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Detail of 1908 panorama photo of Haskell Institute students in Lawrence, Kansas. Courtesy of the Library of Congress.



On Sunday afternoon, March 17, 1918, twenty students appeared at the hospital on the campus 
of Haskell Institute, a nonreservation American Indian boarding school near Lawrence, Kan-
sas. “Without any thought of sickness being near,” the school physician reported, “pupils 

began to come to the hospital.”1 In another account, “It came like a thunder bolt out of a clear sky”—an 
image suggestive of both the sudden appearance of a new disease and the experience of contracting it.2

The sick students all had symptoms of “grip” or “la grippe” or “the flu”—influenza. Then, as now, 
grip was a common cold-weather complaint. The symptoms, an on-site doctor reported, were the usual 
ones of sore throats, headaches, pains in the glands of the neck, and “general lassitude.” Nausea, vomit-
ing, chills and “rigors” (shivering) were common. “Tonsils, pharynx and fauces [parts of the mouth cavity] 
were red and congested.” Body temperature was elevated as high as 106ºF.3 Pulse and breathing were rapid. 

In that time, before antibiotic cures (penicillin, innovated in 1928, was the first) and before pre-
ventive flu shots (influenza vaccines were first available to the American public in 1945), all man-
ner of contagion swirled through public places. The grip that arrived at Haskell was different from 
other contagious diseases. It was extremely virulent—easily transmitted. A single infected person 
could contaminate a roomful of people. Its spread could manifest within twenty-four hours. Pros-
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tration, an overwhelming fatigue, was “severe 
in even the mildest cases.” The grip came on so 
suddenly and the prostration was so severe that 
some people just dropped to the ground—as was 
noted two months later at the American Expedi-
tionary Force encampment at Langres, France, 
where men fainted on duty and had to be car-
ried to bed.4 One could remain prostrated for 
two or three days and then recover quickly. In 
significant numbers, however, the illness took a 
turn for the worse, sometimes after a false recovery.

A distinctive feature of the grip that came to 
Haskell was its potential for dealing death. When 
followed by pneumonia or another respiratory 
pathogen, the disease could suddenly become life-
threatening. Death could come swiftly or after a 
protracted struggle. Pneumonia has always been a 
threat to those near the beginning and end of life. 
In the flu season of 2017–2018, 810,000 Americans 
were hospitalized with influenza, and an estimated 

61,000 people died in the United States.5 The most 
distinctive feature of the 1918 flu, however, was its 
tendency to attack and kill people in the prime of 
life. This was a disease that could destroy respira-
tory organs within forty-eight hours of onset, a dis-
ease that a noted virologist of our day judges “per-
haps the most lethal infectious agent of all time.”6 

Two months after the events narrated here, 
thousands got sick with la grippe in Ma-
drid, Spain, and hundreds died. Spain 

was not a belligerent in the Great War, and the Span-
ish press was unhampered by censorship, so it made 
much of the epidemic, leading the English press to 
dub the deadly pathogen Spanish influenza, a name 
that is disliked in Spain to this day.7 The disease had 
already appeared in the European war zone. René 

This 1908 photo of Haskell Institute offers a view of students and, from left to right, the school hospital (distant), chapel (now Hiawatha Hall), 
unidentified building, the older boys’ dormitory, and the classroom building. Courtesy of the Library of Congress.
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www.influenzaarchive.org. 
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Legroux, a bacteriologist with the Pasteur Institute 
in Paris, France, told Reuters news agency in June 
1918 that “the Spanish Influenza epidemic” had 
begun at the front early in May. “From Dunkirk to 
the Vosges most of the soldiers were attacked by 
it, and the Germans were not immune,” said Dr. 
Legroux. The contagion spread to Paris and then 
to Spain: “The Spaniards made a great fuss about 
it.” The epidemic was remembered, Legroux added, 
only because of the “fuss” in the Spanish press.8 

