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Author’s Note


On March 23, 1913, the United States of America was reminded that when it comes to nature, we’re not really in charge. It was an Easter Sunday, but the thunderstorm that almost crushed the Midwest into oblivion could have been straight out of the Biblical story of Noah’s Ark—only it didn’t rain for forty days, but, depending where you lived, more like four or five. The rain, in any case, was long enough to create the most widespread natural disaster in the history of the United States. Millions upon millions of 1913 dollars of damage. Hundreds of thousands of families and individuals were driven from their homes. There were at least several hundred, and probably more like a thousand, deaths. It was a flood of such epic proportions that it forever changed how the United States manages its waterways.


My first memory of hearing about the flood is about as innocuous and ordinary a memory as you can get, so boring that I’m almost embarrassed to bring it up. I was standing with an uncle of mine, Pat Scorti, in Middletown, Ohio, at a gas station. I think I was eight years old, which would place us in 1978. He was pumping unleaded into a beat-up car that he had probably purchased a decade earlier. What exactly he was talking about as he pumped, I have no idea, but suddenly his monologue landed on the 1913 flood. He mentioned how there was water for miles, and that Dayton, a city just north of us, really was hammered by it, and that about a dozen people died in Middletown alone. It was very serious, he said, his voice full of awe, as if he had been there, but he hadn’t. He was born over thirty years after the flood.


That’s about all I remember. It was a brief, inconsequential moment in time, which somehow stuck with me, but I think the conversation explains a lot about why this flood has now been forgotten. This was a disaster that felt local and wasn’t necessarily viewed by individual communities as a national calamity. But during and after the time the water receded, the Great Flood of 1913—Arthur Ernest Morgan once called it that; he was a famed engineer whose flood control techniques became widely known and disseminated after the disaster—was often compared to the 1906 San Francisco earthquake and fire and the sinking of the Titanic just a year before. And for good reason. The Great Flood of 1913 affected far more Americans than both of those previous disasters combined.


Yet the sinking of the Titanic and the San Francisco earthquake were disasters that were contained and created an easy-to-grasp story. The rest of the country could read about the thrilling adventures (the papers back then described every near-death escape as “thrilling”) and wonder what they would have done if they had been there; and of course, movies, like San Francisco in 1936 with Clark Gable walking around in a daze, and the Titanic films, not to mention shelves of books, all helped to fuel our collective imaginations of the heroes, villains, and victims within each story. Conversely, the Great Flood of 1913 affected so many people that, arguably, people didn’t want to wonder what they would have done if they had been there. They were there. Or they had friends and family who were there. After a while, nobody wanted to talk about it. It was too close for too many. If anything, people wanted to forget about this disaster.


The flood disaster also, as noted, became very localized. Waterlogged cities adopted the flood as part of their local history, and so instead of becoming known as the Great Flood of 1913, folks around Dayton, Ohio, would talk of the Great Dayton Flood. Residents in Columbus, Ohio, would speak of the Great Columbus Flood. People in Indianapolis thought of it as an Indianapolis flood. My uncle seemed to think of it as a flood that affected only Middletown and Dayton. While it was a national tragedy, or at least a semi-national apocalyptic catastrophe, hitting over a dozen states and terrifying friends and family across the nation, the flood tended to be thought of as a neighborhood event instead of as part of a national narrative.


It may also have been forgotten because the exact death toll of the flood isn’t known and may never be known, so it’s easy to forget how deadly and damaging it was. Historian Trudy E. Bell, who wrote The Great Dayton Flood of 1913 (Arcadia Publishing) and has written extensively on the topic, has placed the death toll at over 1,000, which sounds right to this author, but the numbers bandied about throughout the 20th century often focused on only the deaths in Ohio and Indiana, when a considerable number of people in other states lost their lives.


Four hundred and sixty-seven deaths is the most quoted number for Ohio, devised by J. Warren Smith, who in 1913 was a professor of agricultural meteorology at the U.S. Department of Agriculture, and the number of deaths for Indiana quoted is usually 200. A June 5, 1921 New York Times article placed the figure of the deaths in Ohio and Indiana as 730, which may or may not have included victims from other states like Illinois, Kentucky, Missouri, West Virginia, Pennsylvania, and the hundreds of others who died in the tornadoes that came with the storm that initially brought the flood. In other words, this wasn’t a tidy disaster like the RMS Titanic had been with her loss of over 1,500 souls.*


The flood has also been somewhat forgotten because there have always been floods, and there always will be. It’s hard for the history books to remember the flood of 1913 when it’s also competing with the Mississippi Flood of 1912, the Great Mississippi Flood of 1927, the Great Flood of 1937, and—well, you get the idea.


