  
 
IN-FLU-ENZA
 
by Donna Montalbano
 
An brief account of the catastrophic flu pandemic of 1918-1919 and the deaths of thousands of Rhode Islanders; citizens of Providence hardest hit of all. World War I was raging, but this influenza, this "purple death" would kill more people worldwide than the Great War, more people in a single year than did the Black Plague from 1347 to 1351. It remains the most devastating pandemic in all of recorded history.
 
So far.
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
I had a little bird,
Its name was Enza.
I opened the window,
And in-flu-enza.
 
In the deadly fall of 1918 in the streets of Providence and elsewhere, as influenza was killing people by the dozens each day, children skipped rope to that rhyme. Schools were closed indefinitely; theaters and dance halls went dark, churches were closed. Sailors in the ports were denied shore leave. A local priest, William Simmons, opined that it was useless to close churches while businesses stayed open and the streetcars still operated. He believed only prayer could save Providence.
 
Dr. Charles Value Chapin, a leading public health reformer and superintendent of the Rhode Island Department of Health, agreed it was futile to shut down public assemblies but not because prayer would save the day. Chapin believed it was just too late to ban public gatherings; the flu was already too entrenched in the state. There was no choice but to let this pestilence run its course. Even so; on October 3rd, Providence aldermen ordered all places of public assembly closed. Then they did a turnabout, and lifted the ban for a Victory Parade celebrating the war effort. Patriotism, as in many American cities at that time, trumped public health concerns. 
 
By the time this pandemic flu finally departed, between 2,000-2,500 Rhode Islanders had succumbed. The toll was likely much higher, 3000 or more, since many early flu deaths were misdiagnosed. 
Rhode Island did not report their mortality and morbidity figures to the Public Health Service until November of 1918. The first reports stated that deaths from influenza averaged about fifty per day. October was by far the deadliest month, but nonetheless, on October 25th, the city of Providence allowed schools, churches, theaters and dance halls to reopen.
No one knows exactly how many people perished worldwide during the 1918-1919 influenza pandemic. During the 1920s, researchers estimated that 21.5 million people died. Later, more educated guesses put global mortality at between 30 and 50 million. Some even say 100 million. About 675,000 Americans were among the dead.
Where and when did the 1918 influenza emerge? It surfaced in America in the spring of 1918. This first assault was a milder form of the disease, and went dormant. Then, as most accounts agree, it erupted in Boston in late summer, more terrible and destructive than could ever be imagined.
 
On the last day of August 1918, Babe Ruth made the headlines as he pitched a three-hitter and slammed a long double to win the American League pennant for the Boston Red Sox. On that same day the first cases of flu were diagnosed among Navy personnel in Boston. 26 sailors died. 
 
In Rhode Island, some believe that the fall outbreak began in Newport at the Navy Base in early September. Within ten days, thirty sailors died.
 
This public service announcement appeared in an October, 1918 edition of the Providence Journal:
 
Influenza Safeguards
Keep at arm's length from everybody and the chance of getting it is small.
Don't go where you have to crowd close to others.
Don't let people talk in your face.
 
As for those already struck down? Woefully little could be done.
 
Dr. Chapin made these recommendations:
 
Put an influenza patient to bed at once in a separate bed and a separate room.
Give a hot drink, cover warmly, put hot water bottles about the patient; this is to bring on the sweat.
After the sweat has dried off the patient, open windows wide and keep them so.
Do not let the patient get chilled, but do not pile on bed clothes.
Give a little nourishment, mostly milk.
Keep the bowels open.
 
Maybe this advice was efficacious with the typical flu strains that doctors were used to seeing. But this was no ordinary flu. It was twenty five times more lethal. A controversy developed about the use of aspirin; not only because many people claimed that the German company Bayer had inserted the flu virus into their aspirin and thus infected America in an act of bioterrorism. But also because many physicians including Dr. Dudley Williams of Providence, asserted that aspirin, one of the few palliative medicines available in that era, was actually killing more patients than it was helping. 
 
