
Each virus mutation
heralded as the ‘Big One’

Like the boy who cried wolf, the epidemiol-
ogists may have spoken one time too many. 

Since they learned how to decode virus 
DNA, the disease experts have been predict-
ing the next “Big One” every other year for a 
couple of decades.

Each mutation of the influenza genetic code 
has been heralded as the progenitor of the next 
1918-style outbreak. 

A couple of years ago, it was the Asian bird 
flu that would sweep the world with deadly 
effect. The forces of the medical world mobi-
lized, but nothing happened. The new strain 
just seemed to fade away.

Before that, half a dozen others. At the 
same time, new strains of equine encephalitis 
(including the West Nile virus) were said to 
be poised to produce the next great mosquito-
borne plague. That never happened, either.

And unless you happened to know one of 
the unfortunates who fell victim to West Nile 
(and some of us did), the virus passed without 
so much as a ripple. 

It’s not that epidemiologists are not good 
people trying to perform a public service. 
They fear the worst, and in their business, the 
worst could be very bad indeed. The 1918 
“Spanish” influenza outbreak sickened as 
many as 50 million people worldwide and 
killed millions. It seemed to have been the 
result of a “perfect storm” involving a newly 
mutated virus, a world population with few 
immunities and a time when global travel 
was on the rise.

Today, of course, with round-the-world 
airline service, a commonplace, disease can 
move as quickly as we can. The latest “swine 
flu” has hopped continents more quickly than 
its predecessors ever could have. It truly had 
wings.

There are several other truths about this 
situation:

• The advice the disease control people 
give us is elementary: wash your hands, stay 
out of crowds, stay home if you are sick. It’s 
the same thing we hear every year when cold 
and flu season approaches. Good counsel, but 
minimally effective against an epidemic.

• Drugs and other treatments offer little 
comfort beyond “take two aspirin and call me 
in the morning.” There’s not much medical 
science can do to lessen the impact of a virus 
once contracted, even today.

• This kind of panic involves a self-fulfilling 
prophesy. The epidemiologists will keep 
predicting the next “Big One” until it actually 
comes. Then they will tell us, “See. We were 
right all along.”

The Cassandras who predict earthquakes to 
ruin California operate on the same principle, 
and history and science tell us they, too, will 
be “right” one day.

• The danger and cost of overreacting could 
be as great – or greater – than the actual dan-
ger of the flu. Closed businesses and schools 
have cost the world economy billions already. 
Nations such as Mexico that can ill afford the 
setbacks.

The jury is still out on this mutation. When 
it did not spread as fast or as far as predicted, 
“experts” noted that the 1918 outbreak “sum-
mered over” before it blossomed into a true 
killer the next winter. 

That might happen again. It might not. 
Whatever comes this time, the Chicken 

Littles of Atlanta and New York will be on the 
parapet, crying out the danger. Some day, their 
most dire predictions may even come true. 

Meantime, go wash your hands again. 
– Steve Haynes

Working weekend is a bust
I had a three-day weekend — 

and, it wasn’t even a holiday. Jim 
took Friday off. That was the first 
mistake. We had all these projects 
we were going to tackle. And, you 
know what happened. We didn’t get 
any of them done. 

Things began going haywire 
early in the day when I remembered 
I had fed the calves the last serving 
of their milk formula the night be-
fore. That meant Jim had to make a 
flying trip to pick up milk replacer. 
And, that always takes longer than 
you think. 

So, right off the bat, our schedule 
was more than an hour behind.

The main thing on our to-do list 
was get Jim’s paycheck deposited. 
It was close to the noon hour as we 
were driving to the neighboring 
town where we do our banking. I 
was feeling pressured because (in 
my mind) it was Saturday and the 
drive-up window would close at 
noon. A check of my watch indi-
cated we would not have one minute 
to spare. So, I dialed the bank on my 
cell phone. Yes, I know my bank’s 
number. It’s from all those times 
calling to check balances. 

Anyway, someone answered and 
after identifying myself, I asked if 
they could stay open a minute or 
two longer because we wouldn’t get 
there until right at noon. In a very 
patient voice the teller said, “Why, 

Mrs. Plotts, we’ll be here until 5:30. 
You have plenty of time.”

“I thought you closed at noon on 
Saturday?” I halfway asked. “We 
do,” she said. “But, this is Friday.”

Egads! Why did I tell her my 
name? Now, instead of merely 
suspecting I might be loony — she 
knows.

-ob-
Monday was Jim’s dad’s 92nd 

birthday. It’s been a tough year on 
Dad after losing a leg in a freaky 
farm accident. But, he is amazingly 
resilient and has maintained a posi-
tive attitude throughout it all. His 
strong faith compels him to believe 
there is a purpose to be found in his 
circumstances.

