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Panic in 
Petoskey: 
The 1918 flu 
pandemic
By Richard A. Wiles

In the fall of 1918, World War I 
was still raging. Folks in Peto-
skey, Michigan, were focused 
on how to pay for the expensive 

conflict. The Petoskey Evening News 
on Wednesday, October 2, 1918, 
contained an article stating Petoskey 
and surrounding Emmet County 
areas, were having a hard time finding 
enough individuals to volunteer to buy 
Liberty Bonds to meet the region’s 
obligation in financing the war. An-
other article in that same newspaper 
mentioned that the vote for allowing 
women suffrage in the United States 
had been 53 Senators (men) saying 
yes, and 34 Senators (men) saying 
no. The vote meant the 2/3 majority 
necessary was not reached to grant 
women the vote. A third front page 
article reported that Michigan’s Army 
Camp, Custer, near Battle Creek, had 
been hit hard by a thousand cases of 
Spanish influenza. The article said, “… 
men are falling at a rate one a minute, 
so malignant is the attack.” The third 
article was a precursor of what was 
coming to Petoskey!

Petoskey would soon understand the 
warning being given by this growing 
national pandemic. The first signs of 
the flu developed during the spring 

of 1918. Author John Navarro, in his 
2010 article titled “Influenza in 1918: 
An Epidemic in Images,” said, “No 
one knows exactly where or when the 
flu originated, but some traced it to 
an outbreak at Fort Riley, Kansas, in 
March of 1918 that sickened 500 sol-
diers and killed 48. Doctors there were 
baffled by the raging fever, delirium 
and nose bleeds followed by bloody 
pneumonia. The faces of victims 
turned blue, and they spit up blood. 
Autopsies revealed that the lungs had 
turned blue. Doctors said the deaths 
were caused by pneumonia but knew 
it was different. They could offer no 
cure.”

This first outbreak of the flu pandemic 
in the spring of 1918 was actually very 
mild. Those who were sickened expe-
rienced typical flu-like symptoms such 
as chills, fever, and fatigue. It took 
only a few days to recover, and the 
number of deaths associated with this 

first outbreak were few. However, by 
September of 1918, a second wave of 
influenza broke out in various military 
camps throughout the United States, 
and this second wave was much more 
virulent. Besides being highly conta-
gious, the second flu outbreak caused 
victims to die within a few hours or 
days after developing the symptoms. 
This more powerful disease turned 
its victims’ skin blue and caused their 
lungs to fill with so much fluid that 
they literally suffocated by drowning.

Influenza is a word derived from the 
18th century Italian language meaning 
“influence.” It most likely was adopted 
from the Latin word “influentia” which 
meant having power or influence over 
someone, or something. In the 1740s, 
the Italian word “influenza” became 
associated with “an outbreak of an 
epidemic” and that meaning carried 
on into the 20th century. According to 
medical dictionaries, “Influenza, or flu, 
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is a virus that attacks the respiratory 
system. The flu virus is highly conta-
gious: when an infected person coughs, 
sneezes, or talks, respiratory droplets 
are generated and transmitted into the 
air, and can then be inhaled by anyone 
nearby.”

At that moment in time, the sum-
mer and fall of 1918, the world’s 
medical community — especially 
the military — was able to under-
stand the nature of the influenza 
(and pneumonia) that was causing 
such harm to their patients. They 
were able to identify the bacteria 
causing the deadly pneumonia in 
their patients, they just did not 
yet have antibiotics to fight the 
infectious disease. Those would not 
come along until the 1930s. Thus, 
as the epidemic struck military 
camps, hospitals, ships, or ports, 
many medical officers documented 
what they saw, trying to define that 

which they could not control. With 
World War I in progress and the 
vast movements of troops back and 
forth across the Atlantic, the flu 
eventually took hold in the front-
line trenches of war-torn Europe. 
The unsanitary conditions common 
in warfare helped the disease to 
flourish and it wasn’t long before it 
crossed the ocean back to the U.S., this 
time more virulent than the original 
outbreak.