Dr. Williams was a homeopath, and he claimed that he did not lose a single case of influenza and that his death rate from the pneumonias was 2.1%. "The salycilates, including aspirin and quinine," he declared, "were almost the sole standbys of the old school and it was a common thing to hear them speaking of losing 60% of their pneumonias."
People were desperate for a cure. Homespun remedies such as camphor, onions and whiskey were recommended. Those in the medicine trade advertised heavily in the Providence Journal and other newspapers, selling various tablets and tonics that had little effect except to flatten the wallet.
This scourge went by many names including La Grippe and most popularly, the Spanish flu, simply because outbreaks in Spain were reported by their press, which was not under wartime censorship. Later, it was known as the Swine Flu, because the virus was discovered on American pig farms.
 
More ominously, it was known as The Blue Killer or The Purple Death, because the afflicted became oxygen-starved. Brown stains appeared on their cheeks, their faces turned dark blue, and at that point, nothing and no one could save them. Autopsies uncovered sodden blue lungs, swollen with a thin, bloody liquid.
 
This disease disproportionately killed an unusual segment of the population: young and healthy adults. Why? Because their strong immune systems fought back so powerfully; creating a perfect "cytokine storm". A cytokine storm refers to an immune system that over-reacts and causes multiple organ failure. Ironically, the weaker immune systems of the old and very young helped them survive the disease. 
 
Few alive in Providence remember the flu first-hand, but stories of the 1918 influenza outbreak are part of every family's history. One elderly Providence resident still remembers with emotion when "my mother told me that her brother caught the influenza in the morning and died that night. The next day, they took his body out to the street to be picked up."
 
Imagine this strong and robust young man living in Providence in that frosty autumn of 1918. He gets up one morning feeling tip-top. He is savoring his last few days of freedom before he ships out to the war in Europe.
 
After a little while, he develops a slight headache; his eyes burn a little, but he ignores it. He is a warrior now. He is invincible! Nevertheless, he begins to ache and shiver uncontrollably, and decides to go back to bed; just for an hour or so, until he feels better. He figures he has a hangover from too much merry-making. 
 
But he doesn't sleep; he slips instead into a restless, tortured delirium; in and out of consciousness as his fever climbs. 
 
Oh no, poor boy, you will not live to fight the war. You will not live another day.
 
His face turns a dark brownish blue; from cyanosis. His feet turn black. He coughs up blood, drools bloody saliva, he is bleeding from every orifice: mouth, nose, ears, eyes. As he suffocates in his own fluids, gasping desperately for air, his flu has metamorphosed into "the most viscous type of pneumonia that has ever been seen."
 
The next day, his grieving family wraps his body in a winding sheet and takes it out to a "dead wagon" trolling the streets of Providence, the driver calling out, as he came, that ancient cry:  "Bring out your dead!" 
 
There is still a lingering shame felt by some Rhode Island families that loved ones had to be given pauper's burials, and in some cases, put to rest in Potter's fields across the state. But casket shortages, overwhelmed funeral parlors, and unscrupulous price gouging, rendered many families incapable of paying for a private burial. States had limited resources, mainly because money, food, fuel, medicines and personnel had been diverted to the war effort. In Rhode Island, two thirds of registered nurses were in national service in the war. Student nurses from Rhode Island Hospital and St. Joseph's were recruited to work in the hospitals and makeshift emergency centers. Heroic visiting nurses knocked on death's doors to tend to the sick in their homes. 
 
This notice appeared in the Providence Journal: 
Mrs. Sarah Ward Hale of 1447 Broad Street died at 9:15 o'clock last evening exactly 36 hours after the death of her husband, Dr. Robert Carleton Hale. Two sons aged 2 years and 7 months survived their parents and are being cared for by friends.
Emergency hospitals were set up in several Rhode Island cities: Pawtucket, Woonsocket, Warwick and Westerly. In Westerly, an empty school was converted into a hospital. Private institutions opened their doors to the sick even as their staff fell ill themselves. Newport Hospital set up a special emergency ward and annexed space on Maple Street. So many, many died...but what about those who survived? Some became healthy again after a protracted convalescence. But others suffered temporary or permanent brain damage. Some contracted encephalitis lethargica, trapped in a catatonic state as in the movie Awakenings.  
Newport and Providence were locked in a bizarre controversy over, of all things, the effect of liquor on the flu. At that time, Newport was "dry" and had banned the sale of alcohol. Providence permitted the sale of alcohol, and indeed, some touted it as a "cure" for the Spanish flu. (FYI: Rhode Island did not ratify the 18th Amendment.)
The Newport Daily News claimed that "alcohol puts to sleep the blood corpuscles which otherwise would work to destroy the disease germs and hence has a direct tendency to increase the disease."
A Providence newspaper fired back on October 9th: saying Newport would not have suffered such widespread infection if it had let its citizens buy whiskey. The Newport Daily News retorted: "The article failed to note the fact that though there had been no restriction of the sale of liquor in Providence, the ways of infection is now striking that city so hard that places of gathering have been ordered closed; the Victory Parade has been abandoned (later reinstated) and Providence has appealed to the government for aid in coping with the situation." It should be noted that while Newport had the lowest number of flu fatalities in Rhode Island, Providence had the greatest. (It likely had a simple explanation: Providence's dark, crowded and airless saloons were a nexus of infection.) 
 
