
By Bryan Soady

Many readers will be famil-
iar with the story of Clara
Barton and the founding

of the Red Cross in America.
Likewise, most readers will be
familiar with our contemporary
American Red Cross as seen on
The Weather Channel or other
major network during a severe
storm, or even in your own backyard
when a neighbor or loved one needs
help. The Red Cross we know today
still proudly serves our citizenry, the
U.S.  military, and more as it has
since its inception in 1881. What I
hope some of you will want to learn
more about is the fact that the Red
Cross didn’t really “come of age” in
Illinois until the pivotal World War I
years. During this period a large
number of the Red Cross Chapters
formed in Illinois and are currently
celebrating a century of service in
2017 – talk about “coming of age”!
In this space, we have the opportu-
nity to briefly examine the impor-
tant foundational step(s) forward
taken by the organization during
WWI and how although some
things have changed, the mission of
the Red Cross remains true and will
continue on for the next 100 years.

In 1914 there were 107 chap-
ters recognized by the National
American Red Cross. By 1918 there
were 3,864 chapters across the
 country, which equated to more than
one-third of the American population
becoming registered. American donors
gave over $400 million in 1917 and
1918 alone. This national trend was
experienced in Illinois too. As early as
1915, there had been a chapter formed
in Chicago. However, the explosive
growth of  chapters throughout the
state mainly occurred in 1917.
Throughout this century there have
been as many as 96 chapters of the
Red Cross in Illinois. The story of a

community receiving its charter played
out over and over throughout the
 country and this state. One such story
took place in the State Capitol of
Springfield. 

Not far from Lincoln’s Home in
August of 1916 a small group
met at the home of Mrs.

William T. Lewis and began the
process of acquiring support for the
Red Cross. The group successfully col-
lected 1,300 names ($1 per person)
and sent a $1300 check to the Red
Cross in Washington, D.C. While this
may not seem like a large sum, volun-
teer researchers in the chapter have

discovered that it was enough to
garner the notice of the National
Red Cross Society and a personal
letter was received that encouraged
the group to form a chapter. In
February the petition was sent off
and by March 30, 1917, the
Springfield Chapter, having com-
plied with all of the specifications
from Washington, was declared
duly organized. Only one month
later the membership had grown to
7000 and, in total would be respon-
sible for the organization of 25
branches, 43 auxiliaries, and the
establishment of a permanent head-
quarters/ office. 

Beginning in May of 1917 
the Sangamon County Chapter of
the ARC (re-named in the fall of
1917) sent 768,670 total articles to
the front lines and just over
$52,000 in items such as thread,
yarn, gauze, cotton, etc. through
February of 1919. In addition, 
the Sangamon County Chapter
started not just one but two 
war funds – the first totaling
$90,979.71 while the second
totaled $132,962.37! This story
would have been familiar to the
other ARC chapters across the
state, who also responded in kind. 

The first response of the newly
formed Sangamon County Chapter

was to a tornado that hit Charleston/
Mattoon on May 26, 1917. This was
the first response of the Charleston/
Mattoon area chapter as well. It strikes
me that 100 years have gone by yet
that first response was no different
than one of our last big tornado
responses - the November 2013 torna-
dos in Illinois. Red Cross volunteers
from our local as well as our global
communities came together to help
those citizens impacted by disaster.
Then and now the heart of our organi-
zation and mission are the volunteers
who make it possible. The Red Cross
runs on volunteers. More than 90

The Red Cross comes of age… 
The mission continues…

A Century of Service to Illinois (1917-2017)

The American Red Cross’s (ARC) origins in
central Illinois date back to the beginnings 
of the U.S.’s involvement in WWI. The
Sangamon County first field response was 
to a tornado that struck Charleston and
Mattoon on May 26, 1917. 
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 percent of the Red Cross workforce today is volunteers.
There are nearly as many ways to volunteer for the Red
Cross as there are professions to choose from in the world.  

During those early WWI years, the American Red Cross
provided the military with two primary services, “Home
Service” and “Production Corps”. Home Services provided
aid to the families of military service personnel and provided
communication between troops and their families. By the
end of the war it was estimated that 50,000 volunteers in
nearly 3,600 chapters serving 10,000 American communities
had assisted 500,000 dependent families! The “Production
Corps” was responsible for the production of garments,
 surgical dressings, and other medical supplies, comfort kits
(emphasis added) and other like items. In this job the entire
country seemingly got involved as there was an estimated 8
million volunteers (including Junior Red Cross members)
who produced more than 372 million relief articles with an
estimated value of $94 million!

The Red Cross doesn’t focus on making surgical dress-
ings or bandages anymore these days, however they
do still distribute “comfort kits” (now “clean-up kits”

too), provide emergency communication to military person-
nel and aid to the families of those we serve through programs
like “Get to know us before you need us”. We collect and
distribute more than 40 percent of the nation’s blood supply
and serve as the secondary supplier of blood products to the

U.S. Military when needed. We still provide Health & Safety
education through our first aid and CPR/AED classes.
Although the curriculum and the delivery of services may
have changed over the years – the mission continues. 

100 years later, the “Sangamon County Chapter” has
become the American Red Cross Serving South Central
Illinois and covers 43 counties while serving more than one
million people. Although the lines could change again in the
next century to better serve our population; I’m confident
the mission, the founding principles and the volunteers who
make the Red Cross mission come to life every day – will
still be exactly where they are needed when they are needed. 

If you are interested in more Red Cross history in
Illinois please consider visiting the “chapter museum” in
Springfield by appointment – Call 217/787-7602 and ask 
for Frank.   

Bryan Soady is the Executive Director of the American
Red Cross, Central Illinois Chapter. A portion of this paper
was presented at the 2017 Illinois History Symposium, “1917,
Year of Turmoil: War and Suffrage.”

The Sangamon County Chapter of the ARC raised
more than $200,000 (about $1.2 million today) in
funds to support the troops in WWI. 

Today the Sangamon County Chapter of ARC serves
south central Illinois, from Peoria to the tip of
 southern Illinois.
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