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In school playgrounds all across America, children were singing the song to the left 
in 1918. But no one sang because they were happy. They sang because they had 
nothing else to do. Nobodyðnot even the doctorsðknew why so many of their 
classmates were suffering from a new disease called Spanish Influenza. 

When the influenza epidemic hit the United States in 1918 and 1919, more than 
500,000 people died. Many of these deaths were among young people, traditionally 
the most healthy and best able to recover from an illness. But more than 125,000 
young people would die. In fact, more than 30 in every 1,000 children between the 
ages of 5 and 9 would die from influenza. This wasn't the first time the flu appeared, 
but the 1918 strain was differentðit was more deadly than any before. Most patients 
that suffered with influenza had symptoms of coughing up blood and having a blue 
tint to their skin. As their condition worsened, the patients' lungs would fill with 
bloodðcausing them to drown. 

Iowa was not immune from influenza. Especially hard hit were places where large 
numbers of people lived or worked closely together. At the University of Iowa 38 
staff and students died from the flu or from pneumonia brought on by it. It was be-
lieved that the strict measures taken to control the disease helped contain the 
spread of the flu at the university. The campus was under strict military police secu-
rity. Anyone entering or leaving the campus had to show a pass. At Iowa State Col-
lege (later named Iowa State University) passes also were required to leave or re-
turn to campus. After the college hospital exceeded its capacity, flu victims were 
housed in the gym. Canvas sheets were used as "walls" between the beds. Fifty-
one deaths occurred at Iowa State. 

Another Iowa institution was hit hard by the flu. Thousands of soldiers were housed 
at Camp Dodge near Des Moines in 1918. The camp was used to train soldiers for 
the war (World War I). When the flu hit in Iowa it spread quickly through the camp. 
In one 12-hour period on Oct. 8, 1918, 996 new cases occurred at the camp. The 
Red Cross provided medical personnel to help care for the sick soldiers. On Oct. 10, 
1918, there were 245 nurses on duty at the camp. Only six days later the number of 
nurses at the camp had increased to 598. Before it was all over, more than 10,000 
soldiers were hospitalized at Camp Dodge. Deaths numbered just over 700. The 
influenza epidemic had begun as World War I (1914-1918) was coming to an end. 
The four years of war caused deaths of more than 20 million people. Four months of 
the influenza epidemic killed almost as many people worldwide. 

People were afraid of the disease. Spanish Influenza was highly contagious. Cities 
across the United States closed public places to keep people from coming in contact 
with each other. Cities and small towns in Iowa closed schools and churches. Public 
gatherings were discouraged or cancelled. Many towns also required people to wear 
gauze masks over their mouths and noses when they left their homes so that they 
would be less likely to breathe in the influenza virus. But what people feared most 
was that there was no cure. Doctors were helpless to stop the spread of the dis-
ease. Some people advertised treatmentsðsometimes only lemon juice, turpentine 
rub, or whiskeyðthat would cure the disease. Many people who were desperate for 
a cure tried these treatments, but usually the remedies were useless.  
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There was a little bird itôs 
name was Enza, I opened a 
window and in-flu-enza. 
 
-President Woodrow Wilson 
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