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INTRODUCTION
The Spanish Influenza (H1N1) first appeared 
in the United States in March 1918.1 There 
were periodic, minor outbreaks for six 
months,but in September a highly fatal second 
wave of influenza broke out across the country 
and lasted through January 1919. Within days 
of being exposed, patients became gravely ill 
and many died. Influenza is usually dangerous 
for the very young and the elderly. During this 
outbreak the disease was deadly for people 
aged twenty to forty as well. According to 
the Centers for Disease Control, 195,000 
Americans died in October 1918 alone. In 
less than two years, an estimated 25 million 
people in the United States (25% of the total 
population of 103 million people) became ill 
and 675,000 died.2 

Pennsylvania lost 60,000 people, more than 
any other state. Pittsburgh, Scranton, and 
Philadelphia were the most affected cities 
in the US. With no vaccines or antibiotics, 
the only way to combat the virus was to 
establish quarantines, encourage the use of 
disinfectants, promote good personal hygiene, 
and limit public gatherings. In the days 
before the internet, television, and even radio, 
notice of these precautions was disseminated 
primarily through newspapers. The articles 
below from the York Dispatch published 
between October 4 and October 8, 1918, show 
the impact of the Spanish Influenza in York, 
Pennsylvania, as officials took steps to halt the 
spread of the virus. The articles also reported 
on the devastating effects it was having on 
their community.

Reporting on the Spanish Influenza, 1918

1 https://www.gilderlehrman.org/history‐now/essays/influenza‐pandemic‐1918%E2%80%931919
2 By comparison, 49 million people (15% of the US population of 327 million) were 
stricken with the flu in 2017–2018 resulting in 80,000 deaths.
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
1. In the Friday, October 4, 1918, news article, the author reports that “Acting State Commissioner 
of Health B. F. Hoyer has ordered every place of amusement and every saloon in the state closed 
as a measure of warfare against the further spread of influenza.” Is this a reasonable and/or practical 
measure? Why or Why not? Explain.

2. He continues “Not in the history of previous epidemics has it been necessary to take such drastic 
action.” Is the author overstating the danger with the influenza outbreak? What is the purpose of 
reporting in such apocalyptic language and is it effective?

3. In this same passage the author writes that “the simultaneous appearance in many army and navy 
camps has started the speculation as to the possibility of the introduction of germs by our enemies.” Is 
this type of language a reflection of paranoia, xenophobia, or responsible journalism? Explain.

4. Using what you remember about outbreaks of disease in the past (e.g., the Black Plague, etc.) was 
this influenza outbreak a greater threat to the public than were outbreaks of disease in the past? 
Explain.

5. How could keeping yourself healthy be seen as a form of patriotism?

6. Why, in your opinion, did the government feel that it was necessary to allow local authorities to 
determine if churches stayed open or not? (Associated Press – Influenza Order Makes Philadelphia 
‘Bone Dry’)

7. On October 7th, the Associated Press reported that saloons and moving picture places in Allentown 
were open. If this was true, why might the town ignore a state‐mandated closing order?
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York Dispatch, York, PA, October 4, 1918. (The Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC09891.01)
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York Dispatch, York, PA, October 4, 1918.  
(The Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC09891.01)
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