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Downingtown and the Influenza Pandemic of 1918
Almost one hundred years ago, during the fall of 1918, the war in Europe was nearing its end, but another battle 
was raging back home.  It was, according to the Downingtown Archive, “the greatest epidemic of sickness ever 
known,” and, the Archive further stated, “Downingtown is no exception.”

The Spanish influenza pandemic came in four waves between January 1918 and December 1920, infecting 500 
million people around the world resulting in an estimated 50 to 100 million deaths.  Downingtown was mostly 
impacted during the second wave which hit the Borough (as well as all of Chester County) the hardest in October 
1918. 
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Monthly Deaths in Downingtown, 1917-1919

Most Downingtown homes had at least one, if not multiple persons down with the flu.  About 1,500 cases were 
estimated to have occurred in the Borough, which was about four of every ten residents.  For most of October, public 
gatherings of any type were strictly prohibited by the Board of Health.  Schools, churches, hotels, lodges, and other 
meeting places were all closed.  (continued on next page)

This graph shows the monthly deaths in Downingtown from 1917 to 1919.  The impact of the 
influenza pandemic can be clearly seen in October 1918 when 38 persons died in the Borough.  



The 38 deaths in Downingtown in October 1918 are plotted by the victim’s home on this modern 
Google Maps view.  The distribution is all throughout the Borough but a significant cluster is in 
Johnsontown, including six on Bradford Avenue alone.

In a normal month during the 1917-1919 period, there were an average of three deaths in Downingtown from all 
causes.  In October 1918, 38 deaths were recorded in the Borough, with 42% of them occurring over three days 
(October 13th-15th).  Nearly all of these were from influenza, or from pneumonia with influenza being a contributing 
factor.  Victims of the pandemic lived in all Borough neighborhoods, but Johnsontown was especially hard hit.  On 
Bradford Avenue alone there were six influenza-related deaths.

Location of Downingtown Influenza Victims, October 1918

Downingtown victims ranged in age from three month-old Stewart Nichols on Chestnut Street to 79 year-old David 
Parke on East Lancaster Avenue.  But what made this pandemic especially alarming were the number of victims in 
their 20s and 30s including:

• Emily Deets, age 37, living at 120 Webster Avenue.  She left a husband and two children.
• Edwin Dixon, age 33, living at 75 West Lancaster Avenue.  He was an electrician on the Pennsylvania 

Railroad who left a pregnant wife and three children.
• Mabel Hughes, age 36, living at 121 Brandywine Avenue.  She left a husband and three children.
• Alfred Cummins, age 36, a laborer at the Downingtown Iron Works who lived at 122 Bradford Avenue.
• Mary Eachus, age 25, living at 219 Mary Street. She left a husband and daughter.
• Catherine Beale, age 32, living at 207 Stuart Avenue.  She left a husband and two sons.
• Gertrude Dougherty, age 19.  She lived with her parents at 154 Viaduct Avenue.



Downingtown Mystery Pic

Last Issue’s Mystery Pic
Gregg Nelms is truly a perceptive scholar 
because he was the first person to 
identify the location of the photograph 
on the left.  It shows Church Street as it 
turns into Prospect Avenue under 
construction in the early 1960s.

The Philadelphia and Thorndale Branch 
of the Pennsylvania Railroad is on the 
right.

Do you know where and what was going on in 
the photograph on the right?

The first person to correctly identify the 
location of this photo will be recognized as a 
truly perceptive scholar. Please send your 
response to: dahs19335@gmail.com

Unfortunately we get so many responses we 
aren’t able to respond to each one individually.  
Sorry!

Ashbridge Artifacts
Interesting and historic items kept at

our Ashbridge House headquarters

On display at the Ashbridge House is a cash register from the 
Swan Hotel which was located in the center of Downingtown 
at the southeast corner of East Lancaster and Brandywine 
Avenues.  Based on the serial number, the cash register dates 
to about 1904.  The nameplate “D.M. Martin” was David M. 
Martin who was the proprietor of the hotel from about 1910 
to 1920.  One of the keys on the register still reads “horse 
feed.”
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Downingtown Group Photo

This photo was probably taken in the early 1960s but we’re not sure of the location.  The sign in the background 
reads “Grand View.”  If you know the location and can even name some of the kids in the photograph please let us 
know.  Email us at dahs19335@gmail.com.  

