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On November 11, 1918, the United States celebrated.  World War I had ended at 11 AM that 
morning in Europe.  In Chicago, citizens danced in the streets.  In New York, women in 
Times Square kissed anyone in uniform.  In San Francisco, thirty thousand people paraded 
through the streets wearing masks.1  The masks were not part of the celebration.  They 
were required by law to help combat the influenza epidemic that would kill over 650,000 
people in the United States that fall and winter.  Eventually, the worldwide death toll would 
be higher than that of combat deaths in World War I, World War II, Korea, and Vietnam 
combined.2  In the United States, New York City had the highest death toll, with over 33,000 
dead of a population of three million.  At the height of the epidemic in that city, five 
thousand people died in one day.  Philadelphia, the second hardest-hit city, had a 
population of 1.7 million and nearly 16,000 dead. 3  This strain of influenza would be called 
the “Spanish Flu,” but in reality the epidemic did not start in Spain and probably started in 
the United States in early 1918.   
 
The Spanish Flu was not the same as the seasonal flu.  Initially, doctors had a great deal of 
trouble diagnosing patients because the symptoms were so bizarre.  Patients complained of 
symptoms including debilitating joint pain, extreme fever and chills, splitting headaches 
and earaches, as well as more frightening ones including subcutaneous emphysema, where 
pockets of air are trapped under the skin, cyanosis, where patients’ skin turned dark blue, 
and Ebola-like bleeding from the nose, ears, and eyes.4  There were mental effects as well.  
Cases of influenza were reported to include delirium, hypnotic trances, amnesia, and, on a 
more mundane note, to leave people with lingering cases of depression.5  Today, the 1918 
influenza strain has been identified as one called H1N1, which is often found in pigs.6  Soon 
before the start of the epidemic, the virus mutated in such a way that it attacked humans 
and bypassed defenses in people’s immune systems that worked on other strains.  It was 
finally isolated in 1996 from preserved tissue samples.7 This is the same strain we see in 
swine flu this year, though with different mutations. 
 
The first confirmed cases of this type of flu were in Haskell County, Kansas.  A local doctor, 
Loring Miner, saw a number of intense flu cases and tried to alert the U.S. Public Health 
Service about what he saw. 8  He received no response, but from Haskell County the flu 
virus probably migrated with drafted soldiers to army camps and then to Europe.  Among 
the Allies in Europe, outbreaks started in April and tended to show less severe symptoms.  
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Nevertheless, the British army saw over 60,000 soldiers hospitalized in the month of May 
for the flu.  The virus made its way across the lines to German camps as well.  General 
Ludendorff blamed the number of flu cases that spring for his military difficulties.9  Spain, 
which was neutral during the war, had newspapers that reported on the disease, so other 
countries tended to label the flu as “Spanish Influenza,” as well as the “three day fever,” “la 
grippe,” “Flanders Fever,” and “Blitzkatarrh.”10   United States medical authorities gradually 
noticed the epidemic that spring and summer in Europe, and particularly that forty percent 
of the deaths were among people between the ages of twenty and thirty-five, the group 
least likely to be affected by a normal strain of influenza.11  By the end of the summer, the 
flu virus had mutated, becoming more deadly, and had spread to most of the rest of the 
world.12   
 
The flu started to affect the rest of the United States in August and September, mainly 
carried by men in the army and spreading to civilians nearby.13  Western New York’s first 
cases appeared around the week of September 21 to the 28th.14  This corresponds to the 
timing of the first deaths reported in Alfred’s local paper, the Sun.  Throughout the country, 
cities belatedly tried to contain the influenza epidemic.  Boston, one of the first cities hit, 
had its first civilian cases in late August.  On September 19, the city organized a state 
emergency health committee, parades were cancelled, churches were closed, all public 
events were banned, and schools were turned into temporary hospitals.15  These measures 
were too late to contain the flu.  Other cities had been exposed to the flu as well.  By August, 
ships carrying the virus had docked at Philadelphia and New York, among other ports in 
the United States.  Initially, Philadelphia was lucky.  The sailors were successfully 
quarantined, but the later ships to New York and other ports were not.16   
 
