Camp Devens in the Great War

By Keith Fuenheck
GHS
Fosted Jan 19, 2000 @ 0145 PH

Welcoming
New Patients

& Beammend | 1 B= U= Fist of o Fimncks 0o -
sammend Lk ™

Harrard — The many faces of Devens

Ten years ago, the largest military base in Wew England closed its gates
forever. Today, the former Fort Devens represents something different to
cachof us. Some see arecreation ares, others a business opportunity, and

- — others a new trainstation For votersit's acashcow,or acanof worms,
Meet Dr. Rubinstein at our Harvard withscenavios like 1A, 2F, 0r Tt 2E...

location. Watch her video!

Thisds the fizst of four articles lesking back at the many faces of Devens
- faces like those belonging to more than amillion soldiers passing
throughits gates, and those of the base itsalf, as its role in defending our country changed through the years

The Camp through Wodld War 1

Camp Devens, carved from land in Ayer, Harvard, Lancaster and Shirley, trained and processed over 250,000 traops. Tt alsa
sufferedthe nation's first Spandsh fln epidemic, and prepared men for the Boston Marathon Euilt onogoo0 leased acres, the
camp was named after Gen Charles Devens, A distinguizshed son of Massachiasetts, Gen Devens served inthe Ciril War and was
attorney general under Fresident Rutherford . Hayes.

The camp was constructed by the largest labor foree ever assembledin the Tnited States, which completed more than 1o new
buildings every day. At its peak,Camp Devens had almost 1,500 buildings. Two complete divisions were trained there, the 7éth
(Onavay)and the 12th (Plymeuth), totaling more than 100,000 men

The first draftzes started arviving from all over Hew England onSept. 5, 1317, to form the 76th Division After intersive
axarcises through the winter, the seldiers were given an opportunity to demenstrate the strengthof their training In April
1514, the annual Fatriots Day Marathon was canceled, and arelay race for military personmel was heldinstead

Tour teams from Camp Devers competed, wearing their khaki suits, leggzings, and standard G1 shoes. Each team consisted of 10
mer, withevery man runring 2.5 miles. Two of the Devens teams placed first and second while Boston Havy Yard, the original
favorite camein third A BostonGlobe article at the time said traindngon the hills at Camp Devens helped the Army teams,
#quotwrhile the sailormen found hill-clim bing difficul tgaquot,

Having findshed their training, the 7éth Division was sent to France inJuly 1918, At that time_soldiers were also completing
their tour of duty, and Camp Devens was used as ademobilization center. Troopships arrived at Commonwealth Pier,in Foston,
and the men trareled 35 miles inland to Devens before going home.

s the war contimued another draft was instituted, and the :zth division started forming at Camp Devens in August 1918, While
these men were arriving at Devers, the Spanish flu arrived at Commonwealth Fier. Carried by soldiers retwrning from war, it
quickly spread to Camp Devens, where the first case was reported onSept. 8. Built for 35,000 men, the camp held 45,000 at the
time, and this evercrowding proved the perfect envrironment for spreading disaase.

Inlate September, the U5, attorney general sent four distinguished doctors to invertigate the influenzaoutbreak at Devens.
They found the eamp hospital, which vas built for 2,000 men, was overflowing with 8,000, and many more were shivering
outside in the rain, clutehing blankets. One of the doctors, Col. Wictor Wanghar, said he saw " hundreds of stalwart young men
inthe uniform of their country coming into the wards of the hospital in groaps of 10 or more. They are placedon the cots until
every bedis full yetothers crowdin”

Mo one had witnessed flnse bad, and many cases were diagnosed as preumonda Besides having fever and aches, a victim's lungs
filled vwith fluid, and their fingertips turned blue from lack of oxygen Another doctor at the camp wrote,".itis simply a
struggle for air until they suffocate. It is horrible. e have been averaging about 100 deaths per day, and still keepingit up.”

Even thoughseldiers were desperately needed in Europe, an October draft of 143,000 men was canceled The disease also spread
to civilians. Major cities like Boston.and Philadel phia ozdeved all churehes, theaters, and danee halls closed, and sporting
events were banmed InChicage and Hew York City, people caught coughing or sneezingin public faced fines up to $500 and
imprisenment

Despite these efforts, 28 percent of Americans caught the flu, and 600,000 died, causing the 1918 7.2, life expectancy to drop by
10 years, It also killed between 5o and 100 million people worldwide, More American troops died from Spandsh flu thanin
combat during World wWar I, and nearly Soo died at Devens. The fluoddly went awayr when the war ended

Mext week: Camp Devens after the War
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