Even so, influenza seemed oddly unimportant compared with the news on the front pages of the state's newspapers, including The Providence Journal. October was the deadliest month for Rhode Islanders, but apparently did not merit big headlines; those were reserved for war news and Liberty bond tallies. 
 
The influenza pandemic of 1918 seemed to ebb in Rhode Island in early December of 1918. But then it broke out again in early 1919, deadly as ever. By the summer of that year, it was gone. Considering its incredible devastation, here and everywhere; history has done a good job forgetting it ever happened. Two more flu pandemics, though far less devastating, struck in 1957-1958 (the Asian flu) and in 1968-69 (the Hong Kong flu). 
 
But we are beginning to remember the influenza pandemic of 1918-1919; to learn from it, and thanks to advances in science, to understand how it happened.
 
The flu virus of 1918 did not invade the world by troop ship or during combat or in movie theaters or by shaking hands on the street. It flew into the world...on the wings of birds. 
 
Turns out that the childish rope-skipping rhyme was dead-on.
 
Today, in 2009...why should we care about a ninety year old strain of flu? Well, because it sparked a pandemic that killed tens of millions of people, set life expectancy back ten years in America, and because it will happen again. As travelers circumnavigate the globe in hours, not days...as bioterrorists acquire the technology to reconstitute historical plagues and as viruses ceaselessly mutate all on their own, we will have to grapple with strains of influenza for which there is no vaccine, no immunity and no cure.
 
All flu's are essentially avian; viruses that originate in the intestinal tracts of birds. Bird droppings land...well, everywhere...and go on to infect many mammals: pigs, cows, cats, dogs...and humans. So far, the H5N1 strain (which is the one to worry about today) does not pass easily from human to human. But the H5N1 version of influenza is the world's major current pandemic threat and it has already infected humans in Asian countries. Scientists are familiar with it; know what it looks like under a microscope; but do not dare to make a vaccine. It would kill more people than it protected, because virtually no one in the world has any immunity to it. 
 
But reasonable people don't panic, they prepare.
 
Alysia Mihalakos, deputy chief of the Center for Emergency Preparedness and Response, which is part of the Rhode Island Department of Health, laid out a fearful scenario if a pandemic strikes again. Unlike such national catastrophes as Hurricane Katrina, California wildfires or earthquakes or acts of terrorism, a pandemic would keep other states from aiding us since they would be focused on saving their own citizens.
    "Rhode Island would be on its own. We would have to help ourselves."
 
To that end, the Rhode Island Department of Health, in conjunction with numerous federal and state agencies including the CDC, NIH, Homeland Security, FEMA, local police and government agencies, along with the Rhode Island Department of Emergency Management, are addressing this worst-case scenario in several ways. By stockpiling anti-viral meds such as Tamiflu. Forging agreements with Rhode Island hospitals to create to date, ten active care emergency centers with state of the art infection control barriers. Every imaginable impact on the public has been addressed. To read this plan in its entirety: go to: www.http://www.health.state.ri.us/pandemicflu/pandemicfluplan.pdf
 
Might help you sleep better at night. And while you're awaiting the next pandemic, do as they advised ninety years ago:
 
Protect your jaws
From septic paws.
 
In other words, do everybody a favor and wash your hands. 
 
A lot.
  
 
 
 