Meanwhile, to help sell Liberty Bonds 
needed to finance the United States’ 
costly participation in World War I, 
John Phillip Sousa, a composer and 
conductor, had enlisted in the U.S. 
Naval Reserve Force at the age of 62 in 
order to organize and train Navy band 
units. Their purpose was to travel 
to various cities in the United States 
to encourage patriotic participation 
in the buying of the Liberty Bonds. 
According to author John Bierley in 

1918 military camp infirmary

John Phillip Sousa and the Jackie Band
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his book, John Philipp Sousa: Amer-
ican Phenomenon, “the visiting band 
would play request numbers, patriotic 
songs, and plenty of Souza marches. 
The Navy Band Battalion raised over 
$21 million in Liberty Bond sales.”

The battalion band at the Great Lakes 
Naval Training Center in Chicago, 
Illinois had come to be known as the 
“Bluejacket Band” due to their blue 
uniforms. That was shortened to 
be called “Jackie Band” and always 
leading their performance was John 
Philipp Sousa.

The Wednesday, September 18, 1918 
Petoskey Evening News announced 
an upcoming performance of Sousa’s 
“Jackie Band.” The Naval band was 
to appear on Saturday, September 21, 
1918, in both Petoskey and Harbor 
Springs, Michigan. The article stated, 

“The visiting party will number43 and 
will proceed from the Great Lakes 
Naval Center to Charlevoix, where, on 
Friday, it will hold its first big meeting 
to boost Liberty Bond sales (Fourth 
Liberty Loan). It will arrive in Peto-
skey at 11:45 a.m. Saturday over the 
G.R. & I Railroad …” The article went 
on to say that the band would also visit 
Mackinaw City, Cheboygan, Onaway, 
Alpena, Gaylord, Boyne City, and oth-
er Michigan towns. The article did not 
hint at what the band members would 
leave behind.

The first indication to area residents 
that something might have accom-
panied the visiting Jackie Band on 
September 21, 1918, was given in the 
September 24, 1918, edition of the 
Petoskey Evening News. The news-
paper contained a front page article 
discussing Spanish influenza deaths 

at the Great Lakes Naval Station near 
Chicago, Illinois (a total of 7,000 
cases were reported) The paper also 
reported influenza deaths in the city of 
Boston, and the occurrence of Spanish 
influenza in Army camps all through-
out the state of New York.

The very next day, on September 25, 
1918, it was announced in the local 
Petoskey paper that the Jackie Band 
tour had been stopped in Bay City, 
Michigan, by an outbreak of influenza 
among the various band members. 
The band was being quarantined and 
sent by rail back to Chicago.

On October 5, 1918, the Petoskey 
newspaper carried a small article con-
cerning the death of Levering resident 
Carl Carlton who died of pneumonia at 
the Great Lakes Naval Station where 
he had been staying after enlisting 
in the Navy. He was the first Emmet 
County resident to die from the pend-
ing pandemic. Two days later, Spanish 
influenza hit Emmet County in a fury. 
The Petoskey Evening News headline 
from Monday, October 7, 1918, read 
“Epidemic Hits Emmet County; 2,000 
Stricken; Three Die.” Over the week-
end of October 5-October 6, what was 
referred to as the “grip” or “grippe” 
had taken over the lives of more 
than 1,000 citizens of Petoskey. The 
article went on to state “The disease 
first made its appearance in Petoskey 
when the Jackie Band visited here to 
assist the Liberty Bond campaign. Dr. 
Nihart, who treated one of the boys for 
the trouble, contracted a mild case and 
several girls who danced with band 
members were taken ill immediately. 
The disease as manifested here starts 
as ordinary grip and in some cases 
is accompanied by extreme nausea. 

Jackie Band announcement from the Sept. 18, 1918, Petoskey Evening News
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This lasts about 48 hours. After which 
the patient begins to convalesce or 
develops pneumonia, in which case he 
becomes very ill.” 

On October 7, 1918, Mrs. Eva May 
(Edward) Shanley was the first Petos-
key resident to succumb to the disease. 
She was 34 years old. Many articles 
accompanied her death notice in the 
October 8, 1918, Petoskey Evening 
News such as “Don’t lose your grip?,” 
“Grip lessening, declares Nihart; 
‘Slightly on the Mend’ says health 
board” and “Here are ways to prevent 
grip; Petoskians try onions and lem-
onade; Surgeon General gives 12 rules 
which are posted at Army camps.”