Eventually, the disease slipped past the quarantines and began to spread outward.  Because 
the military tended to be hit by the flu first and because it was a time of war, the military 
was generally able to recruit doctors and nurses to care for sick soldiers.  This often led to a 
shortage of experienced people to care for civilians.  Unfortunately, there was not much 
that any number of doctors and nurses could do for patients.  Viruses had not even been 
identified yet.  Bacteria were assumed to cause the flu, particularly one type, bacillus 
influenzae, discovered by Richard Pfeiffer.17  Some doctors had not even accepted the idea 
that microorganisms cause disease.  They continued to believe that bad air, called a 
miasma, caused contagious diseases.  In popular medicine, this theory was especially 
tenacious.  Families occasionally suffocated when they sealed themselves into their houses 
or sickrooms to avoid the flu outside.18  In reality, fresh air was one of the few treatments 
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that showed any success in curing patients.  In October, the overflow from one of Boston’s 
hospitals was brought to a tent hospital outside the city.  Doctors reported that in the 
makeshift ward, “despite a week of torrential rain and crude, improvised procedures—
water drawn from fire hydrants, patients kept warm with hot bricks wrapped in 
newspapers,” only ten percent of the patients died.19  In the rest of Boston’s hospitals, fifty 
percent of patients died.  With the shortage of medical professionals and the virulence of 
the flu, people became desperate for some solution.  In one community, citizens were 
encouraged to “sprinkle sulfur in their shoes, tie sliced fresh cucumbers to their ankles, and 
carry a potato in each pocket” to stave off the flu.20   
 
Why did officials not take the reports of a deadly influenza strain more seriously?  Partly 
they may have been reacting to an old saying in medical schools that influenza is “quite a 
Godsend!  Everybody ill, nobody dying.” 21  Influenza was considered a harmless, household 
disease.  Officials would have felt silly at first instituting quarantines and banning public 
gatherings, and the public might not have paid attention even in the best of times.  There 
was also the war effort.  In Kansas, local papers refused to print news about the disease for 
fear that they would hurt morale.22  In Philadelphia, city officials received warnings about 
the flu just before a Liberty Loan Parade on September 28.  There were already cases of the 
flu in army camps, and the local board of health was requiring that any new cases be 
reported.  However, the parade was expected to be the largest in the city’s history and to 
help sell millions of dollars in bonds to finance the war.  The certainty that cancelling public 
events would lose money for the war effort seemed to outweigh the possibility that modern 
medicine would not be able to handle the flu.23   
Alfred 
In Alfred, 1918 was an unusual year in many ways, including the effects of World War I.  
The entire community was involved in the war effort.  At another Seventh Day Baptist 
college, students observed in 1920 that “we did all our work and performed every duty 
from the point of view of the war.”24  Alfred was no different.  Even the food served at the 
university was subject to conservation of wheat, meat, pork, and sugar.  Daylight savings 
time also helped save fuel, starting that spring.25  The local paper, the Alfred Sun, began 
publishing a series of “Weekly War Editorials,” written under the pseudonym of T. Y. 
Twigby by Dr. J. N. Norwood, who would go on to be a president of Alfred University.  Their 
stated goals were to justify the U.S.’ entry into the war, to build support for the draft, to 
gather public support for forming alliances, to emphasize the need for community 
contributions, and to emphasize that the war was being fought, and won, for the rights of 
democracies and the formation of a “league to maintain or enforce peace.”26  The physical 
realities of life in Alfred changed as well.  At New Year’s, the weather was expected to be 
around -10ºF and gas was rationed for the war, so the college buildings could not be heated 
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enough to make them livable.  Classes started a week late in the hope that the weather 
would improve somewhat.27  No unusually large number of flu cases was noted early in the 
year, though.  Over the summer, it was decided that the school paper, the Fiat Lux, should 
change from a weekly paper to being published every three weeks.  This would conserve 
paper for the war effort and put less strain on men in the university who might be called up 
at any time to serve in the army.  The university’s tradition of class banquets and freshman 
uniforms was also cancelled due to the introduction of a new organization, the Student 
Army Training Corps (SATC).28    
 