Dad lives at a long-term care 
facility. Last week he had someone 
bring him an old wig he kept out at 
his house. He modeled it for the staff 
and residents garnering the laughs 
he was aiming for. Next, even the 
nurses were trying it on. It provided 
a lot of amusement for everyone.

Now, I know where my husband 
gets his “corny” sense of humor.

We helped Dad celebrate by 
bringing his favorite kind of birth-
day party to him — homemade ice 
cream and cake. I baked an angel 
food cake and a chocolate Texas 
sheet cake vanilla ice cream. I got 
those number candles so he only had 
two candles to blow out.

It was quite a day. Happy Birth-
day, Dad! And, many more.

I’ve been limping around for a 
couple of weeks.

I came up with a corn on my 
little toe about three weeks ago. At 
first I thought I had just cut the nail 
too close, and it would be OK in a 
couple of days. But after a couple 
of days, the toe was still sore and 
there was a hard place right beside 
the nail. 

Dang, a corn. I hadn’t had a corn 
in 20 years. and I’m not happy about 
this one — but then who ever is 
happy about sore feet?

I went to visit Dr. Scholl and 
bought some medicine. It’s just a 
small bandage with a spot of sali-
cylic acid on it. The salicylic acid 
eats away the corn — and just about 
anything else it touches.

I remember using something 
similar the last time I had this prob-
lem. The acid ate away at the corn 
and it fell out, leaving me with a hole 
in my foot. I was less than ecstatic 
about that, but the hole healed and 
the corn didn’t return.

This time, I put the little bandage 
as closely over the corn as possible 

and took off. Each one lasts two 
days, then you have to change it.

Yuck. 
Where the acid is, it leaves dead 

white skin. My toe looks like it’s 
been in water for about five years. 
And of course, the skin around the 
corn is affected as well. All in all, the 
cure is almost as bad as the disease, 
but hopefully won’t hurt as bad.

As I limp around with my sore toe, 
however, it brings back memories of 
a story my mother told me.

She was in college in Arkansas 
and her girl friends talked her into 
going to a dance with them, even 
though she had just had surgery on 
one of her toes.

It was during World War II, and 

the dance was full of young sol-
diers.

One young man in particular 
would not take no for and answer 
and repeatedly asked her to dance.

She says she remembers thinking 
to herself, “Soldier boy, if you step 
on my toe, it will be the last thing 
you ever do.”

Apparently, he didn’t, because 
they were still dancing 40 some 
years later.

Daddy’s gone now, and Mom’s 
in a wheelchair, but my sore toe 
doesn’t seem nearly as achy when I 
remember how they met.

However, I still hope Dr. Scholl 
does his magic, because I’ve got 
some dancing of my own to do.

No fun limping with sore toe

And behold, there came a 
leper and worshipped him, 
saying, Lord, if thou wilt, thou 
canst make me clean.

And Jesus put forth his 
hand, and touched him, say-
ing, I will; be thou clean. And 
immediately his leprosy was 
cleansed.

Matthew 8:2, 3

From the Bible
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Honor Roll

are involved with.
At the track meet in Goodland, I 

was talking to some parents of an 
athlete from another town, and they 
commented on how they wished 
their coaches would be involved and 
help at the meet as much as Ober-
lin’s. Our coaches are at the events 
helping fine tune our athletes’ skills 
to perform at their highest level. 

I would also like to especially 
express my appreciation to Mr. 
Johnson for his willingness to spend 

time and effort working with my 
granddaughter to perform her best 
even though he knew that she would 
be moving and attending another 
school next year. 

It would be easy to just con-
centrate his time on our returning 
students for next year.  

And last but not least, congratula-
tions, Jordin, on winning one of the 
Black Shirt Awards for an athlete’s 
positive attitude and good effort.

Larry Ganje, Oberlin

To the editor:
I wanted to comment on the high 

quality coaching of our junior high 
track team. I have attended all of the 
track meets for Decatur Community 
Junior High, and have to say that we 
are fortunate to have the staff and 
facilities here at Oberlin that allow 
our young people to excel at their 
individual events. The organization 
of the events when we were the hosts 
of the track meet was also much bet-
ter than most of the towns that we 

Junior high coaches do good job

The CCC did much of the work 
on the park, clearing brush, planting 
trees along the roadways, building 
fire pits on the island, stone fences 
along some stretches of roadway. 
Many artifacts still remain through 
the park. 