Before long, the world would develop a 
fervent desire for deliverance from that 
same “Spanish” disease. In August 1918, 

the full-blown pandemic, radiating from its epicen-
ter, began to wreak a global catastrophe. In less than 
two years, the numbers of dead grew to proportions 
that beggar the imagination. Extensive research in 
2002 reported that total mortality from the influen-
za pandemic was “of the order of 50 million,” and 
even that huge number may have been half the real 
toll. Researchers Johnson and Miller found reasons 
aplenty for uncertainty. Discrepancies in record 
keeping stemmed from confused nomenclature. 
For much of the world’s population, there is little 
or no information, or if there is information, it is of 
questionable value or is contradictory. Sometimes 
data were selective by city or demographic; deaths 
in indigenous populations were rarely considered. 
The authors concluded that “it would seem unlikely 
that a truly accurate figure can ever be calculated.”9 

The worldwide spread of influenza in 1918–1920 
came to be known as the Great Pandemic. Two out-
breaks in Kansas in March 1918—the epidemic at 
Haskell and another at a nearby army camp—were 
on the first wave of that pandemic. Before it had a 
name, a killer complex was at work in the American 
heartland. It was demonstrably the same disease as 
“Spanish influenza.” From its European source in the 

war zone, the pathogens were exported to Kansas by 
military carriers. Reconstructed here, the story of the 
Haskell outbreak of March 1918 is one of the earli-
est reports to detail the nature and course of the dis-
ease. The written record of the outbreak began when 
the flu hit Haskell. Telegrams, letters, and reports 
passed between the school and the Indian Office in 
Washington, D.C. Physicians named and described 
the new disease and grappled with it. Shortly after 
the epidemic was over—almost as suddenly as it 
had begun—the school’s weekly newsletter pub-
lished the reports of two physicians, with statistics 
on numbers of cases and deaths, and obituaries.10 An 
unprecedented alert about the Haskell Institute in-
fluenza outbreak had already appeared in the federal 
government’s weekly circular Public Health Reports.11 

The Haskell Institute outbreak narrative, 
hitherto of brief note in studies of Indian train-
ing schools, virtually initiated the literature of the 
Great Pandemic in America. It is from that per-
spective that the Haskell epidemic is recounted 
here—curiously, for the first time in a century. 

“Like a thunder bolt out of a clear sky” was 
said of the disease that arrived at Haskell Institute. 
It was sudden and virulent, but the locale was far 
from accidental. The boarding school abounded 
with unsanitary, unhygienic, and inhumane con-
ditions. Indeed, a veritable continuum of ill health 
dates from Haskell’s earliest years. When conta-
gion came visiting, Haskell proved the perfect host.

To understand Haskell’s hospitality to disease, 
it is helpful to place the school in the context of its 
time. Haskell Institute was among the first of twen-
ty-six nonreservation industrial training schools es-
tablished by the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs begin-
ning in 1879. (Eight are still operating in some form 
today; Haskell Indian Nations University acquired 
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degree-granting authority in 1993.) As at the flag-
ship Carlisle Institute in Pennsylvania, the model 
was soldierly discipline. Boarding schools were pri-
mary agents of the coerced assimilation of Ameri-
can Indian peoples following the Euro-American 
conquest and settlement of the western plains and 
Pacific slope. The idea of situating schools outside 
of reservations was to remove a child from fam-
ily and community and, in the words of Carlisle 
founder Richard H. Pratt, “kill the Indian in him, 
and save the man.”12 Pratt’s apothegm was actu-
ally a humanistic rebuttal of frontier prescriptions 
for genocide.13 The credit for locating such a school 
in Lawrence, an agricultural center and univer-
sity town in northeast Kansas, went to four-term 
Congressman Dudley C. Haskell. He chaired the 
House of Representatives Indian Affairs Commit-
tee, and his death at the age of forty-one while the 

school was under construction prompt-
ed the government to name it for him.14

Before opening on September 1, 1884, 
Haskell Institute published in the local 
press a summary of its purpose, “to pre-
pare students of this school to become in-
telligent and industrious citizens,” and 
an outline of the modus operandi. It was 
open to American Indian youths from 
ten to eighteen years of age with paren-
tal or tribal consent, free of cost, for five 
years, with one home visit allowed in two 
years “at the discretion of the superinten-
dent and with the approval of the com-
missioner of Indian affairs”; obedience 
to school authorities was required, and 
students were to be “taught how to man-
age farming and housekeeping by doing 
the work of farmers and house-keepers.” 