The article stated, “Spanish influenza, 
now an epidemic in Petoskey and in 
hundreds of other localities in Amer-
ica, is held by physicians to be largely 
preventable. It is said to have its origin 
in the mouth and throat … Sterilize the 
mouth after each meal …”

Other preventive methods included 
avoiding needless crowding, cover 
mouth during coughs and sneezes, 
breathe through the nose — not the 
mouth, remember the three “Cs:” 
clean mouth, clean skin, clean clothes, 
keep cool when you walk and warm 
when you sleep, Open the windows 
always at home at night; at the office 
when practicable, chew your food well, 
wash your hands before eating, drink 
a glass or two of water on getting up, 
do not use a utensil or napkin used by 
another person, avoid tight clothes, 
and when the air is pure, breathe all of 
it you can — breathe deeply.

An ominous headline was printed 
in the Petoskey Evening News on 

October 9, 1918, concerning one of 
the Jackie Band members who had 
danced with many Petoskey girls 
during the band’s visit in Septem-
ber: “Auburn haired Jackie is dead; 
Won Petoskey hearts when here with 
band; Danced at Cushman and dined 
at home of Mr. and Mrs. J.N. Ferris; 
Only 18.” He had died of pneumonia.

On Thursday, October 10, 1918, the 
Petoskey Evening News reported the 
deaths of 21-year-old Ralph P. Mor-
gan, Mrs. Harriet Martin who was 34 
years old, and Paul Wingate, 26, serv-
ing at the time of his death as medical 
corpsman at Fort Custer near Battle 
Creek, Michigan. By the next day, the 
death toll in Petoskey had risen to nine 
and, as a result, the Emmet County 
Fair had to be shut down and Health 
Officer Nihart urged suspension of 
church and public gatherings.

It was reported in the local newspaper 
on October 11, 1918, that the pandemic 
had spread to every state in the nation, 

and in Boston, over 140 deaths had 
occurred within just 24 hours. By 
Saturday, October 12, 1918, the city of 
Petoskey had set up an emergency Red 
Cross hospital in the Cushman House 
(hotel) annex and had listed the 24 
patients there. The same newspaper 
edition stated that the Governor of 
Michigan had closed the state to help 
stop the spread of the influenza. Also, 
two more Petoskey citizens had suc-
cumbed to the flu, one was five years 
old and the other 25.

The spirit of Petoskey was by the acts 
of several individuals to help those 
suffering from the dreadful disease. 
The October 14, 1918, local newspaper 
edition ran the headline, “Petoskey 
Women Battle With the Deadly Influ-
enza Epidemic; Loving Esprit de Corps 
Pervades Entire Community … To 
Help Prevent Further Spread.”

The article called attention to the vari-
ous Petoskey women teachers going to 
the Cushman House Annex emergency 

Everything was ordered to stop, even shoe sales, according to this Oct. 12, 
1918, announcement form the Petoskey Evening News
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hospital and “working ceaselessly 
with the Red Cross nurses and local 
doctors with no thought of self … 
they also went into the homes of 
the stricken … without thought of 
infecting themselves … and yet there 
are men in Emmet county who are 
not quite sure that it will be a safe 
thing to give them the ballot at the 
November election!”

That same newspaper reported “Five 
more deaths to noon today.” One, 

Mrs. Helen (William) Kishigo, was a 
24-year-old nurse.

By Saturday, October 19, 1918, the 
Petoskey Evening News was reporting 
that it was believed the epidemic of 
flu was now under control. The paper 
stated that during the past 24 hours, 
only one death had been reported, that 
of 19-month-old baby. The Red Cross 
Emergency Hospital had 63 patients 
and on this day, discharged 11 of them. 
The lessening of flu cases and deaths 

continued throughout that weekend 
and it was reported that “the situa-
tion in Petoskey was much better.” 
However, the optimism was quickly 
diminished with the deaths of 10 more 
victims during the next six days, and a 
report of six new flu cases in the city.

