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Diphtheria took deadly toll in Kent in 1929
We have seen the virtual ex-

tinction of diseases that once 
posed a serious menace to 
health, such as smallpox and 
polio. Both are unheard of in 
the United States and their 
elimination on a global scale 
is a possibility.

So, too, with diphtheria, 
which once was a swift and 
deadly scourge, especial-
ly among children. Only two 
cases have been reported in 
this nation in the past decade; 
that’s a far cry from nearly 
a century ago, when 200,000 
cases occurred in the United 
States in 1921, including 15,000 
that resulted in deaths.

Diphtheria was a relatively 
common ailment in the early 
20th Century, and what was 
described as “a small epidem-
ic” killed four Kent residents 
in 1929 and resulted in a mass 
immunization effort.

The Kent Tribune report-
ed the death of a 10-year-old 
Franklin Avenue girl on Sept. 
25, 1929, the first apparent vic-
tim of the disease, which ap-
peared to be confined to the 
South End area. Two weeks 

later, a 5-year-old girl died at 
her South Water Street home. 
Two others died as well and 10 
other non-fatal cases were re-
ported.

City health officials respond-
ed by imposing quarantines on 
the homes of those exposed to 
diphtheria. 

School officials joined in 
the effort to halt the disease 
but drew the line against clos-
ing the schools, contending 
that allowing youngsters to 
“go free” during the epidemic 
could hasten its spread. “The 
schools have been kept in ses-
sion with the belief that the 
children will be under better 
supervision than if allowed to 
play in the streets,” the Kent 
Tribune reported.

“The focal point has not 
been located at any time in 
the schools,” said Superin-
tendent William A. Walls. “The 
spreading of cases seems to 
have come about through the 
non-observance of the quaran-
tine laws.”

Walls said there was “no 
cause for alarm” and added 
that it was his hope that an 
immunization program could 
begin “in the near future”  to 
“assist in safeguarding and 
possibly preventing any fur-
ther cases in the future.”

The community’s response 
was quite different from what 
had occurred in Kent in 1907, 
when an outbreak of diphthe-
ria killed six children — mostly 
from immigrant families living 
in the South End — and sick-
ened several others as the dis-
ease spread throughout the 
community. 

Schools were closed and 
fumigated; businesses, tav-
erns and dance halls were shut 
down. The victims were buried 
immediately; funeral services 
for two of the dead children 
were held on Portage Street 

outside St. Patrick Church, 
rather than in the church it-
self, out of fear of spreading 
the disease.

News coverage of the 1929 
outbreak was somewhat mut-
ed in comparison to what had 
occurred two decades earlier. 
Whether this was a deliberate 
decision not to cause panic in 
the community is unknown. 

Unlike in 1907, city and 
school officials did not have 
to contend with a citywide 
health crisis. The diphtheria 
cases remained confined to 
the South End, which enabled 
remedial measures to focus on 
that area and, at least initial-
ly, on South School.  Dr. J.C. 
Norton, the schools’ physician, 
and school nurse Florence Pi-
ona examined all school chil-
dren and “all suspicious cases 
are given attention at once,” 
the Tribune reported.

The Kent Board of Health 
decided on an immunization 
program for all students at 
South School. An anti-tox-
in treatment was to be ad-
ministered to the students at 
a cost of 60 cents, a nominal 

sum today but the equivalent 
of roughly $8.50 adjusted for 
inflation. The board also noti-
fied state officials of its desire 
to provide immunizations for 
all Kent school children.

By November 1929, school 
officials had obtained the writ-
ten consent of 814 parents and 
a district-wide immunization 
program began under the su-
pervision of state health offi-
cials. Similar programs were 
planned for students enrolled 
at St. Patrick School and the 
Kent State Normal College 
training school.

Dr. Norton declared the epi-
demic under control after stu-
dents at South School were 
examined and no new diph-
theria infections were discov-
ered. “Conditions in the South 
End of the city are improving 
and no further spread of the 
disease is expected,” the Kent 
Courier reported.

