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FEATURE

In 2020, a pandemic of the COVID-19 novel coronavirus struck 
worldwide, rapidly becoming the most devastating since the 1918 
global influenza pandemic. As librarians confronted entirely new 
challenges in how to safely manage libraries during the COVID-19 
crisis, a common question was, “what happened in libraries during 
the 1918 influenza pandemic?” This article explores that question 
through the lens of government documents and news articles of the 
1918-1921 time period, seeking to understand what happened then 
in libraries nationwide, and what we might learn from it today.

“T hief River Falls and Moorhead Hit by ‘Enzy,’ ” a news arti-
cle in the Duluth News Tribune in Duluth, Minnesota 

announced on October 10, 1918.1 With 150 cases of influenza 
and two deaths reported locally, the board of health stepped in 
to close the public library as well as all public schools, theaters 
and churches. For many libraries nationwide, October 1918 was 
the first crisis point in the influenza epidemic. A wave of clo-
sures nationwide included libraries in Asheville, North Carolina 
(October 5); Olympia, Washington (October 7); Tulsa, Okla-
homa, Pueblo, Colorado, and Lexington, Kentucky (October 
8); Grand Forks, North Dakota, Redwood City, California and 
Belleville, Illinois (October 10); Los Gatos, California (October 
11); Fort Wayne, Indiana, Mountain View, California and Ber-
ryessa, California (October 12); Albany, Oregon (October 17); 
and San Francisco, California (October 18).2

The influenza epidemic of 1918 first hit the United States 
in March 1918 at Camp Funston in Fort Riley, Kansas.3 A year 
earlier, the United States had entered World War I with declara-
tions of war against Germany and Austria-Hungary following 
President Woodrow Wilson’s speech to a joint session of Con-
gress on April 2, 1917.4 The 1918 pandemic’s first wave in the 
US thus hit young men crowded into barracks in World War I 
training camps, and spread onward to local civilians. Testify-
ing at a September 28, 1918 US Senate hearing, US Surgeon 
General Rupert Blue reported, “35 States have been invaded 

by the disease,” specifically naming Alabama, Arkansas, Cali-
fornia, Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, 
Illinois, Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maine, Mary-
land, Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, Mississippi, Mis-
souri, Montana, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New Mexico, 
New York, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, South 
Carolina, South Dakota, Texas, Vermont, Virginia, Washing-
ton, and West Virginia, and also describing an “epidemic” level 
of influenza outbreak in localities including Florence, Alabama; 
Lonoke County in Arkansas; Key West, Florida; Portland, 
Maine; Portsmouth, New Hampshire; Raleigh and Wilming-
ton, North Carolina; and Portsmouth and Norfolk, Virginia.5 
At Boston, Massachusetts, the Surgeon General reported 618 
deaths from influenza and 197 deaths from pneumonia occur-
ring within just the ten-day period of September 16 to Septem-
ber 26, 2018.6

The hearing also included an article from the Department 
of the Navy’s Bureau of Medicine and Surgery, describing how 
the disease progressed with onset of chills, severe headache, and 
body aches, or at times beginning with nausea, vomiting and 
abdominal pain, and an early onset of fever, frequently with a 
later onset of “a bad cold in the head with raw throat and dry 
cough.”7 Testifying about his experience in the US Navy Medi-
cal Corps, Lt. Commander J. R. Phelps noted that the influ-
enza peaked from the eighth to the twelfth day, after which 
reporting of pneumonia occurred, followed by deaths coming 
in and increasing from the fifteenth to the twentieth days, with 
a forty day cycle overall.8

Closing the Libraries
Many communities around the country already knew about 
the influenza outbreak before it reached their own areas. For 
example, in Palm Beach, Florida, on September 27, 1918, the 
local newspaper reported on 6,139 new cases of influenza and 
723 new cases of pneumonia in the military deployment camps, 
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with 170 deaths, as well as 50,000 cases of Spanish influenza 
in Massachusetts, noting also that all theatres and places of 
amusement had been closed.9 As the pandemic began to hit 
local communities, state and local boards of health often issued 
the orders to close places of public assembly including librar-
ies, schools and churches, although in some cases local officials, 
such as the city mayor in consultation with the library board, 
issued closure orders.10

One of the immediate management issues for libraries 
was what to do about books already checked out, especially 
any books coming due for return while the library was closed. 
Many libraries dealt with this by extending due dates and/or 
eliminating fines. For example, in Grand Forks, North Dakota, 
all who had checked books out were invited to keep them until 
the quarantine was lifted, being assured by the librarian that 
“no fines for overtime will be collected.”11 In other places such 
as Pueblo, Colorado, a recall of all library books was issued, 
with those who had checked out books before the quarantine 
being asked to return them.12 At some libraries, the librarians 
continued to work during the period of closure to the public. In 
Superior, Wisconsin, librarians worked on repairing books and 
taking inventory during the quarantine shutdown.13 However, 
in all working scenarios—whether libraries continued to have 
staff on site, or held temporary open hours for the recall of all 
books before closing down, or completely closed down until the 
quarantine was officially lifted—library staff eventually faced a 
problem of what to do about returned books which may have 
come from a household afflicted with influenza.

