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Wallowa Epidemics
Part 1 of 2: The Strangling Angel

Diphtheria (1878–1880)

“WilliamRinehartandwifeofSummervillehavewithinthelastthreeweeksburiedsix
children,theirentirefamily,fromdiphtheria.”–TheOregonian(August19,1880)

Evenifadiseasecannotdefineacommunity,itcancertainlyshapeit.SuchwasthecasewithWallowaandother
easternOregontownswhenthediphtheriaepidemichittheregionin1878.Spreadbyairbornebacteriathrough

personalcontact,diphtheriawasatthetimethemostfearedandthemostdeadlychildhoodillness,killingone
ofeverytenitinfected,manyofthemyoungerthanfive.Amongitssymptoms—sorethroat,highfever,barking
cough,swollenglands—itsmostdeadlyfeaturewasathick“falsemembrane”thatcoveredthebackofthethroat,
blockingtheairwayandcuttingoffbreathing.Consequently,itwasknownas“TheStranglingAngel”ofchildren.
Ifyouwouldfindheartbreakinlocalhistory,youneedlooknofurtherthantheaccountsoffamilieswipedout
withindaysbythesuffocatingdeathsoftheirchildren,andtheanguishleftinthewakeofthisdiseasethatmany
consideredtobeadeathsentence.

•Atlast[thePowersfamilyin1878]reachedtheGrandeRondeValleynearLaGrande.HeretheylearnedthatIndians
[had]notenteredtheGrandeRondeortheWallowavalleys.Thisnewswas,ofcourse,verygratifyingtothefather
andson,butinthenextfewsentencestheinformertoldthemthatanepidemicofdiphtheriahadragedthroughthe
twovalleysandhadtakenanestimatedone-halfofallthechildrenwhowereundereighteenyearsofage.
GeneralHowardhadsentofficerstoadvisepeopletoorganizeforprotectionagainstthemaraudingIndians.Forts

werebuiltatconvenientpointswherethegreaterpercentageofthepeoplerepaired.Thefatalityofchildreninthese
fortsfromdiphtheriawasappalling.Thereweremanytimesmoredeathsthanallthepeoplethatwerekilledinthe
BannockIndianuprising.TheAlexanderB.[andSarahJane]Findleyfamily…lost[six]childrenoutof[seven],all
passingwithintwoweeks’time.–JamesW.Powers,FrontierDaysofOregon(1941)

•Mydearbrotherandsister:Imusttrytowriteyou,butitiswithasadandachingheart.I
feelthatlifeformeisover,nothingbutdarknessbeforeme.Deathhasenteredourhomeand
allourchildrenhavebeentakenfromus,butFlorence,andsheisverysickandhasbeenfor
threeweeks.Ihavebeendown,butamabletogoaroundagain.Diphtheriaistakingnearly
allthechildreninthisandtheWallaWallacountry.
Everettwasthefirsttotakeit.HetookitonthesixthofJuly,Sammytookitontheeleventh,

FlorenceandJohnnietookitonthefourteenth,Emmatookitonthenineteenth,andlittle
Loraonthetwenty-ninth.Georgewasthefirsttogo.Hediedonthefifteenthinthemorning,
andSammydiedintheeveningofthesameday.JohnniediedthenineteenthandEverettthe
twenty-first.Emmadiedthetwenty-eighthandLoradiedthefirstofAugust.
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Wedidallthatwecouldtosavethem,butnothingseemedtodoanygoodthatwecoulddo.Wehadtwodoctors
cometoseethem,andsomewedoctoredourselves.Buttheyareallgone,andsuchsufferingIneversawbefore.
PoorGeorge’sneckandfaceswelleduntilhechokedtodeath.Thebaby’sneckwasswollenverybadly,butnotas

