure 18 shows the ratio of influenza deaths to total deaths from
1917 through 1921. Note the jump in Buena Vista flu mortality in 1918.

Nationally, nearly half of all deaths in 1918 resulted from influen-
za.'"" The Buena Vista statistics support the national estimates. Figure 18
shows that death rates in 1919 and 1920 both in Rockbridge County and
Buena Vista, while not as high as the death rates in 1918, were still higher
than the baseline rates observed for 1917 and 1921. In fact, Rockbridge
County death rates for influenza, especially during the fall wave in 1918,
are possibly underestimates owing to underreporting or failure to deter-
mine causes of death accurately.

*  Lexington was included in Rockbridge County statistics because it was not a sepa-
rate city at that time,
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FIGURE 18
Deaths from Influenza as a Proportion
Of All Deaths in Rockbridge, 1917-21
Percent
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Because the diagnoses of influenza and pneumonia in 1918 were not
based on objective laboratory testing or case identification, statistics for
influenza and pneumonia were combined to see if there was a difference
when compared with the statistics for influenza alone. Data in Figures 18

FIGURE 19
Deaths from Influenza and Pneumonia as a Proportion
\ Of All Deaths in Rockbridge, 1917-21
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Source: Virginia Department of Health,
Office of Vital Records
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! FIGURE 20

Deaths from Influenza and Pneumonia ‘
‘ As a Proportion of All Deaths in Nearby Counties, 1917-21
i
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Source: U.S. census data; Virginia Department of Health,
Division of Vital Records

and 19 show that, al[h()ugh there are slighl differences in rates, the overall
patterns are the same, with returns to baseline after 1920.

Figure 20 compares Rockbridge County statistics with those of three
nearby counties, Augusta, Roanoke, and Alleghany. The statistics for each
county are similar, with greatly increased death rates from influenza in

- 1918 and a return to pre-1918 rates

FIGURE 21 after 1920. For reasons already not-

Influenza’s Effect on Health ed, it is likely that these rates are
Care Costs at W&L, 1917-20 also underestimated.

Dollars Economic Impact

Pandemics have considerable eco-
nomic impact.'"® Aside from local
news items regarding the negative
impact of the epidemic on Buena
Vista businesses and the shortage
1,830 ; - || of telephone operators and phar-
macists in Lexington, little was said
_ : locally. The W&L dean’s reports
1917-18  1918-.19 191920 and V.ML.L. surgeon’s reports were
a source of indirect information
Source: Washington and Lee | concerning effects on health costs
University Dean’s Reports (Figlll‘es 91 and 29).
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In 1919, Dr. McClung ob- |r guRe 22

served in his V.M.I. report: “We Influenza’s Impact on V.M.L.’s

had an unusual number _of men Hospital Utilization, 1918-22
throughout the year at sick calls
and on the sick list. The prevailing ngéf ‘ ~ Cadet
illness was influenza and its atten- Eunm[;zg:s’ p‘;ﬂiﬂigsx’
dant maladies; pneumonia, viru- 544
lent throat infections, etc.” 6 _3,392—35]23-; — 42
5 | g - Patient 35
Considerations for / days )
Future Pandemics g — /31— 28
A pandemic of the magnitude of | 5 | L3 .
the 1918 pandemic would cause
economic stress, although the avail- |2 — | — : 1.4
ability of antiviral therapies, vac- | 4 0.7
cines, antibiotics, and rapid identi- ) i
fication of cases would have an im- | © 1917-18 191920 1921.22 0
pact on morbidity and mortality.'* S VirgTia Miliie
In contrast to the lack of commu- Institute Surgeon's Repoﬁ:
nication in 1918, communication

today is much faster due to myriad
forces, including internet and social networking.'*

Rockbridge County, Lexington, and Buena Vista currently have a
total population of about 35,000. Although the attack rate cannot be pre-
dicted, if a quarter to a third of the population were affected as it was in
1918, one might expect to see 9,000 to 11,000 cases locally. Unfortunately,
one cannot predict mortality.’

There are important lessons to be learned from the 1918 pandemic
in Rockbridge County. At that time, help from state and federal govern-
ment was not available; communities had to take care of themselves. This
approach included using volunteers and family members as caregivers to
compensate for inadequate numbers of medical personnel. Locally, hos-
pitals were improvised, using firehouses, hotels, dormitories, and private
residences. Elsewhere in Virginia, schools were used as hospitals in some
locations and medical students were deployed.'™

Questions regarding pandemic flu planning include whether to
send college students home and, if so, when. Statistics on morbidity and
mortality in Lexington’s two colleges were available only for W&L, where
35 to 40 percent of the student population fell ill and two students died

*  On June 11, 2009, in response to the appearance of a novel transmissible HIN1
influenza virus, the World Health Organization raised the worldwide pandemic
alert level to Phase 6, signifying that a global pandemic is under way, requiring
surveillance and response.’!
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from influenza. There is no question that the extent of illness in the stu-
dent population taxed health-care resources locally.

Discussions regarding pandemic preparations today deal with simi-
lar issues of school closings, economic impact, quarantining, local com-
munity involvement, utilization of volunteers, importance of communica-
tion with the public, and basic prevention, such as respiratory etiquette
and hand-washing.'™ %
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