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In the fall of 1918, Joseph and Catherine Gill, a young couple who lived at 1332 French St. in Wilmington, saw the impact of Spanish flu firsthand.

Their 7-month-old daughter, Catherine, died from influenza on Oct. 12.

Two weeks later, on Oct. 24, their 2-year-old son, Robert, also died from the illness.

People were dying by the dozens in Wilmington and throughout Delaware. More than 650 people died in the state over five weeks in September and October.

The records are staggering. In Delaware's public archives, most of the death records from the period take up two microfilm reels. But in 1918, there are four.

There amid the typical deaths of the time -- delirium tremors for a patient at the state hospital, goring by a farm bull, an explosion at a factory at Carneys Point, N.J., and a sprinkling of typhoid fevers -- are hundreds of cases of influenza. Dead were mothers, carpenters, housewives, laborers, merchants and children.

Newspapers of the day reported a staggering death toll and a shortage of caskets. Funerals were held in the streets.

Among the most vulnerable were those who are generally considered most healthy and able to fight off illness -- young adults. It was the most fatal natural disaster in United States history. More than 600,000 people died in the United States alone, more than 20 million people worldwide.

On Oct. 3, 1918, the state Board of Health met in an emergency session and ordered most of the state shut down in an attempt to stem the death toll from flu.

"Whereas: A very serious epidemic of influenza is now raging in the state of Delaware ... to protect the health of the entire citizenship of Delaware ... all schools, all theatres, all churches, all motion picture houses, all dance halls, all carnivals, fairs and bazaars, all billiard rooms and pool rooms, all bowling alleys in the entire State of Delaware shall be closed and kept closed until further notice."

The order was lifted at 1 a.m. on Oct. 27 after the worst of the first wave of Spanish flu passed.

Six months later, a second wave hit.

1918 SPANISH FLU PANDEMIC
The influenza pandemic of 1918-1919 killed more people than World War I, at somewhere between 20 million and 50 million people. It has been cited as the most devastating epidemic in history. More people died of influenza in a single year than in four years of the Black Death from 1347 to 1351. Known as “Spanish flu” or “la grippe,” the influenza of 1918-1919 was a global disaster.

• Influenza has been one of the great mass killers in history, and its most lethal version was the Spanish flu epidemic in the fall of 1918.

• The 1918-19 pandemic virus appears to have had an avian origin – A (H1N1).

• People in closed communities were most vulnerable. The flu spread through U.S. Army camps filled with men who had not deployed overseas. It was reported that 500 prisoners at San Quentin Penitentiary in California were affected.

• Almost everyone who went outdoors wore a face mask, invoking images of the recent SARS epidemic in Canada.
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