After my uncle brought up the flood, I didn’t think about it for most of my life. Sure, I would occasionally hear about it in the local news when a flood anniversary came up and think, “Wow, sounds pretty bad,” but it never captured my imagination; although in recent years, I started to develop a healthy fear and respect for rivers. My young daughters enjoy wading in a creek that feeds into the Little Miami River, searching for tadpoles, minnows, and the occasional toad or turtle. It’s a few feet deep at the most and home to a lot of tadpoles, guppies, and the occasional turtle and water snake, but in 1913, this meandering waterway was around 50 feet deep for several days. But looking at the docile, picturesque creek now, you’d never believe it. In fact, the creek and the Little Miami River swamped downtown Loveland, Ohio (population in 1913: 1,476), a community I live near and visit often, putting its downtown five to ten feet under water and submerging twenty-five percent of the homes in the area. But what really got me was a death near Loveland, a little over ten years ago. A sixteen-year-old girl was in a SUV with three teenage friends, and the vehicle suddenly found itself floating on a road after a flash flood. Three of the teenagers were able to get themselves to safety, simply by choosing to climb out of the left side of the car; the sixteen-year-old escaped out of the right passenger window and made her way toward a retaining wall that she didn’t see, and she fell over it and into Sycamore Creek. A day or two later, her body was found floating in a lake that my kids and I occasionally visit. It horrified me as a human being and parent, in part because I travel on this road frequently; and I think, for the first time, I started to understand the terrifying, ugly power of a flood.


Still, I only considered writing about the flood a couple of years ago when I was trying to come up with an idea for a book. My agent, Laurie Abkemeier, asked if there were any local events that would have national interest. For a long time, I couldn’t come up with anything; and even when the 1913 flood popped into my head, I quickly pushed it right out.


A flood doesn’t sound all that exciting. Water comes into a town, it gets high, it leaves. I had no clue.


Now I wish I had started researching the 1913 flood immediately after my uncle first told me about it. In communities throughout the Midwest and parts of the South and Northeast, there are so many stories worth telling that one could make researching this flood their life’s work and still feel that they hadn’t learned everything there is to know about it. This is my way of saying that if you lived in a community that was walloped by the flood, and it’s not mentioned in this book, my apologies. There were just so many towns hit by the flood that I couldn’t possibly dig into all of them and still tell the wider story of this flood and what it meant to history.


This was a gravely serious flood, the United States’ second-deadliest in history, following the infamous one in Johnstown, Pennsylvania in 1889, in which 2,209 people died after a dam failure. In the spring of 1913, men, women, and children perished in communities across Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, Maryland, Michigan, New York, West Virginia, Kentucky, Arkansas, Missouri, and Louisiana. Even states as far away as Vermont, Connecticut, and New Jersey were affected by the flooding.


What follows are some of the many stories of the thousands of people who lived through this flooding. These are tales of bravery, selflessness, tragedy, and even cowardice and greed, although this is mostly a story about Americans at their best when Mother Nature was at her worst.


*  Depending on the source, it was either 1, 514 deaths or 1, 517.
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Chapter One


Heading for the Cellar


March 23, Rock, Wisconsin, 5 P.M.–5:12 P.M.


Edward Suchomil deserved a lot more in life than to be struck down by lightning.


At least, the faint remaining paper trail that represents his life suggests that he didn’t have this coming. The 24-year-old had made many good friends ever since moving two years earlier to the tiny town of Rock from his home base of Jefferson, just twenty-seven miles north. Suchomil remained close to his parents, visiting them often.


Unfortunately, he had the misfortune to step into the middle of an elaborate weather pattern that began two days earlier when a high-pressure system from the Arctic Circle invaded Canada. From there, the system brought in severe winds from the west and stormed most of the Midwest and much of the East and Northeast of the United States. Hundreds of telephone and telegraph poles were uprooted in half a dozen states. Sleet followed, and many of the telephone and telegraph wires that were still standing were felled by the ice weighing down the wires.