On October 25, 1918, the Red Cross 
Emergency Hospital in the Cushman 
House hotel annex was closed. The 
number of patients had dwindled 
down to 27 and only one new case 
of influenza had been reported. On 
Thursday, October 28, 1918, the worst 
of the pandemic in Petoskey seemed to 
be over, with no new flu cases reported 
in the last 24 hours. The schools in 
Petoskey, which had been closed since, 
were scheduled to open on Monday, 
November 4. Then, on Thursday, 
October 31, the call of danger was 
heralded by a Petoskey Evening News 
headline: “Petoskey Still in Great 
Danger.”

Ten new cases of the flu had shown 
up and the public health officer pro-
claimed more preventive measures 
had to be instituted, including a plan 
to get a “serum treatment to every 
person who has not had the disease.” 
Thus, the reopening of the Public 
Schools of Petoskey was delayed until 
Wednesday, November 6.

On Monday, November 11, 1918, 
World War I fighting was put on 
hold with the signing by Germany 
of an armistice agreement. On that 
same day, the flu death of another 
Petoskey citizen was announced. No 
other deaths were reported in the 
paper until December 18, 1918, when 
41-year-old Harry Piester succumbed 
to pneumonia. As a result of his death, 

The epidemic of influenza which has been prevalent in many military 
encampments for some time past, has spread over the Atlantic States 
ahnd is now slowly reaching out into the middle west.

The following statement concerning Influenza and its prevention is 
issued by the City Council, and the public is earnestly requested to co­
operate in carrying out and enforcing all precautionary measures:

What is Spanish Influenza?

Influenza is always present in the United States, and especially during the winter months. 

Tlie sp-ca!led Spanish Influenza is a severe or virulent type of the s a m e  disease, which has 

m a d e  its appearance in m a n y  epidemics at irregular periods an d  spread over the entire world. 

T h e y  generally have started in Europe or the near East and found their w a y  to this continent 

one or two years later. T h e  present epidemic w a s  reported from several points in Europe a 

year ago, and especially on the western front a m o n g  the troops of the enemy. It first appear

ed in this country in military encampments, and has spread very rapidly to the training c a m p s  

all over the country before attacking the civilian population. T h e  civilian locations most af

fected are those adjacent to large bodies of troops— -Bostonj Philadelphia, Chicago and W a s h ?  

ington, a nd the states in which they are situated. : _ ,

W e  are undoubtedly in for a general epidemic, and every city in the country will be affect

ed .sooner or later. In the past eight days 250 cases have been reported in Petoskey.

T h e  public should become as well acquainted as possible with the >vay in which the disease 

appears, the m a n n e r  in which it is spread, and the precautionary.measures by which its spread 

inay be prevented. If citizens generally will co-operute in these measures, the epidemic 

m a y  be kept within such limits that at no time will there be so m a n y  sick as to seriously inter

fere with normal conditions.

How Does Influenza Appear?

T h e  first symptoms m a y  vary widely, but the one most c o m m o n l y  present is the severe 

aching— it m a y  be only of the head and particularly in the eye sockets, or it m a y  be of the cn- 

tire body and particularly of the joints. There is often a chill or chilly sensations, followed by 

a fever. T he patient feels thoroughly sick-— -mu n m ore so than with an ordinary cold. T h e  

symptoms of an ordinary cold arc generally present, but m a y  not be marked. In severe cases 

there is often a m a r k e d  suffusion of the skin on the face and chest, and there m a y  be severe 

nose, bleeding.

What to Do When Attacked

- : O o i W  get excited or frightened. If you are otherwise in good health, the chances are

over 200 to 1 that you will get well and be all right again in a short time. Q U I T  W O R K  

A N D  G O  T O  B E D  IN A  W A R M ,  W E L L  V E N T I L A T E D  R O O M — T H A T  IS T H E  B I G  

T H I N G  I O  D O .  Don't be foolish and try to light the attack through at w o r k  on your feet 

— that is absolutely the surest w a y  to bring on pneumonia, which so often complicates the 

disease and causes nine-tenths of all the death* that follow it. T a k e  laxatives to keep the 

bowels open, hut all other medicines only on the advice of a physician, as what m a y  do good 

in one case m a y  do h a r m  in another. If the patient has been in poor health, or is over 60 

years of age, call a physician at once, as Influenza is always serious in such cases.