In Tulsa, Oklahoma and Olympia, Washington, janitors 
were in charge of fumigating both the library building and any 
returned library books.14 Fumigants in use at the time included 
sulphur and formaldehyde.15 Tulsa’s library held special open 
hours from 9 a.m. to 12 noon for the janitor to accept book 
returns, explaining to the public that the request for return-
ing all books at once in response to the quarantine order was 
“in order that all germs may be exterminated” since “disease 
has been known to be transmitted” by books.16 Superior, 
Wisconsin’s library workers who continued working through 
the shutdown placed returned books coming in from homes 
known to have had influenza on a separate shelf to be “thor-
oughly fumigated.”17In Boise, Idaho, where the public library 
reopened on November 25, 1918 after a 30-day quarantine 
shutdown, those returning books were asked to report whether 
the books were coming from a household with influenza, and 
if so, those books were sent to the city fumigator along with 
books returned from hospitals.18 In Duluth, Minnesota, after 
reopening, those who returned library books from a household 
with influenza were asked to wrap the book in paper first, and 

write clearly on the outside of the package the name of the per-
son who checked the book out.19

Other Closure Issues
Because closing down libraries, churches, schools and other 
public gathering places had also removed many important ways 
that informational materials were distributed to the public, 
officials needed new ways to disseminate information about 
influenza safety measures to people as they quarantined in their 
homes. The Department of the Navy’s Circular 1 with brief 
and clear advice about influenza (e.g., “Cover the mouth with a 
handkerchief. Boil your handkerchiefs and other contaminated 
articles. Wash your hands frequently. Keep away from others as 
much as possible while you have a cough,” etc.) which the Sur-
geon General had mentioned in his Congressional testimony on 
September 28, 1918, was one of the key informational materi-
als printed for public distribution.20 In Montgomery, Alabama, 
local boys and girls were asked to volunteer to help the Pub-
lic Health Service distribute pamphlets about influenza, and 
in Kansas City, Missouri, the Boy Scouts were requisitioned 
to distribute educational literature on influenza to every home, 
and to post flyers in public places.21 In Fargo, North Dakota, 
which was reporting 2,000 cases of influenza by October 10, 
1918, many downtown area businesses began requiring employ-
ees to wear masks.22

Many libraries shuttered by influenza quarantines during 
October 1918 reopened again in November 1918, such as librar-
ies in Tampa, Florida, Boise, Idaho, and Olympia, Washington, 
but some did not reopen until December 1918; for example, the 
public library in Virginia, Minnesota was closed for eight weeks 
until December 13, 1918, while Butte, Montana’s public library 
only reopened on December 19, 1918.23 However, public librar-
ies nationwide would unfortunately continue to experience 
closings and reopenings during local resurgences of the influ-
enza epidemic over the next three years, from 1918 to 1920. In 
Virginia, Minnesota, the public library that had already been 
closed for eight weeks into mid-December 1918 was shut down 
again due to influenza during the first two weeks of Febru-
ary 1919.24 The ongoing influenza pandemic also caused some 
libraries to modify their service models in ways that reduced 
public access to parts of the building, thus essentially enforcing 
what the librarians of the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic would 
later refer to as social distancing. In December 1918 the Butte, 
Montana public library upon reopening instituted a new pol-
icy of closed stacks for non-fiction, leaving only fiction books 
open for public browsing while all other books were accessed by 
request only.25 In February 1920, the Colorado Springs public 
library stayed open during an influenza quarantine but only by 
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closing their public reading rooms and requiring people to pick 
up or drop off books and leave immediately, with no loitering 
or congregating in groups allowed—similar to what librarians 
of 2020 would describe as curbside pickup.26

The War Effort and the Red Cross
Libraries at this time already had been serving as partners in 
a war effort spearheaded by the American Library Association 
and the YMCA to support military training camps with books 
and reading materials.27 The librarian for the Indianapolis 
Public Library, Charles E. Rush, was on a leave of absence in 
November 1918 serving as assistant to the director of informa-
tion of the Library War Fund, which raised money to build 
libraries in the camps, and library war service efforts were 
based at the Library of Congress in Washington, DC, under 
the leadership of Librarian of Congress Herbert Putnam.28 
Local libraries and librarians nationwide participated both in 
fundraising activities for the money needed to build the camp 
library buildings and furnish them with shelves and seating, 
and also participated in coordinating a campaign of collect-
ing book donations for camp libraries which brought in over 
3 million books, although influenza quarantine shutdowns of 
public libraries sometimes interfered with planned local fund-
raising events.29 Library association meetings meanwhile were 
also sometimes shut down by pandemic outbreak quarantines, 
as happened when the Missouri Library Association and the 
North Dakota Library Association could not meet in October 
1918, and the Montana Library Association could not meet in 
November 1918.30