Training in carpentry and other trades would 
be offered according to the students’ aptitude.15

In 1918, Haskell had three residences, three- 
and four-story limestone buildings. The 
older boys’ and girls’ dormitories, built in 

1884 and 1889, flanked the schoolhouse and were 
separated by a green. The rated capacity of the resi-
dences was seven hundred, and the dormitories 
lodged American Indian students from all over the 
western United States. Enrollment for 1917–1918 
was 922—510 boys and 412 girls. Haskell was by 
far the most diverse boarding school in the system. 
Many students came alone from such distant places 
as Warm Springs, Oregon, and Yakima, Washing-
ton. One-quarter of the enrolled students came from 
the Five Civilized Tribes in Oklahoma. Students 
came from seventy-six nations on sixty-five reser-
vations and sixty-one non-reservation addresses.16 
Actual attendance in March 1918 was about 750.17 

Some of the regimentation of student life at Haskell is apparent in this image of girls 
standing face forward at the foot of their beds in the small girls’ dormitory ward. 
Photo is circa 1884 to 1909. 

12. Richard H. Pratt, “The Advantages of Mingling Indians with 
Whites,” in Americanizing the American Indians: Writings by the “Friends 
of the Indian” 1880–1900 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1973), 260–71; original in Official Report of the Nineteenth Annual Confer-
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Reservations, 1917–1918, Haskell Institute Annual Reports, RG75, 
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17. Charles E. Banks, “Report of an Outbreak of Disease at Haskell 
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The Haskell residences were overseen by a ma-
tron, Katherine Keck, at the time of the outbreak. 
She had been a teacher at Haskell beginning in 1902, 
had recently taught at Carlisle Institute, and had just 
returned after briefly operating the Young Women’s 
Christian Association cafeteria at the Fort Sill army 
base in Oklahoma.18 The matron had four assistants.19 

The school hospital, constructed of red brick 
in 1905, had a stated capacity of seventy. The In-
stitute employed a physician, Charles Ensign, who 
had earned his MD from the University of Kansas 
in Lawrence, had served as a medical missionary 
in China, and was now in his third year working 
at Haskell.20 The school’s full-time nurse, Hannah 
Anderson, was a Swedish immigrant who worked 
her way up through years of service in a Law-
rence household and then took the job of hospital 
cook at Haskell; progressed to nurse-in-training; 
and, beginning in 1913, was the school nurse.21 

In charge of the institute and its staff of fifty-
nine was superintendent Hervey B. Peairs.22 (The 
family was related to the Pierces, and the name 
is pronounced “Peers.”) An alumnus of the Uni-
versity of Kansas and the Normal School in Em-
poria, Kansas, Peairs started teaching at Haskell 
in 1887, and he held the post of superintendent 
there three times for a total of twenty-three years. 
Peairs had returned to Haskell in April 1917 follow-
ing seven years as supervisor of Indian schools.23

Haskell’s early years are recounted in 
several histories of American Indian 
education: Boarding School Seasons 

(1998), Haskell Institute: 19th Century Stories of Sac-
rifice and Survival (2007) and Voices from Haskell 
(2008).24 All present evidence of conditions that 
promoted disease and contributed to the residents’ 
peril. Voices from Haskell, in particular, investigates 
the culture that valued student head counts over 
student health, a situation highlighted in a pains-
taking medical investigation in 1908. Some of the 
claims reported below, such as those published in 
Education for Extinction (1995), are based on anec-
dotes that represent general conditions.25 Some are 
based on evidence from other locales that reveals 
patterns of exposure to health risks at Haskell. An 
important source about health conditions across 
the Indian administration, with detailed informa-
tion on boarding schools, is the Meriam Report, 
published in 1928 after two years’ investigation 
by a multidisciplinary team with seven months’ 
fieldwork in the far-flung domain of the Bureau 
of Indian Affairs.26 Together, secondary sources 
and archival documents paint a grim picture 
of unhealthy conditions in boarding schools. 

