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Remembering Nurses In The 1918 Flu Pandemic

By: Phoebe Pollitt

Abstract
From 1918 to 1921, an H1N1 influenza virus killed tens of millions of people around the globe. That pandemic 
first appeared in North Carolina in September 1918. Within weeks, thousands were sickened and many died. 
Governments shuttered schools, churches and other public places. Citizens were advised to wash their hands, use 
Vicks VapoRub, put Vaseline around their noses and to avoid kissing on the lips. Despite these efforts over 13,500 
North Carolinians died during the pandemic.
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Remembering Nurses in the 1918 Flu Pandemic
By NCNA M em ber Dr. Phoebe Ann P o llitt, RN; N ursing H is to ry  Council Vice Chair

From 1918 to  1921, an H1N1 influenza virus killed tens o f m ill ions o f people  
around the  globe. That pandem ic f irs t appeared in North  Carolina in Sep tem ber 
1918. W ith in  weeks, thousands were sickened and many died. Governments 
shu tte red  schools, churches and o the r  pub l ic  places. Cit izens were advised to 
wash the ir  hands, use Vicks VapoRub, pu t Vaseline around the ir  noses and to 
avoid kissing on the lips. Despite these e ffo rts  over 13,500 North  Carolinians 
d ied dur ing  the  pandemic.

Meanwhile, hundreds o f North  Carolina nurses were serving in W orld  War I.
W ith  a dep le ted  workforce , many nurses at home vo lun teered extra hours 
to  care fo r  flu patients. A t least seven o f these nurses lost the ir  lives; we are 
p ro f i l ing  tw o  o f  them  here.

The f irs t nurse to  die was Bessie Corinna Roper, o r ig ina l ly  from  Morganton.
She g radua ted  from  R utherfo rd  Hospita l School o f  Nursing around 1910. She 
accep ted  a case as a private  d u ty  nurse in Chape! Hill in 1918. By early O c tobe r 
o f  tha t year, many UNC students  and s ta f f  became ill and several d ied from  
the  “ Spanish Flu.” Roper vo lun teered much o f her free t im e  at the  University 
Infirmary. Several o f  the s tudents  she nursed recovered, bu t sadly she 
succum bed to  the disease on O c tobe r 22, 1918. Her ob i tua ry  appeared in many 
papers in the  state lauding her selfless and noble sacrif ice and likened her 
death  to  those o f soldiers f ig h t in g  on the ba tt le f ie lds  o f WWI. She was buried 
w ith  m i l i ta ry  honors. Roper’s on ly  memoria l was a silver tea service the Chapel 
Hill Chapter o f the A m erican Red Cross presented to  the UNC in f i rm ary  in her 
honor in 1923.

Nurse Lucy Bragg Page, o r ig ina l ly  f rom  Raleigh, was a 1910 g raduate  of 
Petersburg General Hospita l School o f  Nursing in Petersburg, Virgin ia. A fte r  
g radua t ion  she re turned home and pract iced pr iva te  d u ty  nursing and served 
as treasurer o f the Raleigh Nurses Associat ion. In O c tobe r 1918, half o f the 
s tuden t body  o f NCSU became ill and 13 died o f the  flu. An add it iona l 288 
Raleigh residents succum bed to  the  flu in the  same month. Page vo lunteered 
to  nurse ailing students  at the college, where she qu ick ly  caugh t the  flu. A f te r  
she recovered, she began vo lun teer ing  at the  Red Cross Emergency Hospital 
estab l ished at Raleigh High School. Page soon relapsed and d ied on O c tobe r 
31, 1918.

The Wake County Courthouse fountain 
memorial for Lucy Page and volunteer Eliza 
Riddick. Source: https://docsouth.unc.edu/ 
commland/monument/642/

North Carolina’s On-Duty Nurses 
Who Lost Their Lives to the H1N1 
Pandemic

Bessie Roper, M organton

Lucy Page, Raleigh

Etta May Perkins, M organton 
(d ied serving as a US A rm y  Nurse 
at Camp Meade, MD)

Lill ian Johnson, Loris, SC 
(d ied in Waynesville, NC)

The deaths o f Page and a vo lun teer w ho helped in the in f i rm ary  were 
com m em ora ted  w ith  a Nurses Memorial foun ta in  at the  Wake County 
courthouse. Sadly, the foun ta in  was removed dur ing  cons truc t ion  o f the 
new courthouse. Its cu rren t w hereabou ts  are unknown.

Today, as we con fron t  a new pandem ic and go  beyond our normal w ork  
expecta t ions  to  care fo r  those in need, we wil l be inspired by the  bravery 
o f nurses a cen tu ry  ago w ho  gave the ir  lives w o rk ing  fo r  the health and 
w e ll-be ing  o f all people.

Laura Rouseasu, Salisbury

A lyce Baker, Ayden

Sybil Kelly, Union County, SC 
(d ied in W ilm ing ton , NC)

Are you interested in jo ining the Nursing History Council? We would love to have you! NCNA mem bers are welcome 
to jo in  any council they wish. To change your council status, sim ply update your M em ber Profile a t www.ncnurses. 
org or em ail LaurenZahn@ncnurses.org.

The opinions expressed in this article are the author’s own and do not necessarily reflect the view of the North 
Carolina Nurses Association or its board of directors. ■
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