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This column draws together my interests in history, drama, preservation and the ways nonprofit organizations can help their communities.
But here’s a spoiler alert: If you are not at least slightly open to the possibility that we all need to do what we can to control pandemics, then stop right here and read something else. You won’t like where this is heading.
For as bad as the novel coronavirus pandemic of 2020-21 has been, the influenza pandemic of 1918-19 was worse. Worldwide, 500 million people were infected, compared to 184 million thus far today; 50 million died from flu and related bacterial infections, compared to 3.98 million deaths from COVID-19 and related conditions thus far today.

Here in the United States, 675,000 people died, more than the total number of deaths caused by the Civil War. To date it has been America’s deadliest pandemic – a record, tragically, which may be broken as the total number of deaths from COVID-related conditions now exceeds 600,000 – and continues to rise.

Last year, as COVID began to affect increasing numbers of people here in the Alleghenies, a group of people gathered virtually and formed “In This Together Cambria” to share COVID-impact stories, and encourage mitigation and public-health efforts.
Significantly, a number of University of Pittsburgh at Johnstown professors and students across a variety of disciplines also got involved. During the months since, In This Together Cambria has sponsored a variety of initiatives to remember victims, support affected families, and spread science-based information through a variety of media and public forums. 

Struck by the similarities to the 1918 influenza pandemic, Dr. Paul Douglas Newman drew upon his History discipline and his passion for theatre to produce a screenplay that sought to tap into the pathos of that earlier tragic time and use it to frame today’s situation.

A Neuman-led a team of UPJ students researched the impact of the 1918 influenza pandemic on Johnstown. He wrote and directed a 47-minute, one-actor film and engaged one of Johnstown’s finest actors, Kate Davis, to perform the role of Kathleen Wissenschaft, a fictitious woman who helped her family navigate the pandemic while working as a Red Cross volunteer and hospital worker.
“We Are All In This Together: Pandemic-Johnstown 1918” premiered in four episodes on YouTube and dramatized how people then coped with masks, quarantines, social distancing, school and church closings. 
The Johnstown Area Heritage Association’s ca. 1865 Wagner-Ritter Steelworkers House Museum, an original laborer’s home in the Cambria City National Historic District, provided the film’s authentic setting. JAHA’s willingness to allow the filming there is an excellent example of how nonprofits can contribute to the addressing of societal challenges.

You still can see the original four episodes by searching “In This Together Cambria” on YouTube.
While the film effectively shows the parallels between the 1918-19 influenza pandemic and the 2020-21 novel coronavirus pandemic, there is one stark difference. In 1918-19, there was no flu vaccine.

Over the decades since, scientists have continued to learn more about these viruses and coronaviruses. No, Science still doesn’t have all of the answers. Fortunately, researchers keep finding ways to mitigate the ever-changing configurations of these infectious organisms.
However, we all need to help. Speaking personally, it’s gratifying to see History, drama, preservation and nonprofits – all of which I’m heavily invested in these days – combine to engagingly show us what works: personal hygiene, masks, social distancing, controlling mass gatherings, being cautious indoors and receiving vaccines when they become available.  
Of course at this point I’m preaching to the choir, since those not open to such actions stopped reading this long ago.
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