In 1888, nineteen Haskell students signed a pe-
tition that asked, “What is the cause of so many 
deaths amongst us?” and suggested that “there must 

Institute, Lawrence, Kansas, March 15–30, 1918,” March 31, 1918, 
Haskell 1918 folder, Haskell box 42, Central Classified Files 1907–1939, 
RG75, NADC, 1.
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Leader, April 6, 1917, 1, reprinted from Carlisle (PA) Arrow; “H. B. 
Peairs,” Indian Leader, September 27, 1940, 1; Peairs message board on 
ancestry.com. 

24. Brenda J. Child, Boarding School Seasons: American Indian Families, 
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be something wrong some-
where, either in the medicine 
or care that is taken of [the 
sick].”27 A cemetery in a cor-
ner of the campus is the rest-
ing place of 112 American In-
dian youths who died at the 
school; nine of the graves are 
not identifiable. The known 
victims’ names, dates, and 
tribal affiliations are listed in 
Boarding School Seasons. They 
furnish some insight into the 
perils of residence at Haskell. 
Thirteen people died in 1885 
alone, and fifty were dead 
before 1890, including three 
children aged eight, one aged 
seven and one aged six. (The 
age limit for admission was 
evidently flexible, possibly 
to boost the school’s attendance, for reasons that are 
discussed below). Theresa Milk, who discovered re-
cords locating the nine anonymous graves, recounts 
in Haskell Cemetery Walking Tour what is known 
about the lives of the 103 identified victims. Milk 
gleaned the causes of thirty-four deaths: pneumo-
nia accounted for sixteen and tuberculosis twelve. 

Why was boarding school life so un-
healthy? The woeful truth was that 
American Indian society had been 

attacked by diseases for which indigenous people 
had no immunity since long before they fell into 
the thrall of the United States. The attacks only in-
creased in the twentieth century, through a deadly 
trifecta of inherited vulnerabilities, environmental 
stressors, and bungled governmental involvement. 
Overall, the services the government provided were, 
in the simplest terms, starved for funds. Within that 
context, the very system of Indian boarding schools 
was the “something” that the 1888 petitioners sug-

gested was sickening and killing them at Haskell. 
Boarding school operating funds were voted by 

the U.S. Congress each year in several pages of lines 
in the budget of the Department of the Interior. For 
fiscal year 1917–1918, Haskell Institute was appor-
tioned $142,750—less than $200 per student per an-
num (which amounts to less than $4,000 in today’s 
dollars) doled out on a per capita basis.28 Racial 
animus was doubtless a factor in allocating scarce 
public dollars. In 1918, congressional appropria-
tions for Indian schools totaled $5,185,290, includ-
ing $700,000 for buildings. The funds covered the 
operating costs of 161 boarding schools and 223 day 
schools, with a total average attendance of 23,822 
students.29 That paper-thin coverage had to feed res-

27. Milk, Haskell Institute, loc. 1325, Kindle.

Young male students who attended Haskell for the school’s industrial training were housed in the 
boys’ dormitory shown in this postcard, dated between 1910 and 1930.

28.“Committee on Indian Affairs, table of items carried in bill,” 64 
Cong. Rec. Part 1, H. R. 18453, December 11, 1916, 165; govinfo.gov.

29. Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs to the Secretary of the 
Interior for the Fiscal Year ended June 30, 1918 (hereafter ARCIA), “Table 
19: School Statistics for 42 Years,” 181. In 1918 U.S. dollars, $5 million 
is equivalent to about $85 million in 2020. CPI Inflation Calculator 
(in2013dollars.com), accessed January 21, 2020.
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idents and maintain properties. School administra-
tors dealt with inevitable shortfalls by forcing chil-
dren to do much of the schools’ drudge work while 
feeding them minimal rations. Overworked and 
underfed, residents were caught in a metabolic bind 
for which many paid the price in ill health. Parsing 
the terms of that equation—work, diet, and dis-
ease—reveals much about conditions at Haskell in 
1918, although much remains open to speculation.