badasGeorge’s.Theothersdidnotappeartosuffernearsomuch.Everettwassickseventeendays,andwasableto
situpmostofthetime.Histhroatgotalmostwell,buthisstomachbecamediseased,eitherfromhisthroat,orfrom
someothercause.Thedoctorsdidnotseemtoknow.Nothingwouldlayonhisstomachforseveraldaysbeforehe
died,notevenwater.Florence’sthroatiswell,butherstomachisverymuchoutoforder.Shecan’tsitupbutafew
minutesatatime.
ThediseasehasbrokenoutintheGrandeRondeValleythepastmonth,anditisworsethanever.Mr.Russell,the

blacksmith,lostfouroftheirchildren.Dr.Shoreslostthreeoftheirs.OneoftheRhinehartslosteight.Oh!Sister
Mary,youjustcan’trealizewhatdesolationreignsinthiscountryunlessyouwereheretosee.Peoplehavehadto
huddletogetheronaccountoftheIndianswhocausedthediseasetospreadallovertheland.Onepoormanand
woman,overonBirchCreeklostallnineoftheirchildren.
OnethingIwishtosayisthatweneverlackedforanythinginallofourafflictionandtrouble,whichloveor

moneycoulddoorget.Oneofourneighborscameandstayedwithus10daysandnights,untilhegotsickandhad
togohome.Weneverlackedforcompany.Bothmenandwomenwerewithusallthetime.Dearkindfriendswho
stayedandwaitedonmylittlechildrenwhenIwassickandcouldnotdoitmyself.MayGodblessthem,forever,is
myprayer.–SarahJaneFindley,lettertoherbrotherandhiswife(August4,1878)

•FlorenceFindleymovedwithherparentstoWallowaValley,locatingbetweenwhatisnowLostineandWallowa.
WhilelivingintheMiddleValley[in1878],allhersistersandbrothersdiedofdiphtheria.Shealsohadit,whichlefther
quitedeaf.Shewasoneofthemostcharitablewomenthateverlived.–JohnH.Horner,J.H.HornerPapers(1953)

•LeaveLostineonORHwy.82goingnorthwesttowardWallowa.1.7milesfromLostineturnleftontoAllenCanyon
Roadandproceed0.85ofamiletothecemetery,whichisuphillontheleft.[Note:Thisisprivateproperty.]Started
foreightorninechilddiphtheriavictims.ThepeopleatthetownofLostinewerefearfulofcontaminationifthese
wereburiedintheLostineCemetery.–JamesM.Healy,OregonBurialSiteGuide:WallowaCounty(2000)

•Threechildren,whosefamilynamesarenowunknown,arereportedtobeburied
ontheVictorhomestead[onSmithMountain].Thechildrendiedofdiphtheria.
–JamesM.Healy,OregonBurialSiteGuide:WallowaCounty(2000)

•Inthewinterof1878,BenandSarah[Ogle]sawsixoftheirchildrendieof
diphtheria.Threeofthegirlsdiedwithin30minutesofeachotherandwere
buriedinthesamegrave.Someonetoldofseeingwoodencoffinslinedupon
theirfrontporchduringthatsiege.Sarahsavedherinfantson’slifebyburning
histhroat.Allhislifeheboreascaronhisneckthatappearedasifhisthroathad
beenslit.–PioneerTrails,UmatillaCountyHistoricalSociety(Fall1993)

•MaryE.Blackerwasthemotherofeightchildren,sevenboysandonegirl,three
ofwhomareliving.OnechilddiedatAuburn,Oregon,andfourweretakenbydiphtheriaduringthediphtheria
epidemicatUnionin1879.–ObituaryforMaryE.BlackerofUnion,Oregon(1920)

•In1879and1880theterriblediseaseofdiphtheriasettledinthishappyfamily[AlpheusandJaneTerwilligerof
Summerville],andfromthefalltothespringcarriedoff[fiveoftheirsevenchildren],andtheysleepnowinthe
cemeteryatSummerville.–AnIllustratedHistoryofUnionandWallowaCounties(1902)