Over the summer of 1918, arrangements were made for the SATC to come to campus.  The 
SATC was organized by the government as a way to involve college men in the war effort.  It 
was a precursor to the modern ROTC.  Young men could spend up to three semesters in the 
SATC receiving a college education before being formally called up for Officers’ Training 
School or to go to the front.  This changed the culture on campus because students no 
longer identified themselves as members of a class that would be living and studying 
together for four years.  Members of the SATC wore army uniforms instead of civilian 
clothes, ate separately in a new mess hall, and were paid as members of the army.  The 
army also paid the $60 tuition for the university.  The college curriculum was redesigned to 
include new classes in military theory as well as time for drills.  College students as well as 
members of the community were accepted to the program.29   
 
The formation of the SATC led to an increase in the university’s enrollment, from 140 in 
1917-1918 to nearly two hundred men and one hundred women in the fall of 1918.30  
There was no large change in the number of women on campus, but having men in army 
uniforms temporarily did away with the tradition of freshman uniforms because it was 
deemed unfair to only have women labeled as new.  The campus also had to change.  The 
men’s dormitory, Burdick Hall, was considered unsuited to being converted into a barracks, 
so Ladies’ Hall, the Brick today, was remodeled to have a mess hall and a small infirmary at 
the government’s expense.  Previously, the university had had no health center.   
 
Three hundred seventy-eight faculty, alumni, and students went into some branch of the 
military throughout the course of the war, and fourteen died.  Nine of the fourteen died in 
camp from the flu.31  On November 11, 1918, Armistice Day, church bells and the fire alarm 
were rung at 4:45 AM to signal the end of the war, spontaneous parades broke out all day, 
and a bonfire was built in front of Kanakadea Hall that evening to celebrate.32  This was 
well after the flu had hit Alfred though, and the number of cases was beginning to decline.   
 
Because of the timing of the epidemic, students were arriving at school in the fall just as 
outbreaks were occurring in their hometowns.  Some probably brought the flu with them 
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that fall, and others may have opted not to come until they and their families were well. 33 
Norwood’s Fiat Lux, a history of Alfred University, describes the epidemic: 
Scarcely had the boys settled in their barracks when a terrible epidemic of Spanish 
Influenza laid low some fifty of the student-soldiers. The anxiety, dread and worry were 
awful. Many a midnight with a prayer on his lips Alfred’s anxious President [Davis] closed 
his daily rounds to see the sick.34 
 
Five students died from the flu: three men, two of whom were in the SATC, Harry Hemphill 
and John Thomas, as well as Sherman Hibbard, a freshman at the Agricultural School, and 
two women, Doris Elouise Smith, and Mildred Stillman.  Two teachers also died: Lucia 
Weed Clawson and Frank Jones Weed.35  They were brother and sister.  The first death, that 
of Harry Hemphill, occurred on October 3, during the first week of school.  He had been a 
freshman in the SATC.36  Within twenty-four hours of his funeral, the two female students, 
Mildred Stillman and Doris Elouise Smith, died.  John Thomas, Lucia Clawson, and Frank 
Weed died the following week.37  Sherman Hibbard would die on October 26 at home in 
North Collins, NY.  Doctors and nurses that could be spared from neighboring towns were 
recruited to help care for the additional sick students. 38  Clarence Haskell, a nurse from 
Almond, and a nurse from St. James Mercy Hospital were recruited to help care for the sick.  
Norwood describes their work as heroic.39  The school paper ran announcements of the 
first three deaths next to the announcement, “Away with the Spanish Influenza!” which 
proclaimed that the editors “refuse to allow anything of that dread disease to be seen in our 
paper… we will not allow it to do away with us.”40  As promised, almost nothing more about 
the epidemic was printed in the paper.   
 