Most all of this work was of 
quarried stone. Which brings us to 
the outhouses in the park. They are 
constructed from cement block. 
Outhouses were the standard rural 
plumbing system of that day, as 
many a teenage boy will have a 
Halloween memory.

The different construction ma-
terials don’t prove any different 
time frame, but at least raise that 
possibility. 

After the dam and park were com-
pleted, the project was turned over 
to the State of Kansas for operation. 
It’s possible that the state might 
have constructed the two outhouses 
in the park. At least that question 
could be raised.

In the 1950s and ‘60s, the lake 
silted in to the point where it was 
only two or three feet deep in places. 
After determining that silting would 
continue, the valve was opened and 
the reservoir closed. Unfortunately, 
in the 1980s the city gave up the 
water rights, and rebuilding the lake 
is not possible. 

The state ceded the park area 

to the City of Oberlin with no re-
sources or restriction.

A golf course had been located 
on a hillside, a half-mile or so east 
of the park. A minor oil find pro-
vided some money, and with much 
volunteer labor, county equipment 
and city land, the present golf course 
was constructed. So I am relatively 
certain that any outhouse on the 
golf course was built at the time or 
later. Herschel Betts was one of the 
primary organizers of that effort and 
knows much more than I. 

As to possible Oberlin drink-
ing water problems, Sappa Creek 
runs north and east of town and the 
underground flow would generally 
follow the same pattern, so that’s 
basically a nonissue.

Since portapotties in such remote 
locations will provide mostly Hal-
loween opportunities, I would not 
think that a satisfactory solution. 

Since these facilities were origi-
nally created with economic stimu-
lus funds from the Great Depression, 
it would make sense to ask either the 
federal government or state to use 
some of the new economic stimulus 
funds to install septic tanks (the 
current standard of rural plumbing) 
under the existing structures.

Jerry Fear
City Administrator, 1990-1998

Aurora, Colo.

To the Editor:
For the 10-plus years since I re-

tired as city administrator, I, like my 
professor, Bob Finkbinder, avoided 
any public involvement in Oberlin 
affairs. 

A recent article in The Herald, 
and the fact that Administrator 
Austin Gilley and some members 
of the City Council are relatively 
new to the community, it occurred 
to me that a little history might be 
helpful. That article was about the 
outhouses in Sappa Park.

Sappa Reservoir and Park were 
built in the late 1930s by the Works 
Progress Administration (WPA) and 
the Civilian Conservation Corps 
(CCC). The project was approved 
in 1936, and there is a letter, either 
in the city office or at the museum, 
signed by Franklin D. Roosevelt 
approving the project. (The bulb 
gets dimmer with age.)

The CCC established a camp on 
the east edge of town, about where 
the large quonset now stands. Two 
brothers from Oberlin served at 
that camp, but that bulb again hides 
their names from my memory. There 
are many pictures of this and other 
details in The Herald morgue.

The WPA built the dam which 
created the reservoir, and the main 
structure (shelter house)  which 
contained a shower room for the 
beach behind. They also constructed 
the walking path bridge to the island 
and the road bridge over the feeder 
stream below where the old youth 
ranch now stands. 

History given on park outhouses
Letters to the Editor

Welcome and thanks to these 
recent subscribers of The Oberlin 
Herald.

James Area, Modesto, Calif.; 
Dale Olson, Pasco, Wash.; Jana 
Oliver, Raleigh, N.C.; Eileen Ha-
zelbaker, Grangevillle, Ore.; Jim 
and Nadine Barker, Lebanon, Ore.; 
Mike Nemeth, Kingwood, Texas; 
Stanley Fish, Fort Worth, Texas; Dr. 

and Mrs. A. P. Vohs, Siloam Springs, 
Ark.; Myra Canfield, Niles, Mich.; 
Peggy Carlton, Bakersfield, Callif.; 
W.D. Cody, Tulsa, Okla.

Colorado: Romajean Hahn, 
Aurora; Jean Earlywine, Rex Olson, 
Louisville; Wade Ploussard, Mon-
trose; Betty Rall, Robert Keefer, 
Colorado Springs. Mrs. Arlee Wil-
liams, Rita Ann Carey, Westminster; 

Doris Runyan, Greeley; Patricia 
English, Denver; Rita Miller, Byers; 
Maurice Anderson, Westminster.

Nebraska:  Jerry Fidele, Chap-
pell; Walter Steier, Mildred Mc-
Mains, McCook; Rhonda Mertz, 
Blair.

Kansas: Steve O’Toole, Olathe; 
Marie Agne, Lenexa.; Kerry Hullet, 
Dan Koerperich, Joan Dark, Salina.
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