•ThomasA.Ratcliff…hadtwograndchildren…whotookthediphtheriaduringtheepidemic…andasthedoctors
inthevalleyhadlostallthechildrentheyhaddoctored,GrandmotherRatcliffsaidtherewasnousetosendfora
doctorasitwouldbetoolatewhenhegotthereasthechildrenweregraduallychokingtodeathnowandsomething
hadtobedoneimmediately.Havingplentyofrichpitch-wood,theyshavedalotofitandsetitafireandheldthe
childrenoverthedensesmokeandinbreathingit,thephlegmintheirthroatsbecameloosened,andtheypulledit
outwiththeirfingersanditsavedtheirlives.–JohnH.Horner,J.H.HornerPapers(1953)

Perhapsthemostextremeof
hometreatmentsfordiphtheria
involvedusingknives,needles,
orevenfingerstocut,puncture,
ortearoutthefalsemembrane
thatcoveredthevictim’sthroat
andblockedbreathing.But
evenwhen thiswas at first
successful, the membrane
couldstillgrowback.
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Wallowa Epidemics
Part 2 of 2: The Purple Death

Influenza (1918–1920)

“Somevictims[ofthe‘Spanishinfluenza’]diedwithinhoursoftheirfirstsymptoms.Otherssuccumbed
afterafewdays;theirlungsfilledwithfluid,andtheysuffocatedtodeath.”–NationalArchives

IfdiphtheriabroketheheartsofWallowansin1878,theninfluenzachasedthemoffthestreets40yearslater.Itwasatimeofclosedbusinessesandquarantinedfamilies,ofwearingmasksandkeepingdistancefromthepack
ofhumanitywithitssneezingandcoughing.Theconsequencesofnotdoingthisweredire.
Eventhoughincompleteormissingmedicalrecordsmakeitimpossibletocomeupwithexactnumbersofthose

affectedbythe“Spanishflu,”someestimatesputtheworldwidefigureashighas500millioninfected—morethan
one-fourthoftheworld’spopulationofroughly1.8billion—withdeathrates
rangingfrom20millionto100million,withanaveragefallingaround50million,
almost3percentoftheworld’spopulation.
IntheUnitedStates,whichhadapopulationofalmost105millionatthe

time,morethanone-fourthwereinfectedwiththeflu—sometimescalled“The
PurpleDeath”becausealackofoxygeninvictims’bloodcouldturntheskin
purple—andatleast500,000andasmanyas675,000diedfromit.
InOregon,recordsaremoreprecise:Froma1918populationof763,000,more

than6percent(48,146)wereinfected,and3,675(morethan7percentofthosewho
contractedthedisease)diedfromit.Yetnomatterwhatthefinalfigures,the“Spanish
flu”wasthedeadliestdiseaseofthe20thcentury,andformorethantwoyears,
startinginthefallof1918,Wallowasufferedalongwiththerestoftheworld.

The Spanish Influenza (TheWallowaSun,October17,1918)Thesameasthewinterof1889–1890whenthegrip
[commonnamefortheflu,also“gripe”or“grippe”]sweptthroughourcountry,nowcomestheSpanishinfluenza.
Manyauthoritiesthinktheyarethesame.Naturally,ithasbeenlargelyintheEastthatthediseasehasbeenraging,
asbeingtheseaboardwheresoldiersarecomingandgoing.Promptactionhasbeentakeninallsuspectedplaces,and
everyattemptisbeingmadetostampitout.Thesymptomshavebeenanacuteonset,oftenverysudden,withbodily
weaknessandpainsinthehead,eyes,back,andelsewhereinthebody.Vomitingmaybeasymptomatonsetand
dizzinessiffrequent.chillysensationsareusual,andthetemperatureisfrom100to104degrees,thepulseremaining
comparativelylow.Sweatingisnotinfrequent.Theappetiteislostandprostrationismarked.Constipationisthe
rule.Drowsinessandphotophobia[extremesensitivitytolight]arecommon.Thefeverusuallylastsfromthreeto
fivedays,butrelapsesarenotuncommon,andcomplications,particularlypneumonia,aretobefeared.
Thedeathrateisusuallygivenasextremelylow,butinthelatterperiodsofanoutbreakanincreasednumberof

deaths,presumablyduetocomplications,hasbeenreportedinSpainandintheUnitedStates.Besidesbronchitis
andpneumonia,inflammationofthemiddleearandcardiacweaknessmayfollowthedisease.