That news, while welcomed 
throughout the city, undoubt-
edly was of little comfort to 
the families of the four who 
lost their lives to the deadly 
disease. 
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Crown jewels of 
Ravenna’s rich 
residential past
Early 20th Century homes 
enduring reminder of bygone era

When representatives from 
Medina’s Main Street program 
recently came to Ravenna one 
of their first comments after 
touring our city was, “Oh, how 
we wish Medina had the stock 
of historic homes that Raven-
na has.” A quick tour of city 
streets in the center of town 
makes it clear why they were 
so impressed. 

Although many citizens of 
Ravenna are aware of the fine 
Greek Revival and late 19th 
Century houses in the city, 
they are often unaware that, 
in terms of both quality and 
quantity, it is the collection 
of early 20th Century homes 
that constitute the crown jew-
el of Ravenna’s rich residential 
heritage.

At the turn of the centu-
ry Ravenna was an industri-
al boom town with new facto-
ries opening up and expanding 
all across the city. Iron, steel, 
heavy machinery, rubber, elec-
trical goods and furniture all 
fueled the growth and expan-
sion of the city. The salaries 
earned by hundreds of local 
workmen allowed them to own 
modest single-family houses of 
their own. This access to the 
American Dream by so many 
working class families was one 
of the greatest achievements 
of the American economy of 
the era. 

In addition, because these 
factories were mostly locally 
owned, there was an army of 
owners, directors, managers 
and foremen making hand-
some salaries and spending a 
good deal of their money in the 
city. Ravenna’s industrial pros-
perity allowed them, as well as 
the bankers, lawyers and doc-
tors who provided services for 
them and for the city, coun-

ty and private institutions, to 
erect substantial residences 
for themselves. The built lega-
cy of this personal wealth from 
the turn of the 20th Century is 
visible to this day on our city 
streets. 

Many of these homes were 
custom designed and built. 
Most were put up by local 
contractors, notably the P.L. 
Frank Construction Co., the 
area’s preeminent builder. 
These companies used local 
craftsmen to erect the state-
ly frame, brick and stone ex-
teriors with their pitched and 
gambrel roofs, bay windows 
and porches and to fashion 
beautiful interiors featuring 
high quality natural wood 
floors, doors and built-in cab-
inetry.

Executive housing
Despite a few losses over 

the years, Ravenna still boasts 
an impressive collection of 
these houses from all levels of 
the managerial class, partic-
ularly along the streets east 
of the business district. East 
Main Street has large man-
sions built for the upper crust 
of the city in the latest residen-
tial styles of that era. Howev-
er, even more striking is the 
extent of the slightly less pre-
tentious but still impressive 
houses for middle managers 
on East Riddle Avenue, East 
Highland Avenue and North 
and South Freedom Street. 
Even secondary streets such 
as Lawrence and Walnut are 
lined with large, well-built, 
well-designed houses.

A view from about 1930 in 
the first block of Freedom 
Street north of Main shows a 
line of these substantial “man-
agerial” houses. Set along ei-
ther side of the brick paved 
street, behind expansive tree 
lawns, front yards and founda-
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tion plantings, these houses 
sit solidly and proudly on their 
sites. Furthest to the left is the 
house of W. J. Dodge, a promi-
nent Ravenna insurance man.  
While not a particularly large 
house, with its stone walls, 
white porch columns and rus-
tic gambrel roof paying hom-
age to America’s colonial past, 
it is one of the most distinctive 
and elegantly simple houses in 
the city.  Beyond are two sub-
stantial “four square” hous-
es (so named for their shape 
and the four large rooms that 
usually occupied the four cor-
ners). The one to the left is the 
house of Willard Crowl, freight 
agent for the Pennsylvania 
Railroad. On its right is the 
home of Levi Frank, brother of 
P..L Frank and a vice president 
of P.L. Frank Construction. On 
the far right of the picture is 
the home of James A. Jones, 
president of the Jones Broth-
ers Structural Steel Co. whose 
plant was at the foot of Wal-
nut Street.

