


In Eau Claire, neigh-
bors were often afraid to 
go near a home that might 
have the flu and were 
forbidden to go to quar-
antined homes with flu 
placards posted on the 
front door. Because of this, 
Red Cross relief efforts 
were organized, and some 
families were found help-
less, without food or heat. 
Children were found 
burning with fever lying 
together in one bed, with 
parents too sick to help.

Dr. J.V.R. Lyman cared 
for many flu patients in 
their homes and at Sacred 
Heart Hospital. ... Dr. 
Lyman also served on the 

City Board of Health, which 
ordered that every influ-
enza home be quarantined.

The Board also banned 
public gatherings. Begin-
ning Oct. 10, schools, the 
library, moving picture 
shows, dance halls, pool-
rooms and even churches 
were closed. The Eau 
Claire Leader printed Sun-
day “Go-to-church-in-the-
Leader” clergy sermons.

Factories remained 
open, but workers wore 
germicide-treated masks. 
There were no Novem-
ber political rallies. Even 
funerals were prohibited 
(and sometimes delayed 
when undertakers at one 
point ran out of caskets). ...

Precautions were taken 

at Sacred Heart with pro-
tective masks, strict iso-
lation of patients and a 
visitors’ ban. Because of 
the overwhelming influx 
of patients — flu cases 
spiked to 692 in the city 

— Sister Florentine was 
reassigned from the front 
reception office to the 
influenza sick rooms. 
Despite personal danger, 
she devotedly attended the 
desperately ill in the

overcrowded ward.
One week she was work-

ing besides Dr. Lyman 
caring for his flu patients. 
The next Sister Floren-
tine was his patient, burn-
ing from fever herself. ... 

Despite Dr. Lyman’s best 
efforts, she lingered five 
days before she died on 
Christmas Eve. ...

Dr. Lyman filled out her 
death certificate. She was 
only 32.

Tim Heinz –your local  store owner
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Taken in 1914, this is the earliest known photograph of the Hospital Sisters of St. Francis stationed at Sacred Heart 
Hospital in Eau Claire. Sister Florentine, fourth from the right, top row, arrived at the hospital the year before this photo 
was taken.
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With the war and the 
epidemic, undertakers and 
health care providers were 
overburdened, he said. At 
one point Eau Claire had a 
casket shortage. 

The epidemic was so 
overwhelming for Sacred 
Heart and Luther hospitals 
that the city opened a tem-
porary “isolation” hospital 
for quarantining influenza 
patients, said David Mor-
timer, a Sacred Heart com-
munications specialist.

To prevent the flu’s 
spread, the city’s Board of 
Health quarantined families 
with illness and closed pub-
lic places such as schools, 
churches and the library. A 
law banning public spitting 
was strictly enforced.

Many businesses stayed 
open. While the board left 
open saloons and soft drink 
and ice cream parlors, it lim-
ited the number of patrons 
— and the restrooms were 
closed, Mortimer said.

Unusual strain
Spanish flu was devastat-

ingly different from typical 
influenza — what Smoot 
called “an amazing catas-
trophe for the whole world.”

Usually mortality peaks 
in very young children, 
older people and those with 
compromised immune sys-
tems. In the 1918 pandemic, 
it also peaked in 20- to 40-
year-olds, said Dr. Donald 
Griffith, a retired Luther 
Midelfort physician and for-
mer chief executive officer 
of Midelfort Clinic in Eau 
Claire.

One theory is younger 
people had little resistance 
but older people had built 
some immunity to a similar 
strain. Another is younger 
people with more aggres-
sive immune systems had 
a potentially lethal over-
reaction to the infection. 
But Griffith said, “Nobody 
knows why it happened.”

Rapid onset  made this 
virus different from most, 
Burg wrote.

It was highly contagious. 
“One person on a train 
could easily spread it to the 
whole train,” Smoot said.

Griffith said the virus 
probably spread faster than 
most influenza strains 
because it had changed 
enough that people lacked 
immunity to it.

The virus was extraor-
dinarily virulent; Smoot 
said victims sometimes 
died within hours. People 
asphyxiated as body fluids 
filled their lungs.

Usually one-tenth of 1 
percent of people in an 
influenza pandemic die, 
but the 1918 outbreak had a 
2.5 percent mortality rate, 
Griffith observed.

The illness came to be 
called the Spanish flu. Most 
of Europe had a news black-
out because of the war, but 
Spain did not censor reports 
about the epidemic, so it 
was unfairly blamed for the 
flu, Smoot said.

Relevance today
“I think that the lesson to 

be learned is that infectious 
disease is a serious thing,” 
Griffith said, adding that 
a future epidemic of some 
kind is “almost certain.”

The current swine flu 
— novel influenza A (H1N1) 
— stirred concern as it 
spread quickly throughout 
the world this spring. Some 
researchers see similarities 
with Spanish flu.