The Spanish Flu Hits Wallowa (TheWallowaSun,October24,1918)SpanishinfluenzahasinvadedWallowa,reports
CityHealthOfficerDr.JohnB.Gregory.Upontheappearanceofthe“flu”Wednesdaymorning,cityofficials,acting
underordersfromtheStateBoardofHealthandfromtheSurgeonGeneraloftheUnitedStatesBureauofHealth,
haveclosedallplacesofpublicgatheringsinWallowaforthepresent.Thepublicschoolswereclosedonthefirst
appearance,andthestudentsrequestedtostayoffthestreets..Themovingpictureshowhascancelledallshowsuntil
furthernotice,andlodgesandchurcheswillholdnomeetingstillthecasesinhandareoutofdanger.
Itshouldbethedutyofallcitizenstoassistinpreventingthespreadofthemaladybykeepingoutofcrowds,using

precautionsagainstcolds,andkeepingthegeneralhealthgood.Completeisolationshouldbepracticedbythose
whocontractthedisease.Theconductofcitizensindividuallyandcollectivelyonlywilldeterminehowsoonthe
plaguewillbestampedoutofourmidst.Followinstructionsandinaweek’stimethequarantinewillberaisedand
everythingopenedasusual.

“Spanishflu”hasnothingat
all todowithSpain, anda
reasonforthenameisdifficult
to pin down. One guess is
thatintheearlystagesofthe
pandemic,Spainwasoneof
thefirstcountriestoreport
theoutbreak,andthenameof
thecountrybecameentangled
withthenameofthedisease.
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Two Hundred Fifty Cases in County (TheWallowaSun,October31,1918)Thismorning,thecountyhealthofficer
reported250casesofofSpanishinfluenzainthecounty.Dr.Gregoryreports18casesinWallowaand60inthe
country[nearWallowa]thathehasvisited.Mostofthecaseswereoflightform,thoughpatientsareverysickfora
dayortwo.Thefirstcasescomingdownareconvalescentnow,andsomeareentirelywellandworkingattheirusual
vocations.Itishopedthatthespreadingofthecontagionhaspasseditscrestandfromnowonwilldieoutandin
anotherweekbusinesswillbemovingalongatnormalagain.Cityofficialshaveprintedandpostedsignsreading:

Prevent the Flu

DO NOT LOAF

Transact your business and

MOVE ON

Quarantine Lifted Now in Wallowa (TheWallowaSun,November14,1918)Countyandcityhealthofficersliftedthe
quarantineinWallowaTuesday,andbusinesshasresumeditsnormalconditions,peoplegoingandcomingatwill.
Thestoresarenowopeningandclosingattheirregularhours.Dr.
Taylor,countyhealthofficer,says,however,touseallprecautions
possible,statingthatallchildrenwithcolds,sorethroats,andthe
likeshouldstayathomeuntiltheyhaverecovered.Theinfluenza
situationbecamesoacutethefirstoflastweekthathealthofficers
putthecityunderstricterquarantine.Everyfamilythatwas
affectedwasquarantined.Threeextramarshalswereemployed
toenforcetherules.MissMitchellwasengagedtoactasvisiting
nurse,andtheresulthasbeenthatthediseasehaspractically
beenstampedout.

Red Cross Local Work (TheWallowaSun,November14,1918)
ThewaytheladiesofthelocalbranchoftheRedCrosshandled
thehomeworkduringtheinfluenzaepidemiccallsforhighpraise
tothoseincharge.Nofamilythatwasinneedofclothingorfood
wasneglectedinanyway.Thetactfulwayinwhichthispartof
theworkwashandledcontributedinnosmallwaytostamping
outthescourge,andsavedanyunnecessarysuffering.