The Meriam Report decried the ubiquitous prac-
tice of assigning boarding school residents to regu-
lar work in “details.” Work details were additional 
to the “industrial” curriculum that was intended 
to “train” Indian youths for farming or the labor 
market. But details often replaced training, Meriam 
and his team discovered: “In practice much of the 
industrial work is undertaken for production and 
not for education.” The report singled out the print-
ing press at Haskell Institute as a consumer of un-
skilled student labor: “A boy detailed to the print 
shop to be taught printing may be required to fold 
papers for all the hours of his detail and to work un-
der pressure to get a commercial job out on time.”30 

In 1908, an Indian Service investigator described 
the system that detailed boys fourteen years of 
age and younger to sweep and scrub the halls at 
Haskell. A boy named Fernandez had been on that 
detail since the beginning of the previous school year. 
“There is not one boy in this detail strong enough,” 
the investigator wrote, “to carry water up two and 
three flights of stairs without taxing his strength to 
the utmost.” Additionally, children who dry-swept 
the halls and assembly rooms would be “envel-
oped in a cloud of dust perhaps reeking with all 
sorts of microbes.” Spitting was a norm in indig-
enous male society, and cuspidors (wide-mouthed 
receptacles) were lacking. Dried sputum, perhaps 
carrying the bacteria of tuberculosis, would be 

swept up with the dust on the hallway floors in the 
boys’ dormitories. Healthy or unhealthy, the chil-
dren had to perform their janitorial and other du-
ties. Detailing was, the investigator found, a “per-
nicious system” that produced “baneful results.”31 

The workload Haskell students bore on 
top of, or instead of, their industrial train-
ing was outlined by Irene Stewart of 

the Navajo Nation, Arizona, in the autobiographi-
cal A Voice of Her Tribe, recalling the early 1920s: 
“We were detailed to work in the laundry and do 
all the washing for the school [and] the hospital.” 
After standing for hours ironing amid nauseat-
ing steam, Stewart’s legs would ache “far into the 
night.” By evening, too tired to play—Stewart had 
not yet completed grade six—she would fall asleep 
sitting up. “Sewing was hard, too. We learned to 
sew all [the school’s] clothing, except underwear 
and stockings, and we learned to mend and darn 
and patch. We canned food, cooked, washed dishes, 
waited on tables, scrubbed floors and washed win-
dows. We cleaned classrooms and dormitories.”32 So 
much work bred dysfunction. “I think this is why 
the boys and girls ran away from school,” Stewart 
wrote about life at Haskell, “why some became ill; 
why it was so hard to learn. We were too tired to 
study.” In 1929, the reality of overworked boarding 
school students was recognized by the congressio-
nal committee preparing the appropriations bill. An 
increase of $7 per capita in the budget was granted 
to “purchase labor-saving devices and employ labor 
to relieve students of some of the manual labor in con-
nection with the operation of our boarding schools.”33

30. Meriam et al., The Problem of Indian Administration, 332.

31. W. W. McConihe, U.S. Indian agent, to Commissioner of Indian 
Affairs, November 7, 1908, Haskell 1908 folder, Haskell box 42, Central 
Classified Files 1907–1939, RG75, NADC, 9–10.

32. Irene Stewart, A Voice in Her Tribe: A Navajo Woman’s Own Story, 
ed. Doris Ostrander Dawdy (Socorro, NM: Ballena Press, 1980), 17, 
quoted in Adams, Education for Extinction, 153