Several responded to the group photograph in the last issue of History Notes which was of a class trip to the water 
works on Poorhouse Road.  It was confirmed that it was the 6th grade class from Beaver Creek Elementary School 
taken in 1961.  The teacher in the photograph was Mrs. Biddle.

Downingtown Date Stone

It’s a bit hard to read (and not an ‘official’ 
date stone) but the inscription “I.W. 1777” 
is carved on one of the stones of the 
Miller’s House located near the ruins of the 
Roger Hunt Mill on Race Street.  The house 
probably dates to the early 1700s.
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In The (Old) News – Items that Made Headlines Back in the Day
1849 – Local papers reported on the death of Mrs. 
Elizabeth Barnett from Guthriesville, East Brandywine 
Township.  She was 111 years old when she died and 
“retained her mental faculties to the last.”

1867 – As a result of a $5,000 wager, F. W. Symons, a 
law student from New Jersey, left Philadelphia on 
November 23rd with a plan to walk to Leavenworth, KS 
in 38 days, averaging about 33 miles per day.  At the 
end of each day he planned to lecture in the city or 
town where he stopped for the night.  His first stop was 
Downingtown.   He only got as far as McConnellsburg, 
PA where he gave up his quest due to poor weather 
and a sprained ankle.

1893 – Surveying for the trolley line from West Chester 
to Downingtown began on April 23rd.  Full operation of 
the line was planned for the summer of 1894. (Note: it 
would be another ten years before the trolley line 
opened.)

1906 – the Downingtown Archive on March 22 warned 
its readers that “hobos are beginning to make their 
appearance as spring approaches.”

1920 – A train car derailed at Downingtown and 
crashed into the freight house on the north side of the 
tracks on Lancaster Avenue across from the station.  It 
moved the building 30 feet onto Lancaster Avenue, 
blocking the trolley tracks for a period of time.

Downingtown Vintage Ad

The Frank P. Miller Paper Company 
began in Downingtown in 1881.  
Later on it became the Downingtown 
Paper Company and after that 
Sonoco.

The site is now being re-developed 
with stores, restaurants, and 
apartments.  The first mill building 
that was probably constructed on the 
site (seen on the right in the ad) was 
the last to be demolished.



Greater Downingtown Business and Professional Women (BPW)
The Greater Downingtown Business and Professional Women (BPW) will be meeting on Tuesday, February 13th, at 6pm, in the 
Thorndale Inn for networking, dinner, program, and business meeting.  We regularly meet on the 2nd Wednesday of each 
month September to June.  This month had to be changed due to Valentine's Day at the Inn.  Plan to join us on the 13th, but 
call Cindy Markley, at 610-363-1404, for more information and reservations.  Also, visit our website at 
www.bpwgrdowningtown.org.

Farmers Market
Downingtown Farmer's Market will be located in Kerr Park every Saturday from 9 AM to 1 PM.

Community Luncheon
Central Presbyterian Church, 100 W Uwchlan Ave, Downingtown, holds a monthly Community Luncheon from 11 AM until 1 
PM on the first Thursday of each month, October through May. Their popular chili, chicken corn noodle, vegetable beef, and 
cream of potato soups are sold, along with sandwiches, salad platters, homemade desserts and beverages. Gluten-free options 
are available. For take-out service, call 610-269-1576 and ask for the kitchen.  Bring a friend, meet a neighbor, or come alone 
and enjoy good food and fellowship.

Senior Center Programs & Activities
You’ll find information about the Downingtown Area Senior Center programs and activities at: www.downingtownseniors.org

Lyme Disease
The Lyme Disease Association of Southeastern Pennsylvania, an education and support group for patients and caregivers who 
have been affected by Lyme Disease, meets on the third Wednesday of every month at 7 PM at the Kennett Friends Meeting 
House on Route 82 (125 W. Sickle St. Kennett Square). Meetings are free and all are welcome. Check www.lymepa.org for 
directions and program information.