It is worrisome that 74 
percent of cases in Wiscon-

sin occurred in people 20 
and younger, said Richard 
Thoune, Eau Claire City-
County Health Department 
director.

But so far the virus has 
been relatively mild, with 
“not even close to the 
deaths in a typical flu sea-
son,” he said. Wisconsin has 
more than 2,200 confirmed 
cases and one death from 
swine flu.

The U.S. Centers for 
Disease Control and Pre-
vention’s Web site says it’s 
uncertain now how severe 
the virus will be or how it 
may affect the U.S. during 
the flu season this fall and 
winter. “Because this is a 
new virus, most people will 
have little or no immunity 
against it, and illness may 
be more severe and wide-
spread as a result,” it says.

Thoune said he expects 
health organizations will 
closely track the virus in 
the Southern Hemisphere, 
which is moving into its 
fall-winter season, to see if 
it becomes more fatal.

Being prepared
In the 1918 epidemic, Wis-

consin ranked fourth low-
est in state death rates from 
influenza and pneumonia 
at 2.91 per thousand inhab-
itants, compared with a 
national average of 4.39.

Smoot and Mortimer 
credited Wisconsin’s well-
developed public health sys-
tem for curbing the spread 
of the disease.

Wisconsin, which cre-
ated a State Board of Health 
in 1876, had a greater pre-
paredness than many states, 
Mortimer said. He also 

credits cooperation from 
local health departments for 
blunting the flu’s impact.

“They’re like heroes in 
my eyes,” Mortimer said 
of the state’s public health 
officials.

Small towns and rural 
areas with no one to coordi-
nate infection-control mea-
sures were hit harder by the 
epidemic, he said. Those 
residents also were far away 
from hospitals and often 
cared for the sick at home, 
he noted.

The nation learned from 
the 1918 pandemic that 
states and communities that 
used “non-pharmaceutical” 
precautions, such as elimi-
nating mass gatherings, 
closing public places and 
isolating those who were ill, 
reduced influenza’s impact, 
Thoune said.

Smooth and Mortimer 
also praised state residents’ 
willingness to support pre-
vention efforts.

When churches, schools 
and theaters were closed, 
“there wasn’t a horrible out-
cry. People trusted the local 
government and health offi-
cials that made those deci-
sions,” Mortimer said.

“I do wonder how we’d 
react today,” Smoot said.

In the current recession, 

a pandemic would be espe-
cially unwelcome. The CDC 
estimates the economic loss 
associated with the next 
pandemic will be in the 
billions.

Wisconsin is “way more 
prepared” to deal with an 
epidemic these days, Mor-
timer said. “It’s a whole 
different world with bet-
ter communication and 
an evidence-based (public 
health) preparedness policy 
in place.”

In 2007, he noted, the 
American Medical Associa-
tion recognized Eau Claire 
as one of seven model com-
munities in the U.S. for 
practices that link the pub-
lic health and emergency 
care communities. The Eau 
Claire City-County Bioter-
rorism Preparedness Com-
mittee has evolved into the 
Eau Claire City-County 
Public Health Emergency 
Preparedness Committee 
and has grown to more than 
30 participating members. 

And there is “a lot more 
in the health care arsenal to 
save lives,” Mortimer said.

Modern medical treat-
ments include vaccina-
tions and anti-viral drugs, 
as well as antibiotics for 
related complications like 
pneumonia. 

Like Mortimer, Thoune 
said the state has a good 
public health system. With 
swine flu, Thoune said, “I 
think Wisconsin has done 
a very good job of aggres-
sively managing the threat 
to the state.

“We’ve had more people 
tested for the population 
basis than many states. 
We’ve been pretty aggres-
sive about getting the infor-
mation out to clinicians and 
health care providers, and 
everyone has responded 
quite well to it.”

No recommendation on 
swine flu has come out yet. 
But with seasonal influenza, 
the general recommenda-
tion is everyone consider 
getting vaccinated, Thoune 
said.

A swine flu vaccine likely 
will be developed this sum-
mer, Griffith said. “I sure 
encourage people to get it.”

He also encouraged 
washing your hands during 
an influenza outbreak and 
staying home if you have 
symptoms.

Meyer, who learned about 
the seriousness of influ-
enza from his father, doesn’t 
need encouragement.

“I make sure I get a flu 
shot every year and always 
have,” Meyer said.

Flu/Virus contained unique, deadly properties
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The number of influenza cases in 1918 was so overwhelm-
ing for Sacred Heart Hospital, shown here, and Luther 
Hospital that an “isolation” hospital opened in Eau Claire.
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■ In an epidemic, dis-
ease occurs in excess of 
normal expectations in 
communities or regions. 
In a pandemic, disease oc-
curs in excess of normal 
expectations in regions, 
countries and continents.
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