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Pandemic 1918
Much of this article comes from
work by KCUR and Lynn Horsley,
Topeka teacher Tom Fulbright and
the Kansas State Historical Society.

I

t is almost like Déjà vu All Over
Again. That quote from Yogi Berra
seems to sum up the problems we
are experiencing with the corona
virus and the fact that Kansas and
the nation have gone through a
similar period of history with the
flu epidemic of 1918. The United
States was involved in the World
War 1 at that time and it was also
dealing with the outbreak of the influenza epidemic.
Some researchers say
the 1918 flu outbreak,
the deadliest pandemic in
history, may have started
in Kansas (https://www.
kansascit y.com/latestnews/article194909839.
html). Much of this article
comes from work by KCUR
and Lynn Horsley, Topeka
teacher Tom Fulbright and
the Kansas State Historical
Society. A Haskell County doctor is
believed to have first documented

the deadly flu strain and it was believed that soldiers from Haskell
County transported the disease to
Fort Riley. Camp Funston at Fort
Riley was particularly hard hit. And
then the U.S. troops sent from Fort
Riley to fight in World War I in Europe may have carried the virus
with them and it spread it from
there.
Eventually, the 1918 pandemic is
said to have claimed between 50
million and 100 million lives worldwide, with as much as one-third of
the world’s population infected.
On March 4, 1918, an outbreak
appeared at Fort Riley, with as
many as 500 soldiers hospitalized
within a week. Within a month,
however, the number of patients

dwindled and it seemed that the
flu had passed its course. Many of
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these soldiers were then sent to
Europe to help fight in World War
I and inadvertently spread the disease to Europe and other countries.
The outbreak of 1918 was named
the Spanish influenza. Although
inaccurate, historians believe this
name came from the lack of media
censure in Spain when the disease
hit. The virus mutated again and
deaths were being reported in Boston, Massachusetts, by August. In

September outbreaks were reported in California and Texas. By October 1918, 24 countries had reported cases of influenza, and many had
several deaths.
In Fall of 1918, the disease made
its way back to Kansas and government officials were —cont., p. 2è

—cont. from p. 1è
quick to
take action against the spread of the
disease. Dr. Samuel J. Crumbine
(https://www.kshs.org/kansapedia/samuel-j-crumbine/12025) was
the secretary of the state board
of health and began a campaign
to keep the public in Kansas well
aware and educated about the flu
and what people could do to prevent
it. However, despite these measures
there were still hundreds of deaths
reported in Kansas, and eventually
health officers were forced to close
individual cities. By closing schools,
public gatherings, theaters, church
services, and limiting the number of
people in a store at a time, the government officials in Kansas hoped to
limit the outbreak and prevent more
people from becoming sick. Here in
Kansas the deaths attributed to the
flu amounted to 2639.
A third and final wave of the epidemic hit in the spring of 1919, and

many reported that it was so severe
that people could wake up healthy
and be dead by nightfall. By the end
of spring the number of patients had
dropped enough that officials lifted
bans from their cities and states and
people could resume school and

church. Since the disease occurred
at the same time as World War I,
the epidemic was overshadowed.
Although the epidemic only lasted
a year, it left a large mark, both in
America and worldwide. g
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Note from our SCHS President
Still, everyone wasn’t so
polite back in those days.
Quantrill’s Raiders were
absolutely brutal three
years later as they killed
more than 180 men and
boys during their raid on
Lawrence.
I’ve thought about the
days of “Bleeding Kansas”
in recent weeks as I’ve covered the coronavirus crisis
I get a sense that future
historians may one day be
reading my articles about
the times when our society was trying to find a balance between flattening the curve and reopening the
economy.
Will the people of the future be impressed with our
wisdom in dealing with this crisis?
Or will we be remembered as the people who hoarded toilet paper?
Only time will tell.
— Tim Hrenchir

It was April 20, 1860. John Ritchie and U.S. Deputy
Marshal Leonard Arms stood pointing cocked pistols
at each other inside Ritchie’s home at what is now
1116 S.E. Madison.
Arms had come to arrest Ritchie on a warrant issued
by a bogus, pro-slavery Legislature.
But Ritchie refused to go, retired Shawnee County
Sheriff’s Detective Doug Mauck told us Feb. 23 during
a presentation at the Cox Center.
Eventually, Arms advanced at Ritchie, saying “By
God, sir, you have to go.”
Ritchie retreated, saying “Get back, sir, or I will shoot
you.”
Arms took one more step, and Ritchie fatally shot
him once in the throat.
As Mauck described Arms’ death, I was struck by the
politeness these men showed in their choice of words.
As someone who has spent decades covering crime
as a news reporter, I know that men who are locked
in angry, life-or-death situations tend to communicate
largely through words that are not so nice.
But 160 years ago, Ritchie and Arms were calling
each other “Sir” as they stood pointing guns at each
other in the final moments of Arms’ life.

Publications Are For Sale
The Shawnee County Historical Society has published entertaining and informative bulletins since
1946. Copies are available for sale for only $20. If you would like to know more about the Bulletins of
the Shawnee County Historical Society, please call (785) 234-6097. We have had many requests for
past bulletins in recent months. Contact us also by email: shawneecountyhistory@gmail.com
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Mark You Calendars

Society Events: May-December 2020:
August 6
September 20
September 27
October 4
October 11
October 25
December 6

Educators Night Out

“Topeka Uncorked for Field Trips”
@ Kansas State Historical Society
Lisa Sandmeyer on “Women’s Suffrage”
and “The Topeka Cemetery”
@ 1118 SE Madison, Topeka
Allen Stahl on “History of the Topeka Fire
Department”
@ 1118 SE Madison, Topeka
Doug Wright on “Baseball in Topeka”
@ 1118 SE Madison, Topeka
George Vega on “The Topeka High Walkout
in the 1970s”
@ 1118 SE Madison, Topeka
Lisa Larue on “Cherokees & the Civil War”
@ 1118 SE Madison, Topeka

Annual Membership Meeting

@ 1118 SE Madison, Topeka
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