
A surprising history of the 1918-1920 flu at 
ASU!





Watauga Academy 1899           ATS     1920                                                   



Few, if any, photographs of ATS focused on 
the flu exist
• Yearbook – started in 1922
• Newspaper – started in 1934
• Faculty meeting minutes – any that were taken at this time were burned in 

the fire of the Administration Building in 1946 along with correspondence 
and most university related documents/photographs

• Note:
• ATS wanted “positive” photos – not photos of sick students and faculty
• For most people, getting their photograph taken in the 1910s was still a 

pretty special thing saved for special occasions
• Most people with the flu didn’t want their photograph taken 
• Photographers didn’t want to expose themselves to the flu – so VERY FEW 

photographs of the flu experience in Watauga County exist.



WW 1 soldiers on                                W-S Journal            
parade, downtown                               11-6-1918
Boone



1920s health care in the high country



1918-1920 the pandemic came in waves

•40-50 million deaths 
world wide

•500,000 US deaths
•13,700 deaths in NC
•?100 deaths in Watauga 
County



On October 3rd, 1918, Governor Bickel 
released a press briefing. In it :

The governor noted that the disease was transmitted 
through “spit swapping,” which included “coughing 
or sneezing into the air instead of a handkerchief…  
soiling the hands with spit … and using common 
drinking dippers.”
Acknowledging  there was no treatment, he ended 
with, “In conclusion, public officials can do little to 
protect you. You can do a great deal to protect 
yourself.”



October  - December 1918



Watauga Democrat    October 10, 1918



“How to treat the flu”  W.D.10-10  1918
Much sounds similar to today’s advice

People were advised to 
stay home, take aspirin 
and rest.
Caregivers were 
encouraged to isolate 
patients in their homes, 
“wear a strip of cloth 
across (the) nose and 
mouth, which is moist 
with a germicide”.



By mid-October, the Flu was very active in Watauga 
County, churches and schools were closed. ATS was  
quarantined 
W.D. October 17, 1918



From the Digital Watauga Website 
(digitalwatauga.org)

•A fourth story [in the W.D. Oct. 24, 1918 
issue] reported that many of the boarding 
students at Appalachian Training School had 
fled for their homes because of the influenza 
risk, although some had “bravely remained 
and waited on those who were sick.” 



Not all people isolated, which 
helped spread the disease  W.D. 
12-19-18, p.3



Influenza Prevention Posters



Many bogus “remedies” were touted



From the journal of A.J. Green Dec 31, 1918



The flu seemed to disappear after February



W.D.  1-13-1919



Letter to the 
public from 
ATS faculty 
that was 
published in 
newspapers 
across the 
state in 
January
1919



February 20, 1919.  The pandemic appeared 
over at ASU in the spring of 1919



Spring 2020
Another wave of influenza hit ATS students and 

faculty



1920 Nurse Stella McCartney comes to Boone



The flu came back in spring 1920 – from the 
journal of A.J. Green student and then faculty



W.D. February 19, 1920



Watauga Democrat  March 4, 1920



Boone circa 1910                   W.D. 3-11-1920



From the journal of A.J. Greene

•March 13, 1920 – Influenza has almost 
stopped classroom work, many being sick 
with it and most of these not sick being 
required to wait on the sick – a truly heroic 
spirit is being shown by many of the 
students, going where they can be of help 
to the sick even at the risk of contracting 
the disease.



March 25, 1920, p.4



The flu as remembered in 
ATS/ASU publications



From the student magazine Spring, 1920



From the Rhododendron, 1922 class history



How it is remembered today: From the current 
ASU archives:

•1918: In October, an Influenza scare hits 
Boone, NC. The Appalachian Training 
School campus is put under quarantine 
against Spanish Influenza, students are 
restricted to campus, and entrances are 
closed to visitors. Church services in the 
town are suspended temporarily. A few 
mild cases of sickness among students are 
reported, but all recover within a few days. 



Some consequences of the 1918-1919 flu
pandemic



Consequence #1 – Increased state and federal 
funding for public heath



Consequence #2 – More hospitals



Consequence #3 – More nurses!



Questions?  Comments?



W.D. October 17, 1918