Relatively little is known about the lives of most of these seven people who died, 
particularly John Thomas, Doris Elouise Smith, Sherman Hibbard, and Harry Hemphill.  
Hemphill, Hibbard, and Thomas were not from Alfred, and died soon after enrolling.  The 
school registrar never even recorded the men as being enrolled in the university.  Hibbard, 
as a student at the Agricultural School, is sometimes left out of accounts of the flu because 
he was enrolled in the Alfred Agricultural School, not Alfred University.  Doris Elouise 
Smith, who grew up in Alfred, is only recorded as matriculating in 1918 and dying in 
October of the same year.   
 
Mildred Stillman left more of a mark on Alfred.  She had been a sophomore in the Applied 
Arts program at Alfred when she died, and was a graduate of the local public high school.  
She and her younger brother, William Stillman, were adopted by Frank Stillman and his 
wife Lora.41  In 1913, the town paper noted that she gave her parents a surprise 
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anniversary party where “all enjoyed themselves immensely.”42  Her family was also one of 
the founding families of the town of Alfred.43  George Stillman, a Seventh Day Baptist who 
arrived in Alfred in 1815, built the town’s first inn.  The family was considered 
revolutionary in the early 1800s for promoting temperance.  In the rest of the town “for 
long it had been assumed that no house- or barn-raising could be successful without liquor.  
An early rebel against this time-honored practice was Esther, wife of Maxson Stillman, Sr.,” 
who served food instead of alcohol at her family’s barn-raising.  The change appeared to 
work—the barn held up much better than that of the neighbors.44 
 
Lucia Weed Clawson and Frank Weed arrived in Alfred in 1913 with their mother, Harriet 
Weed.  Frank Weed had been hired by Alfred University to teach instrumental music, 
especially piano.  He had graduated from the New England Conservatory of Music the 
previous year, which the Alfred Sun proudly announced at the beginning of his first 
semester.45  Frank Weed doubled the size of Alfred’s music program.  The head of the 
program, Professor Ray Wingate, mainly focused on choral music.  Lucia Weed was hired 
the next year to teach two classes in public speaking.46  In 1917, Lucia married Professor 
Cortez Clawson, the university’s librarian.47  She continued teaching for the next year until 
her death.  Strangely, her husband’s history of Alfred, Alfred in the Great War, never 
mentioned her death, or those of the other students and faculty. 
 
These deaths did not stop the social life of Alfred University either.  While many parts of the 
country were trying to enforce quarantines and avoid socializing, the SATC was holding a 
very well-attended dance at the village fire hall and winning football games.48  The first 
game of the year was supposed to be played against Hornell High.  The school paper 
reported that “owing to the fact that Dame Influenza had some of the members of said team 
under her spell the SATC played a team composed of Hornell High, Erie Shop, Hobart 
College, and St. Bonaventure.”49   
 
While the Alfred University paper did not run more articles on the flu epidemic, the Sun did.  
Unlike the Fiat Lux, it was still being published weekly, so announcements that church 
services were cancelled from October 9 to the 30th ran in that paper.  Even so, analysis of 
the epidemic tended to come late.  In the space of one week, the Sun published more on the 
epidemic than in the previous six months—a total of three articles.  The “Weekly War 
Editorial” mentioned the flu’s effects for the first time and accused Kaiser Wilhelm of being 
at fault: 
Any one with a brain bigger than a turkey gobbler or a rabbit knows that the Kaiser is to 
blame for the epidemic.  I made up my mind to that long ago… [The Kaiser] started the war 
and the war created the conditions favorable to the flu.  People are living in unusual 
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circumstances.  Millions of men are living in the trenches…Thousands of physicians are 
away from their usual places.  Medical attention is scarce owing to the war demand.  Nurses 
are scarce.  People can’t get the usual attention of those physicians who understand them 
the best—their family physicians.50 
There was also a report of the county health officer reporting a total of 220 cases of 
influenza and six deaths in the entire town to date—those of the Alfred University students 
and staff.51  Finally, there was an official response to the epidemic from the Surgeon 
General, Rupert Blue.  He suggested that the flu was Asian in origin and instructed that the 
sick should stay home and “be given water to drink, a cold compress to the forehead and a 
light sponge.”52  In other media, residents were told to gargle salt water mixed with iodine 
to prevent and cure the flu.53 
 
