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Notice from the Public Health Department published in the semi-weekly San Luis Obispo
Tribune on October 22, 1918.

What Happened in 1918?

We have been repeatedly asked by the public to share the local story of the Spanish Flu
epidemic, which took place in the latter years of the 1910s. So we have gone back through the
newspapers  of  San  Luis  Obispo  of  the  era,  both  the  semi-weekly  Tribune  and  the  Daily
Telegram,  to  find  the story  as  it  happened.   We will  not  claim that  this  is  an  exhaustive,
definitive edition - if anyone wants to write that book, we would certainly want to read it.  We
are  simply  trying  to  achieve  a  dip  into  those  waters,  so  that in  these  modern  days  of
COVID-19 we can all learn from what happened before.  The subject line of this email is a
quote attributed to Mark Twain - he probably didn't say it, but it's too good of a line not to cite
again: "History doesn't repeat itself, but it often rhymes."

You can view scans of all articles referenced here, and more, on our website.   

_______________________________________________

The Public Health Department met in extraordinary
session on Sunday, October 20th, 1918, and called
for a halt to all public gatherings, including churches,
pool  halls,  bowling alleys,  and more.   The disease
known as Spanish Flu had been ravaging the world
since the spring of that year, but had yet to arrive in
San Luis Obispo County.  The first local death from
the disease did not occur for another week, when on
October  27th  a  man  named  William  Gibson
succumbed.
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The Board  of  Supervisors  had  acted  the  day  before,  passing  an  ordinance  requiring  the
wearing of masks.  It was unlawful "for any person to appear on the public street, or in any
public place, or in any assemblage of persons, or in any place where two or more persons are
congregated (except in homes where only the members of the family are present and when
eating meals) without wearing a mask over the nose and mouth."
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Just a few weeks later in mid-November, the euphoria from victory in World War I pushed
concern for the flu out of the headlines

By January 1919, the post-war optimism had faded. 
New, more drastic ordinances were passed, closing
all  schools  and  theaters,  prohibiting  all  public
gatherings, and enforcing social distancing. 

New local cases were popping up not just one or two
at a time, but by the dozens.  During the period from
December  11th  through  the  31st,  there  were  123
diagnoses.   In  the  first  18  days  of  January,  there
were 194 new cases.  In the words of the Tribune at
the time, "it is useless to longer delude ourselves that
the situation is not serious."

Across  the  state,  cases  were  surging.   The  week
ending  January  4th  saw  roughly  10,000  cases  in
California.  The week after almost doubled, to nearly
19,000.

We at the History Center do not have exact numbers
for how many residents of our county were sickened
or killed by the Spanish Flu.  We do know that the
disease eventually passed out of our community and
life returned to normal.

In this particular moment of historic rhyming, we wish
safety  and  good  health  to  all  our  friends  and
neighbors.

You can view all of these articles and more on our
website.
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Looking for more to do?

Follow us on Facebook, Twitter, or Instagram.  In addition to our regular Theme Monday
and Throwback Thursday posts, we'll now be posting every weekday with photos from
our collection that will inspire activities you can try in your very own homes.
Take a virtual walking tour of historic San Luis Obispo.  These video series feature short
vignettes about significant local landmarks.

If you have any ideas of content you'd like to see, share it with us!  And if you enjoy what we
share with you, and if you are able to, would you please consider supporting us?

Thank you for being a part of our community.  Everybody stay healthy and safe.

Sincerely,

Thomas Kessler
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Executive Director

History Center of San Luis Obispo County
 696 Monterey Street, SLO | (805) 543-0638 | historycenterslo.org
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