33. Hearings before Subcommittee of House Committee on Appropriations 
… in charge of Interior Dept Appropriation Bill for 1931, 71st Cong., 2nd 
Sess. (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1929), 131; 
emphasis added. HathiTrust Digital Library.
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The regime of drudge labor was enforced by 
the threat of corporal punishment administered by 
a disciplinarian and assistants (Hervey Peairs was 
Haskell’s disciplinarian early in his career). Disci-
pline may be reckoned, with detail work, as a drain 
on boarding school students’ energy; indeed, pun-
ishment often took the form of unpleasant detail 
work. Matrons also evidently had the power to strap 
students and could exercise it extemporaneously. 
Anna Shaw, a student at the Phoenix, Arizona, non-
reservation boarding school in the 1910s, relates that 
when the students were scrubbing floors in the din-
ing room, “if we were not finished when the 8:00 a.m. 
whistle sounded[,] the dining room matron would 
go around strapping us while we were still on our 
hands and knees[,] just the right position for a swat—
all the matron had to do was raise our dresses.”34 

An archived letter documents a case of corpo-
ral punishment at Haskell. In 1920, a complaint 
was lodged against Superintendent Peairs, claim-
ing that he had ordered a sixteen-year-old Sioux 
girl whipped for the offense of talking back to the 
dining-room matron. The girl testified under oath 
that the girls’ matron had held her clothes “up over 
her head while the disciplinarian struck her with a 
leather strap a good many times on the buttock.” 
She was “black and blue” from the beating. Peairs, it 
turned out, had promulgated a regulation that “no 
corporal punishment was to be meted out to any 
pupils . . . without special instructions from him.”35 
But the incident occurred while Peairs was absent, 
and the girls’ matron falsey claimed that she had ob-
tained Peairs’s permission. Her word had apparent-
ly been enough to convince a dubious disciplinarian. 

Overall, it is difficult to gauge whether cor-
poral punishment was the norm or the excep-
tion at Haskell. A Haskell student complained 
in a letter in 1918 that “the discipline here is ter-
rible. The children almost run the employees.”36 

Confinement was another harsh disciplinary 
measure, and Haskell had a jail, described by an 
investigating physician in 1908 as a converted 
ice house, small and poorly lit, where he noted 
seven prisoners, runaway students, chained to-
gether in twos, one of them in the early stage of 
tuberculosis.”37 Esther Burnett recalled that at 
Haskell in the 1920s, the jail was a thing of the 
past, and a punishment for returned deserters 
was running a gauntlet of fellow students wield-
ing belts.38 As an example of noncorporal disci-
pline, Burnett and another student took pictures of 
themselves posing as “flappers” (1920s vernacular 
for “independent” women), for which they were 
made to “march round the flagpole for a couple 
of hours with a broomstick over our shoulders.”39

On the diet side of the energy budget, boarding 
school fare provided few calories and meager nu-
trients. In 1915, Haskell’s per capita allocation for 
board was $4.61 a month, about fifteen cents ($.15) a 
day per student.40 A decade later, the Meriam Report 
calculated an average per capita expenditure of elev-
en cents ($0.11) a day to feed students at boarding 
schools, not including food grown and consumed 
at the schools. (Haskell had a farm that, together 

34. Anna Moore Shaw, A Pima Past (Tucson, AZ: University of 
Arizona Press, 1974), 135–36, quoted in Adams, Education for Extinction, 
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encing March 22, 1920, complaint, box 31, Goshute [1918–23] to Haskell 
Inst. [1919–33], Inspection Reports 1908–40, Inspection Division, RG75, 
NADC, 13–17.

36. Lucille C. Albert, letter to Mrs. N. R. Denny, Carlisle Indian 
School, December 9, 1918, quoted in Vučkovič, Voices from Haskell, 214.

37. Joseph A. Murphy, MD, letter to Commissioner of Indian Af-
fairs, November 12, 1908, Haskell 1908 folder, Haskell box 42, Central 
Classified Files 1907–1939, RG 75, NADC, 14.

38. Esther Burnett Horne and Sally McBeth, Essie’s Story: The Life 
and Legacy of a Shoshone Teacher (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
1998), quoted in Vučkovič, Voices from Haskell, 235–36.

39. Ibid., 218.
40.Child, Boarding School Seasons: American Indian Families, 

1900–1940, loc. 560n22, Kindle, citing Haskell superintendent’s annual 
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“heat, light, and the salaries of employees in the schools.”