After October, the number of influenza cases dropped off sharply, and there was no second 
or third wave of the disease in Alfred, unlike some areas farther west.54  By the end of 
November, even ads for the panacea “Dr. Pierce’s Golden Medical Discovery” had vanished 
from the paper.55  Alfred had escaped relatively lightly.  One possible reason for this, 
despite the shortage of doctors and nurses, may have been the same insistence on fresh air 
that saved patients in Boston.  In 1918, Alfred was mainly heated by gas stoves.  The stoves 
could easily malfunction, producing carbon monoxide or leaking gas that could suffocate a 
sleeping person.  As a result, students were strongly encouraged to sleep with a window 
open.56  The Alfred Sun reported in 1916 that “cool, fresh air is the most important factor in 
the cure of pulmonary diseases, especially pneumonia and tuberculosis.”57   
Effects 
H. L. Mencken later wrote that “the epidemic is seldom mentioned and most Americans 
have apparently forgotten it.  This is not surprising.  The human mind always tries to 
expunge the intolerable from memory.”58  Contemporary accounts of the flu tend to 
support his statement.  Almost no contemporary writers talked about the epidemic directly 
or indirectly.  F. Scott Fitzgerald, William Faulkner, Ernest Hemingway, and most of the 
other famous authors of the day never included it in their work.  One of the few exceptions, 
Katherine Ann Porter, wrote a fictionalized account of her fiancée’s death and own near-
death experience in “Pale Horse, Pale Rider.”  However, it may also be possible to see 
indirect effects of the epidemic on society.  One of the most dramatic examples may have 
been Woodrow Wilson.  In April of 1919, Wilson caught the flu while he was in France 
negotiating the Treaty of Versailles.  Herbert Hoover, who knew Wilson well, observed that 
“prior to [catching the flu], in all matters with which I had to deal, he was incisive, quick to 
grasp essentials, unhesitating in conclusions, and most willing to take advice from men he 
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trusted.  After that time, others as well as I found we had to push against an unwilling 
mind.”59  In other words, the complications of the flu may have changed Wilson enough that 
he was unable or unwilling to push for all of his goals in the treaty.   
 
In the case of Alfred, the epidemic was not entirely forgotten.  In the late 1920s, an 
infirmary was built for the university to avoid a repeat of the shortages seen in 1918.60  
Even during the epidemic, families of the deceased routinely wrote to the local paper 
thanking the community for their help and support.61  Other areas learned as well.  Public 
health departments were reorganized, or sometimes organized for the first time, to 
minimize and contain future epidemics.  The National Institutes of Health were organized 
for the same purpose in 1928.62  Even outside of the new public health organizations, 
scientists in different places began to talk to each other more, hoping they could learn from 
each other’s work.  Even today, health experts are still learning from the 1918 flu, and using 
it to model future pandemics.  There are still debates about which public health measures 
helped save lives.  Some public health officials have argued that only modern vaccines can 
effectively limit the spread of flu.  In this model, quarantines and bans on public gatherings 
only delay inevitable deaths.  Statistical analysis of the 1918 epidemic suggests otherwise.  
One study, published in 2007 by the American Medical Association argued that early 
containment, through school closings, quarantines, and cancelling public gatherings saved 
significant numbers of lives in 1918 and would do the same today.63  Other studies have 
shown that the mortality rate was as much as halved in some areas that responded 
quickly.64  While few of these discussions have made their way into the news, people have 
been quietly learning from the 1918 epidemic and working to mitigate the current flu 
epidemic and prevent future ones.   
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