Had those telephone and telegraph poles and wires remained standing, historian Trudy E. Bell has suggested, the U.S. Weather Bureau might have been better able to collect information or send warnings to neighboring communities and come to a quicker understanding of what was befalling the country. The flood still would have occurred, of course, but more lives might have been saved with advance warning.


Suchomil was probably a goner nonetheless. Even if he had known that he was walking into an evening storm affecting not just his own state but Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska, Wisconsin, Iowa, Missouri, Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Ohio, Kentucky, Pennsylvania, West Virginia, Vermont, and New York, he probably would have assumed he could beat the weather. There was the whole invincibility of youth mentality to contend with, after all, and don’t we all think we can beat a little old lightning?


Suchomil left a neighboring farm to go back to the farm of Edward Ellion, where he undoubtedly planned to partake in a fine Easter dinner. Suchomil noticed the clouds—how could he not?—but it was a short walk through the wet, melting snow, especially if he made his way through the cornfield. He must have figured he could reach Ellion’s home.


He almost did.


Suchomil’s right palm was in his pocket when he was struck, a pose that suggests that he may have been in mid-stroll, hands stuffed in pockets and fairly unconcerned about the clouds.* The buttons ripped off his rubber boots, which were otherwise unharmed. His cap blew into smithereens and flew off his head. His pocket watch stopped. His hair was singed, and as the clothes on his body burned, Suchomil fell face forward into the snow, which extinguished the flames. The coming rain also cooled him off.


Ellion and the dinner guests worried about Suchomil, but, given the night and the nature of the storm, they didn’t venture out until the next day where they discovered him, forty rows deep in the middle of a cornfield.


March 23, 1913, Omaha, Nebraska, approximately 5–6 P.M.


Thomas Reynolds Porter mentally wrote down everything he saw. The 43-year-old had almost the perfect name for his profession. He went by the name T. R. Porter, and if one ignored his first initial, you could almost read his middle initial and his last name—R. Porter—as in “reporter.” He was a freelance writer, actually, reporting and writing for both newspapers and magazines.


Porter thought the skies looked ominous. The weather had been questionable all day, warm and muggy, with rain here and there, plus the requisite thunder and lightning. At the noon hour, however, the sun came out warm and bright. Churchgoers flooded the streets in their Easter Sunday best and strolled to their homes, or friends and family. The clouds quietly returned, but that didn’t trigger any suspicions among most of the city’s residents.


But Porter wasn’t most city residents. He was trained to watch the world from the moment he was knee-high. After his father died when he was three, Porter’s mother, Elizabeth, had taken over his father’s job of deputy postmaster and was at the center of the action in Russellville, Kentucky. Then Thomas Porter followed his older brother, Garnett, to Omaha and landed an assistant manager’s job with the city court, where he continued his training, studying and learning about the human condition. But it was when Thomas followed in his older brother’s footsteps and became a newspaper man that observing the world was actually part of his job description. And for the last sixty minutes, instead of relaxing on the porch and reading or tending to his garden and clipping the pergola or watering his climbing roses or clematis, Porter was studying the weather.


There was good reason to be concerned. It had already been a month with frightening weather. March 15 brought blizzards to the Midwest. A hurricane hit Georgia and Alabama, the day after. March 17, a cold wave hit in Tampa, Florida, of all places. On March 21, the first day of spring, a blizzard hammered twenty states, from as far north as Montana and south as Arizona, and ended twenty-one lives. On March 23, in an article written before Omaha’s destruction, The Washington Post published a lengthy essay about tornadoes that began: “Not since 1884 has there been such an outburst of tornadic storms as that which occurred in the west and south last week.”


The article was referring to a pair of tempests that, two days earlier, had left behind dozens of people dead across several states, including twenty-eight bodies in Mobile, Alabama, and five more in Michigan, where two young boys skating on a river were blown off course and right into the grip of the Straits of Mackinac’s icy waters.


Porter couldn’t be sure if a tornado was coming. Nobody alive had actually seen a tornado in Omaha, according to a newspaper account of the time, which made the observation that an old Indiana prophecy that had been handed down for centuries stated that Omaha was immune. That wasn’t quite true. The newspaper reporter apparently had forgotten that there was a tornado in September 1881 that had leveled a few blocks in the city, although the loss of life, according to an issue of The American Architect and Building News that came out that month, was “trifling.” Still, Omaha didn’t have an intimate relationship with tornadoes, and its residents felt no danger or fear toward tornadoes.