Brochure on DARC Classes & Activities
You can gain access to the latest Downingtown Area Recreational Consortium brochure, listing all classes and activities, at: 
www.darc.info/. For more info, call 610-269-9260, or stop by the DARC office (8:30 AM-4:30 PM, Monday thru Friday), 114 
Bell Tavern Road, Downingtown.

Library Newsletter
You can sign up to get the Downingtown Library’s newsletter via: http://downingtownlibrary.us12.list- manage.com

Banquet Room for rent
The Downingtown (Williamson) Masonic Lodge, a non-profit organization located at 210 Manor Ave. has a Banquet Room for 
rent. The area is perfect for parties of up to 80 people and has a full kitchen. Rental fees are reasonable. Call 610-269-3555 for 
more information.

Joseph’s People, Downingtown chapter
An ecumenical support mission to help unemployed or underemployed people. The group is entirely conducted by volunteers, 
and has been at St. Joseph's since 1995. Meets at 7:30 PM on the 2nd & 4th Tuesdays of the month. All are welcome. Visit web 
page, http://josephspeople.org/our-chapters/downingtown/, or just come to a meeting at St. Joseph’s Parish Meeting Room 
behind the school, 460 Manor Ave., Downingtown. Call 610-873-7117. Leave Message. Leader: Cheryl Spaulding, Email: 
cheryl.spaulding@josephspeople.org.
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DAHS Board of Directors
President:  Phil Dague
Vice President: Jim Sundman
Recording Secretary: Marion Piccolomini
Corresponding Secretary: Donna Capriotti
Treasurer: Lauren Fagan
Directors: Harry Helms, Mike Dunn, Jay Worrall, 

Robin Ashby, Jordan Staub
Archivist: Carol Grigson
Presidents Emeritus: Roger Grigson, Parry Desmond

www.downingtownareahistoricalsociety.org

Check out our Then & 
Now series on YouTube:

Like us on Facebook:

Downingtown Area Historical Society
P.O. Box 9, Downingtown, PA 19335

610-269-1709
dths1709@gmail.com

Did you know that as part of our archival collection we have nearly 14,000 cards in our files that 
contain newspaper clippings? During most months there are two opportunities at the Historical 
Society to help clip and paste newspaper articles for this collection. The sessions are held at the 
Ashbridge House, our 309-year-old headquarters, next to the Chick-Fil-A restaurant in the 
Ashbridge Square Shopping Center on Route 30 in East Caln. The two sessions are usually:

Clipping Events

• The first Sunday of the month, 1:00-4:00 PM

Please check future issues of History Notes or our Facebook page for exact time and dates.

Historical Society’s Wish List

• A wide, multi-drawer flat file to store maps, and over-size photographs and prints.
• General household items and office supplies including:

• Light bulbs
• Paper towels
• Large and small trash bags
• Glue sticks (used for our newspaper clippings)

• Gift cards to Home Depot or Lowes.  Sometimes we need to make quick purchases 
so gift cards would come in very handy.

The Downingtown Area Historical Society is a non-profit organization proudly maintaining the 
309-year-old Ashbridge House and a large archives. The society can always use gifts in kind with 
an immediate need for:

To make a tax-deductible cash donation, use this link 
or send a check to the address below.  Thank you!

• The first Tuesday of the month, 6:30-8:00 PM (with pizza!)
Next one March 4th @ 1:00 PM

Follow us on Twitter:

Next one March 6th @ 6:30 PM

http://www.downingtownareahistoricalsociety.org/index.html
http://www.downingtownareahistoricalsociety.org/index.html
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCIh25kTu3B_uVb6lhZku7mw/videos?view_as=subscriber
https://www.facebook.com/Downingtown-Area-Historical-Society-136323699717931/
mailto:dths1709@gmail.com
http://www.downingtownareahistoricalsociety.org/Donate.html
https://twitter.com/dtownhistory
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