How the Disease Spreads

O n e  of this country’s most distinguished medical m e n  m a d e  the re m a r k  t M  V W  “can’t 

get Influenza unless s o m e b o d y  that has it sneezes, coughs or spits in your face.” That is al- *

most true— the only other w a y  is to put into your m o u t h  something that has been sneezed, 

coughed or spat upon. A  sneeze or violent c o u g h  throws thousands of invisible, droplets of 

m u c o u s  for several feet, a nd every droplet carries the germs of the disease. E v e n  earnest 

conversation an d  probably ordinary breathing carries the infection a  short distance. .

How to Avoid Catching It

“.-7

Avoid close contact with other people so far as possible. Especially avoid 

crowds indoors a nd places of public assemblage.

Avoid persons suffering f rom “colds/* sore throats or coughs.

Avoid chilling of the b o d y  or living n  rooms of temperature below 65 degrees , 
or above 70 degrees. A  . .

Sleep a nd w o r k  in clean fresh air. f l „ j ' ^ .

K e e p  your hands clean a n d  keep t h e m  out of your mouth. '

Avoid expectorating in public places a nd see that others d o  likewise.

Avoid visiting, unless to help the sick. > [ .& _

K e e p  your body clean— bathe often, ' .. / .-j *

Provide yourself with clean night clothes.

If it becomes necessary to bring your b aby * 9  a ny hospital be sure a n d  provide 

clothing changes of all kinds. , .. * •

. Cover your m o u t h  and nose with a cloth w h e n  sneezing or coughing, a nd compel every

body else in your presence to do so. B u r n  the cloth :

W h e n  convenient w a l k  to and from work. K e e p  your face so turned as not to inhale the 

air breathed out by any person. ¥' JtL . 1 £ Z.

K e e p  your feet dry and your body w a r m . ^ t ^ : ® :  I? L,

Finally— don*t worry or get frightened. There is no other preventive of disease that is 

so potent as good health a nd contented mind. Fear, worry and oyer fatigue or exhaustion 

all lower bodily resistance to disease an d  render us mo r e  liable to attack.

If the general public co-operates as it should, 
Petoskey mag pass through the epidemic with a mind- 
mum loss of lives. - ,

By order of the Petoskey City Council.
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Dr. Ralph Engle, the Petoskey Public 
Health Officer, announced that all 
holiday events would be called off, 
including church services.

By the end of the year, December 31, 
1918, approximately 48 influenza-re-
lated deaths had occurred in Petos-
key. The age of those who succumbed 
to the disease ranged from the still-
born deaths of several infants (whose 
mother was sick with the disease 
when they were born), to several over 
50 years of age. Those hit the hardest 
seemed to be in their 20s and 30s. 
By then, Michigan had suffered over 
3,000 flu deaths and ranked 27th in 
the nation in flu mortalities.

The Petoskey influenza deaths did not 
stop with the end of the 1918 year. In 
fact, they continued all through 1919 
and into 1920. During the year of 
1918, Petoskey’s 48 flu deaths com-
pared to only one Petoskey soldier 
being killed in action. That soldier 
was 28-year-old Army Corporal Carl 
Weaver. Weaver was in the Army 

infantry with General Pershing in 
France. Carl Weaver died on October 
5, 1918, just before the outbreak 
of influenza in Petoskey. The first 
United States troops had not reached 
Europe until June of 1918 and did 
not see battle until October of that 
same year. By the War Department’s 
most conservative count, influenza 
sickened 26% of the Army — more 
than one million men — and killed 
almost 30,000 before they even got to 
France. Another 16,000 United States 
soldiers died in Europe from the flu 
while 26,000 were killed in action 
during the war.

Thus, more U.S. soldiers died from 
the 1918 flu than were killed in battle 
during our participation in the war. 
Forty percent of the U.S. Navy was hit 
with the flu, while 36 percent of the 
Army became ill, and troops moving 
around the world in crowded ships 
and trains helped to spread the killer 
virus. Death estimates from the 1918-
1920 flu pandemic range from 50 to 

over 100 million worldwide victims. 
The exact numbers are impossible 
to know due to a lack of medical 
record-keeping in many places. The 
flu pandemic of 1918 was the worst 
in history, infecting an estimated 500 
million people across the globe. In the 
United States over 675,000 deaths 
were thought to be attributed to the 
pandemic. 
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