That was about to change.


Porter called for his nineteen-year-old niece, Clem. Porter had doted on her ever since his older sister, Fannie, a poet from Glasgow, Kentucky, had come to Omaha in 1905. Fannie, forty-seven years old and a widow since the turn of the century, had been sick for the last two years, traveling the West and hoping the warmer climates would improve her health. Whether she came to say good-bye, or if it was unexpected, she died close to her family members. Clem, named for her father, Clement, an attorney, was thirteen years old and all alone. Porter, unmarried, was too. That is, until he met Mabel Higgins a short time later. She was a 28-year-old clerk at a law firm. Both late bloomers for a married couple in 1913, three years after saying “I do,” they still weren’t parents yet. Clem was all they had.


Her uncle showed Clem the skies and explained why he believed a tornado was coming.


Exactly what Clem said next is left to the imagination, but one has to conclude that they probably discussed Mabel and whether they should alert her. Mabel was with her parents, 63-year-old William, a business owner, and Ella, 61 and in poor health, and possibly both of her siblings, her older sister, Bertha, and her younger brother, Leslie. It’s possible that Clem or Porter or both ran the five blocks and reported their concern about the tornado, but they knew Mabel and her family were aware of the weather and probably didn’t want to worry anyone on just a hunch.


At about 5:30 in the afternoon, the clouds became considerably darker—almost green—and then the clouds formed one massive, dense, black wall.


Porter wasn’t the only one who noticed the skies. F. G. Elmendorf, a traveling salesman from Indianapolis who had just arrived from Chicago, discussed with some fellow salesmen the ominous-looking dark clouds that had shown up after a little rain, and they were nervous. Still, Elmendorf went about his business and picked up something to read, killing time in his hotel’s lobby.


Another visitor to the city, a man who gave reporters the name of F. J. Adams, didn’t like how the sky looked. He decided he was going to get out of the city.


It was a smart decision, made a little too late. As Adams walked toward the train station, the temperature plummeted, and the sky turned black. There were a few drops of rain. It was windy. Still, when the funnel cloud barreled toward him, having first touched down fifteen minutes earlier, eighty miles southwest at Kramer, Nebraska, before racing past Lincoln and into Omaha at six in the evening, nobody, not even Adams, could say that they had been expecting it.


Inside Elmendorf’s hotel lobby, the traveling salesman was sitting next to a window. Then he noticed that the sun seemed to have disappeared. He could hear a humming sound, “the most fearful and peculiar sound I ever heard,” he would say later, and thunder crashed over the city, as did rain. But he wasn’t sure exactly what was happening outside his hotel.


Porter and Clem ran downstairs to the basement. But it was for Clem’s benefit only. Porter sprinted back upstairs to watch the tornado. If it developed into anything important, he wanted to be able to give his readers a first-hand account of the storm.


Porter stood on his porch, amazed at what he was seeing. There was a tornado, all right, and it was beginning to carve up his city.


F. J. Adams was thrown against a building, and it must have saved his life, for he was able to remain where he was and watch the world collapse around him.


“I saw a man picked off his feet and blown through a plate glass window of the Odd Fellows’ Temple,” Adams said. “He was killed. A taxi careened around a corner, seemed to be running solidly, and in the next instant, it tilted and rolled and then lifted over a sidewalk wall about six feet high. The chauffeur, I believe, must have been killed, as the machine was smashed to kindling.”


Adams watched the entire roof of a small store blow away. Seconds later, a man who decided he was better off outside than in, charged out of the store. The man was lifted into the air, spun around for more than a hundred feet, and body-slammed back into the earth. The man didn’t get up.


Similar to Elmendorf’s recollection, Porter would write that “a billion bumblebees could not have equaled the giant humming which accompanied the storm.”


Of what it looked like, Porter called the tornado a “black storm cloud” that “rode a great white balloon of twisting electric fire.”


Houses, according to Porter, collapsed like cards or simply disappeared. Another house, a three-story residence, was split in two, as if a giant sword had sliced it. Porter watched a cottage sail through the air and strike the fifth story of the Sacred Heart convent and smash apart the south wing as if it had been made out of paper.


Then a house was picked up and hurled a quarter of a block and directly into the house of William and Ella Higgins.