Libraries joined forces with the Red Cross in local efforts 
to combat the influenza pandemic. Two public libraries in 
Duluth, Minnesota, and the Butte Public Library in Montana 
were among those opening Red Cross rooms for the public 
within the library.31 Red Cross rooms were used for organizing 
distribution to the public of US Public Health Service litera-
ture on prevention and treatment of influenza, as well as for 
volunteer activities in sewing masks, bandages, and clothing 
to supply the troops.32 In Canadian, Texas, the Red Cross took 
over the library building entirely in December 1918, converting 
it into a temporary hospital with a capacity for housing thirty 
influenza patients at a time, and when in 1919 the Red Cross 
launched efforts to open a library in its own Minneapolis head-
quarters, local public libraries in the Twin Cities and the local 
university library offered their help.33

The End of the Battle
By the end of the pandemic, 50 million people were estimated 
to have died from influenza worldwide.34 Total numbers for US 

deaths from the influenza pandemic are difficult to determine 
as they were complicated by the extended timeframe and by 
war deaths and other pulmonary-related diseases such as tuber-
culosis. Influenza surveys conducted by the US Public Health 
Service from November 20, 1918 to February 21, 1919 surveyed 
146,203 people in 12 US cities and township areas asking spe-
cifically if they or family members had been sick with influenza, 
pneumonia, or an illness they suspected to be influenza. There 
were 42,920 reported cases and 730 reported deaths, with one 
out of every three or four persons canvassed reporting influenza 
cases during this sampling period.35 Data from hospital admis-
sions of US-based Army troops for a similar timeframe showed 
434,074 total admissions for influenza, bronchitis, broncho-
pneumonia, and lobar pneumonia during September-Decem-
ber 1918, and worldwide during September-November 1918 it 
was estimated that 20% to 40% of US Army and Navy person-
nel had fallen ill with either influenza or pneumonia.36

Outbreaks of the disease continued in 1919 and 1920, 
and so too did the war effort supporting US troops—although 
World War I had officially ended with Armistice Day on 
November 11, 1918, it took longer to demobilize and return 
troops from the military camps in the United States and world-
wide. In January 1920, one of the deaths noted was Miss Edith 
Morgan, a former student of the University of Illinois Library 
School, who died in the influenza epidemic while involved in 
work supporting the war effort in Washington, DC.37 

With the shifting away from war efforts to peacetime work, 
the American Library Association held a regional meeting in 
March 15-16, 1920 in Charleston, South Carolina with librar-
ians attending from North and South Carolina, Florida, Geor-
gia and Virginia to discuss the launch of a new effort, “Books for 
Everybody.”38 This new effort shifted library resources, includ-
ing books being returned from the demobilized camps, to sup-
porting an estimated 60,000,000 people throughout the US 
who lacked access to free public libraries, accounting for more 
than 75% of the total US population.39 This new plan would 
promote county libraries to increase local access, particularly in 
rural areas.40 One effort using surplus books from camp librar-
ies undertaken immediately after this meeting was announced 
on March 20, 1920 by Tampa, Florida’s public library, which 
launched a service of supplying and exchanging books for crews 
of merchant ships.41 Books returned at the end of the war, which 
were estimated by October 1919 to be as many as 600,000 of 
the 2,500,000 books sent overseas which were returned in good 
condition, also would be offered to army post libraries for their 
permanent collections.42 As efforts shifted to a peacetime focus, 
this closed the chapter on the fight of libraries to support the 
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country during the influenza epidemic in the United States and 
overseas. 

Summary
As seen through the lens of government documents and con-
temporary newspaper accounts, the experience of libraries 
during the pandemic of 1918 bears striking similarities to the 
COVID-19 pandemic of 2020. Libraries in 1918 faced quaran-
tine closures which forced difficult decisions as to whether staff 
would work through the shutdown or stay at home, and also 
problems of how to handle contaminated materials, as well as 
limiting public access to buildings in response to orders from 
public health authorities. It is particularly instructive that the 
1918 pandemic took years to resolve, with libraries still facing 
quarantine shutdowns into 1920. Most notably, this analysis 
suggests the importance of maintaining institutional mem-
ory of how libraries managed during the pandemic situation. 
Although a significant time may pass between worldwide pan-
demics, libraries as memory institutions should be prepared for 
similar crises in future.  

Lorri Mon (lmon@fsu.edu), Associate Professor, Florida 
State University, School of Information
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