Flu Deaths (TheWallowaSun,December12,1918)TheFluhas
been,indeed,anepidemicintheeasternpartofourcountry.
InNewYorkabout21,000childrenhavebeenmadehalfor
fullorphans.Itisestimatedthatthenumberofdeathsinour
nationisconsiderableover100,000,andofthese18,000were
inthearmy.

Closures (WallowaRecordChieftain,January16,1919)Forthreemonthstheschools,thechurches,thelodges,and
thetheatreshavebeenclosed,andawetblanketthrownovereveryothersortofbusiness,butthatseemstobethe
extentofanyefforttocontrolthedisease…Nothingapparentlyhasbeendonetosegregateandcontrolindividual
cases.Sickpeoplearefreetocomeandgowithouthindrance…Suchmanagementisinsufficient.

Spanish Flu Hits Wallowa Again (TheWallowaSun,January29,1920)Thefluquietlycreptintoourmidstthefirst
oftheweek,andtodaythereareupwardsof50casesreportedbyDrs.GregoryandButler.Allcasessofarseemtobe
inamildform,noneofthepatientsbeingverysick,asweunderstand.Itishopedbyplacingastrictquarantineon
allfamilieswherethefluisreportedthatthemaladywillbequicklystampedout,andeverythingwillberunning
normallyinanotherweekor10days.WordcomesfromEnterprisethatthereare140casesthere.LaGrandeand
othertownsonthebranchallreportcasesinmildforms.ThePortlandpapersreporttheprevalenceoffluinall
partsofthestate.
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Mayor’s Proclamation (TheWallowaSun,January29,1920)Allmeetings,publicor
private,shallbediscontinueduntilfurthernotice.Parentsaredirectedtokeepchildren
offthestreetsandavoidvisiting,keepoutofcrowdsasmuchaspossible.Allhouseswithin
thecitylimitswhereanycasesofSpanishinfluenzahasbeenreportedwillbeunder
absolutequarantineuntilthemarshalhasremovedtheinfluenzaplacardbyorderofthe
CityHealthOfficer.Thismeansthatallmembersofthefamilyoranyothertenantsof
thesamebuildingwillbeplacedunderanabsolutestateofquarantineandwillnotbe
permittedtominglewithorassociatewithotherpersonsuntilnotifiedoftheirrelease
bytheproperauthorities.IfyoufeelsickandbelieveyouhaveSpanishinfluenza,goto
bedandsendforthedoctor.

*  *  *

Ask the Wallowa History Center

CanyoutellusmoreabouttheLadies’ProgressiveClub?

“Youcan’tappreciatehomeuntilyouhavelostit,moneytillit’sspent,oryourwifetillshe’sjoinedaclub.”
–AdfortheHomeIndependentTelephoneCompany,TheWallowaSun,February20,1913

Unfortunately,virtuallytheonlyrecordswehaveoftheclub’sactivitiesandprojectsarecontainedinahandful
ofnewspaperarticles.Wedon’tevenknowwhenorwhytheclubdisbanded.Butonethingwedoknowisthat,

asithasbeensincethebeginning,menoftheeraprobablydidmostofthetalkingwhilewomendidmostofthe
doing.Asthesayinggoes:“Behindeverysuccessfulmanstandsawomanrollinghereyes.”Includedhereisatoo-
briefglimpseofthisremarkableorganization.(AlsoseeWallowaQuarterly,Spring2020,pages3-4.)