Where Mabel was.


Then the tornado was gone. Porter ran for the pile of rubble that used to be his in-laws’ house.


There was no warning of the tornado, no explanation from Mother Nature. The storm crossed diagonally through the city, across the western and northern parts of the city, attacking residential areas both wealthy and poor. It chugged along for about six miles through Omaha, leaving a path of destruction about a fourth to a half-mile wide. Instead of acting like some tornadoes, hopping into the air and then landing again, this cyclone’s path of destruction was continuous, staying low to the ground during those six devastating miles.


Almost sixty years later, in 1971, Tetsuya Fujita, a meteorology professor at the University of Chicago, and Allen Pearson, head of the National Severe Storms Forecast Center, designed the Fujita-Pearson scale. The Fujita-Pearson scale designated tornadoes F1 to F5, with the lower F1 representing winds from 117 to 180 miles, and the F5 to describe a tornado blowing at 261 to 318 miles per hour. The tornado that hit Omaha in 1913 is believed to have been an F4, which means winds were ranging from 207 to 260 miles an hour, and its path was a hundred miles long, a rarity for a tornado.


But the power and durability of the Omaha tornado can really be told with this factoid: a sign from a store in Omaha was found in Harlan, Iowa—sixty miles away.


One of the first signs indicating how unique and ugly this tornado was going to become was when a body dropped out of the sky.


Charles Allen was walking at the corner of Forty-Fifth and Center Streets just after the tornado seemed to have materialized out of thin air. He was astonished to have a little girl, about four years of age, fall out of the sky into his arms. His shock turned to horror when he realized she was dead. He would live out the rest of his days wondering what her name was.


At that point, the tornado had already crossed Woolworth Avenue, the street where Dorothy and Leslie King lived. It seems to have never come closer than five blocks away from the King home, but had it veered a little to the east, Dorothy King, and her as-of-yet unborn child, Leslie Lynch King, Jr., might have become casualties of the tornado.


Dorothy King would then have never divorced her abusive and alcoholic husband, remarried, and moved to Michigan. Which means her son wouldn’t have renamed himself after his stepfather, and the country would never have gotten to know Gerald Ford, the future 38th president of the United States.


If tornadoes could be described as having a personality, this one was a sociopath, and the details are disturbing. Mabel McBride, a 24-year-old elementary school art teacher, convinced her mother and young brother that they were safer huddling in a corner of a room than running outside. She was probably correct, or should have been, but when the roof blew away, the floors above collapsed, and a heavy board fell and struck Mabel on the head. She died instantly, but perhaps her actions saved her brother and mother, who survived.


At the edge of the city and near the edge of the tornado’s path, most of the children in the orphanage, the Child Saving Institute, were indeed saved by virtue of being herded into the cellar, but two babies, Thelma and Cynthia, were sucked out of the windows.


Just outside the Idlewild, a pool hall, trolley conductor Ord Hensley spotted the cyclone coming toward his streetcar, which was packed with about a hundred screaming passengers.


“Everybody keep cool and lie in the center of the car,” shouted Hensley, grabbing two women who were boarding the streetcar and pushing them to the floor while dropping down with them. Nobody needed to be persuaded otherwise. Charles H. Williams, one of the passengers, managed a curious glance at the storm and a fleeting thought—It looks like a big, white balloon—as he watched houses blowing away and trees rocketing into the sky. But like every other passenger, he dropped to his hands and knees and joined the pile of humans that had collected onto the floor of the center of the car.


Then the windows shattered. Trash, not rain, enveloped the car. A heavy wooden beam crashed through one window and poked out the other. Wooden planks, tossed by the wind, landed on top of the streetcar passengers. Then as quickly as it had come, it was over for the passengers, and Hensley, Williams, and the others staggered to their feet, unhurt.


The patrons of the nearby pool hall were having their own problems. Eight African-Americans were playing at one pool table, with the rest of the crowd watching. Then everyone heard what sounded like a freight train roaring toward them, and the roof shot up into the sky and, along with it, the pool table. Seconds later, the pool table, along with the roof, came crashing to earth, killing most of the onlookers. A fire broke out next. The county coroner managed to rescue three of the men from the rubble and was likely haunted for the rest of his life by the sight of another man burning to death. In all, fourteen men died in the pool hall.


