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St. Louis’ Twisted Tale

• Global epidemic

• Global war

• Stealing coffins

• A medical treatment

• The new-fangled phonograph

• High explosives

• A German plot

• Wash U medical staff in France



A Modern Black Death

• Spanish Flu infected about a 
third of the world's population –
about 500 million people

• 50 million died globally

• 675,000 died in U.S.

• 2/3 of the American deaths 
occurred in a 10-week period

• Concurrent with WWI
• 20M military deaths
• 10M civilian deaths

Albrecht Dürer’s Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse



Seeing the Coming Storm

• Dr. Max C. Starkloff, Health Commissioner 
for the City of St. Louis

• Advised avoiding fatigue, alcohol, and 
crowds and getting plenty of fresh air, 
avoiding those who are ill, and wearing 
masks

• Mayor Henry Kiel backed Starkloff to 
close many public places

• Many businesses fought to loosen the 
order



Outbreak in St.  Louis

• St. Louis had first reported cases 
October 1, 1918, at Jefferson 
Barracks

• Within one week, 800 soldiers were 
hospitalized

• Barnes Hospital trained nurse aides 
and rushed them to the base

• Outbreak was contained



Measures

• St. Louis closed most public places – theaters, schools, 
bars, and churches

• Gatherings of 20 or more were prohibited

• Expanded to pool halls, playgrounds, library reading 
rooms, fraternal lodges, and the courts

• The American Red Cross printed over a million 
pamphlets in 8  languages:
• English
• Polish
• Russian
• Yiddish
• Hungarian
• Italian
• Bohemian 
• Spanish



Care and Quarantine

More than 50 St. Louis hospitals cared for 
victims of the Spanish Flu

St. Mary's Infirmary



The War Effort

The military 
struggled to deal 
with war casualties 
and soldiers with 
influenza



Wash U Sends Medical Staff to France

• In May 1917, the U.S. Army and the American 
Red Cross created 50 base hospitals with staff 
from university medical centers

• Doctors and nurses from Washington 
University were sent to Base Hospital 21 in 
Rouen, France

• They were among the first Americans to reach 
the European war zone

• During the two years of operation, Base 
Hospital 21 treated 61,453 patients

• In October 1918, the daily census reached 
1,950 patients



Opposition

• In St. Louis, two factors: 

• Negative financial impact 

• Civil liberty issues

• Businesses would suffer or even go out of 
business 



Elsewhere

• Where measures were lax, casualties 
were high

• In Philadelphia, 12,000 people died 
after the city held parade

After the parade, The Evening Bulletin 
ran the headline, “This is a great day in 
Philadelphia”



Overflowing Morgues

• In Washington D.C., people were dying so fast 
the city ran out of coffins

• Bodies piled up in the morgue

• Could not get grave diggers

• Baltimore and Philadelphia also had coffin 
shortages

• D.C. health officials discovered two rail cars 
carrying 270 coffins to Pittsburgh and 
rerouted them to D.C. 

Philadelphia morgue



But One Business Was Booming



Few Treatments

• There were no vaccines or effective remedies

• Treatments of no value were used:

• Laxatives

• Camphor oil

• Quinine (a malaria drug)

• Gargling salt water

• Snake oil



Aspirin – the Miracle Drug

• The only medical treatment that offered any genuine 
relief was aspirin

• Aspirin (acetylsalicylic acid) was invented in 1897 by 
Bayer, a German company

• By 1914, aspirin was one of the most widely used 
medications in the world

• Bayer’s patent expired in 1917

• Other drug companies began to manufacture it in 
time for the 1918 outbreak

• St. Louis-based Monsanto began manufacturing



Aspirin Ingredient also Used for Explosives

• Salicylic acid / phenol is also a key 
component for high explosives

• At the outbreak of World War I, the 
United Kingdom was a primary 
supplier of phenol 

• Once war broke out, the British cut off 
all trade with Germany, including that 
of phenol 



The Phonograph Debuted 1912

• Phenol also used to manufacture 
phonograph records

• Invented by Thomas Edison in 1912 

• To stop disruption, Edison built a 
phenol factory which produced 11 
tons a day

• He needed only 3 tons, so he planned 
to sell the surplus



The German Plot
• The Germans didn’t want the British to buy more phenol 

for high explosives

• They created a shell company to buy the surplus phenol

• The Bayer plant in New York could resume making aspirin 

• The Secret Service discovered the plot

• By then, the Germans diverted enough phenol to make 
4.5 million pounds of high explosives

• Became known as the Great Phenol Plot



Strange Twist – Bayer Buys Monsanto in 2018

• In 2018 the German Bayer 
company purchased the St. 
Louis-based Monsanto, 
producer of aspirin during 
World War I

• Did you know…the town of 
Sauget, Illinois, used to be 
named Monsanto, after the 
chemical plant there



Once It Was Over

• By the time it was over, St. 
Louis ranked lower than 
major East Coast cities

• Ranking 37th among the 49 
cities with populations 
above 100,000

• A year after the outbreak, 
Congress passed the 
National Prohibition Act, 
and the nation went from 
pandemic to compulsory 
sobriety
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