Ladies’ Progressive Club
FromTheWallowaSun

Ladies’ Club Organizes(November28,1912)BytheorganizationoftheLadies’ProgressiveClub,Wallowabecomes
thepossessorofaninstitutionwithgreatpossibilitiesfortheup-buildingofthecommunity.Althoughtheorganization
hasbeeninexistenceonlyaboutamonth,resultshavealreadybeenaccomplished,whichbespeakforitthetruespirit
ofprogress,andprovethattheclubisworkingwithadeterminationtodothings.Withtheadventofthefreereading
roomandlibrary,thefirstgoaloftheclubhasbeenreached.Theirfirstundertakinghasbeensuccessful,andthere
iseveryreasontobelievetheirsubsequenteffortswillresultlikewise.Thecityasaunitshouldbondtogetherand
rendertheseladieseveryassistancepossible.FortheyareworkingforagreaterandbetterWallowa.Theyhavetaken
therightcoursetosucceed.Creednorreligion,politicsnorfactionism,pettyjealousiesnorself-elevationhaveentered
intotheorganization.Itisformedonabroadscale,anditsaccomplishmentwillbeinaccordancetherewith.

Club Begins Library(November28,1912)Wallowaistohaveapubliclibrary.Thisistheannouncementmadeby
theLadies’ProgressiveClub,whichhasbeenworkingthepasttwoweeksperfectingthearrangements.Partofthe
lowerflooroftheTulleyBuildinghasbeenroutedandisnowbeingfittedup,andtheopeningwillbeeitherSaturday
orMonday.Agravelinglibraryservicehasbeensecured,whichwillbeaugmentedbybookspurchasedordonated
andownedbythelocalassociation.Inconnectiontothelibrary,apublicreadingroomisplanned.Thisisforthe
useofeveryone,strangersandpeoplelivinginthecountrybeingespeciallywelcomed.Thefundsformaintenance
havebeenarrangedbypopularsubscription,andthefurnitureandinsidefittingshavepracticallyallbesecured.
Thereadingroomwillbeopenfromfourtosixo’clockintheafternoon,andfromsevenuntilteno’clockatnight.
MembersoftheProgressiveClubwilltaketurnsinkeepingtheroomopen.

Club Fund Raiser(February20,1913)TheLadies’ProgressiveClubofthiscityisplanningadancingpartytobe
givenatMorelock’sHall,Fridayevening,forthepurposeofraisingmoneytobuyafountainandtohelpwiththe
generalimprovementoftheschoolgrounds.Theseladiesrecentlystartedthefreereadingroomandlibraryhereand
havehadtheheartysupportandcooperationofthepeople.Theyareworkinghardtomakethispartyasuccess,and
allareinvitedtoattend.Adollaraticketadmissionwillbecharged,andpunchandrefreshmentswillbesold.
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Wallowa Fort

Fort CompletedFromMr.[Henry]SchaefferofWallowa,whopaidourofficeavisitWednesday,welearnthatall
thefamiliesexceptsixhavelefttheWallowaandsoughtsafetyinour[GrandeRonde]valley.Thefortiscompleted,
andlocatedintheMiddleValley.–TheMountainSentinel,May31,1873

Wallowa StockadeJamesTulleyandHenrySchaeffer,saidtheabovefort(orstockade)wasbuiltabouttwomiles
abovethepresentsiteofWallowaTownonthepresentWolfplaceonasmallcreekthatdrainedintotheswamp,and
thattherewasnocabinbuiltinsideit.Butlater,SammyFrancisbuiltasmallcabininsideitandlivedthereawhile.
Butthesettlersdidn’tmoveintothisstockade,astheytriedshootingatitandfoundtheycouldshootclearthrough

itwiththeir50-caliberneedleguns[Springfieldrifles].Butsomeofthesettlersdidstayawhileinadouble-hewed
loghouse,whichwasbuiltunderthehighcliff[possiblyTickHill]justabovethepresentsiteofWallowaTown,on
theeastsideoftheWallowaRiver,thoughtheyhadnotroublewiththeIndians.–JohnH.Horner,“WallowaRiver
andValley,”J.H.HornerPapers,1953

*  *  *

Wild Hog Ride
FromTheWallowaSun,(October16,1913)

WarnBoner,the11-year-oldsonofWalterBoner,hadthemisfortunewhileridingahogtobethrownviolently,
breakinghisshoulder.[Warn,notthehog,brokehisshoulder.]