a precious resource
Fortunately, all of these 

houses still stand and in sub-
stantially original condition 
today. Alas, the brick street 
has been paved over on this 
block, but a glimpse at the re-
maining brick pavement on 
the block of Freedom south 
of Main Street gives a good 

idea of the kind of richness 
of color and texture a brick 
street created and perhaps 
might bring again to some of 
Ravenna’s premier residen-
tial streets if Ravenna follows 
a nationwide movement to 
remove the asphalt on top of 
brick streets that have been 
paved over. These houses 
demonstrate the kind of in-
teresting variety that could 
be achieved in houses of sim-
ilar scale and materials with 
similar setbacks on all sides. 
Compared to the so-called 
“McMansions” of today that 
often try to trumpet their indi-
viduality, they remain a model 
of urban civility, and their sol-
id construction has allowed 

them to serve their multiple 
families well for generations.

These splendid houses and 
district represent a precious 
resource for the city of Raven-
na, one that could not be du-
plicated today except at exor-
bitant cost. Ravenna’s historic 
fabric is one of its greatest as-
sets we can all be proud of. It 
should be recognized and cele-
brated as an economic tool to 
attract business and residents 
to our historic city.
Jack Schafer is a Ravenna businessman with 

an interest in historic preservation. Robert 
Bruegmann is Distinguished Professor Emeritus 
of art History, architecture and Urban Planning 
at University of Illinois at Chicago. This is part 
of a series of articles to be published in the 

Record-Courier about the architecture and built 
environment of Ravenna and Portage County.

This view of the first block of North freedom Street, north of Main Street, dates to 1930 but remains remark-
ably unchanged. The stone home with the full front colonnade was the residence of W.J. Dodge, a prominent 
insurance man. Willard crowl, freight agent for the Pennsylvania Railroad, lived in the home to the left. On its 
right was the home of Levi frank, vice president of P.L. frank construction co. James a. Jones, president of 
Jones Brothers Structural Steel co. and a state legislator, lived in the home at the far right. 

Secondary streets such as Lawrence Street, above, include large, well-
designed homes dating to the early 20th century that were built for oth-
er levels of Ravenna’s managerial class. 

Escalating U.S. attacks on Libyan ISIS stronghold bad move  
American forces are in the 

process of carrying out a new 
series of attacks in the North 
African area that used to be 
Libya, focusing bombing raids 
and drone attacks on Sirte, 
allegedly the center of Islam-
ic State forces’ activity there.

In principle, the U.S. air ac-
tivity is supposed to soften 
up the Islamic State concen-
tration in that port city, in 
preparation for a theoreti-

cal attack by forces of one of 
Libya’s three governments 
on it, to be carried out with 
the again-theoretical goal of 
stamping out Islamic State 
activity in Libya.

The problem is that the U.S. 
military activity — primar-
ily by air but supported on 
the ground in Libya by hun-
dreds of U.S. Special Opera-
tions forces — is that it does 
not make any sense in terms 
of U.S. objectives in Libya.

U.S. attacks on Sirte by 

bombing and by drones are 
resulting only in the disper-
sion of Islamic State forces 
from Sirte, not in the actual 
elimination of Islamic State 
as a force and a presence in 
Libya.  

The Islamic State forces 
may leave Sirte if U.S. planes 
and drones hit it hard enough, 
but will by no means put them 
out of business with the forces 
involved or available.

The second major problem 
with the new initiative in Libya 

by President Barack Obama 
is that it does not deal with 
Libya’s current fundamen-
tal problem — the fact that it 
has three contending govern-
ments, as well as many more 
independent armed contend-
ing militias. There is one gov-
ernment in Tobruk in the east, 
another in Tripoli, the former 
capital, and a third, backed by 
the United Nations, holed up 
also in Tripoli. 

So why is Obama’s govern-
ment involving the United 

States more deeply in Libya’s 
chaotic war? 

This escalation of U.S. mil-
itary involvement in the con-
flict in Libya simply does not 
make sense, and should be 
ended quickly before it pro-
ceeds further. 

Meaningless Middle East 
wars for no clear purpose, risk-
ing American lives and wast-
ing taxpayer money, are sim-
ply bad policy.
This editorial appeared in the Pittsburgh Post-

Gazette on Thursday, aug. 4.

PITTSBURGH POST-GazETTE 
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