Several blocks away, the conductor of the streetcar on Forty-Eighth and Leavenworth wasn’t as brave as Ord Hensley had been. This conductor saw the approaching tornado and jumped off, running for his life and leaving his passengers behind. One of them, Leon Stover, a thirty-year-old bookkeeper for a department store, moved behind the controls and tried to drive the streetcar and outrace the tornado. It was a nice try, but the twister swept past the streetcar, raining glass and splinters onto a bloodied Stover, who was suddenly aware of a father’s anguished cries. The father’s baby had been ripped from his arms and blown into the void.


The Diamond Picture Theatre collapsed, killing thirty people inside. The Sacred Heart Convent was turned into firewood. Then the tornado turned its attention to William O’Connor.


William was eight years old. He had just been sent by his older brother to go to the drugstore across the street from the family’s house to buy some stamps. A few moments later, Lawrence O’Connor, eighteen years old, saw the storm and shouted to the rest of his family—his parents and five other siblings—that a cyclone was coming and to run for the shelter.


Lawrence didn’t go to the shelter. He chased after William.


His little brother was reaching the pharmacy when Lawrence grabbed him and pulled him back across the street toward the house. Halfway across the street, the tornado caught Lawrence, who was still clinging to William, and flung the two brothers both into the air. All the way up, and then all the way down, Lawrence never let go of his younger brother.


A group of people were huddled in the garage of a brick building at 40th and Farnam Streets when the tornado made direct impact. It—and they—were suddenly blown away.


Inside the house of Rose Fitzgerald, a 33-year-old widow, guests were sitting down for a birthday dinner. The guest of honor, Patrick Hynes, eighty-one and a widower, must have been feeling pretty good about where he stood. He had seen plenty in his life since his birth in Ireland in 1832. He fought in and survived the Civil War. His children, married and with children of their own, seem to have been doing well. His son, William, in particular, had a successful elevator company. Surrounded by friends and family, Patrick Hynes gave a little speech to raised wine glasses, and as they all began sipping to good health, the house came crashing down.


Hynes climbed out of the rubble with a fractured leg but was otherwise uninjured, and most of the guests crawled out, although not everyone. His daughter Margaret had two broken arms and internal injuries. “Oh, if only it had been me instead,” Hynes later said.


Another party was going on at the home of Benjamin Edholm, a 62-year-old Swedish-American carpenter, and his wife, Hanna, 61.


Hanna saw the tornado first. She drew the shades but before she could corral everyone in a cellar, an object burst through the window and slid across the table and crashed onto the floor with most of the dishes.


It took a moment to realize what that object was: a human body. Then, to everyone’s astonishment, the naked body, a man, sat up, grabbed the tablecloth and wrapped it around his body. The man asked for some trousers, was hastily given a pair of Benjamin Edholm’s, and dashed out the door without even introducing himself.


A Mrs. F. Bryant, 92, was lying in bed on the third floor of her son’s house when walls and floorboards blew apart around her. Mrs. Bryant plunged to the ground and even farther than that, landing in the basement. She was covered in debris, but she also was still in her bed and alive. Her son and daughter-in-law, also still alive, managed, with a lot of difficulty, to remove enough rubble to help her out.


When Edward Dixon saw the funnel cloud, he stopped what he was doing and spun around in fear. The tornado was smashing his neighbors’ houses into oblivion, and, by the looks of it, planning on paying a visit to the Dixon residence in less than a minute. The 39-year-old chemist fled upstairs, shouting for his wife to gather their three children.


He never reached the second floor.


Strong winds, the tornado’s advance team, hit the house, sending explosions of glass from the windows and into the living room. As if grabbed by an unseen hand, Edward was plucked off the stairs and pulled into the dining room, where he landed flat on his face. Dazed, his right ear aching from a shard of glass that had been, moments ago, part of one of his windows, Edward was nonetheless still alive. He struggled to his feet to find he was surrounded by his wife Opal and their three terrified children: eighteen-year-old Nina, twelve-year-old Lester, and six-year-old Doris. It was clear that within seconds they were going to all die.


But Edward and Opal shepherded their kids to the cellar anyway. Behind them, they fastened the lock shut.


And behind the door was the tornado. Before the Dixons had a chance to hide and huddle, the ceiling above them disappeared.


When it was all over, once the tornado had left Omaha entirely, people began taking stock of what had just happened. In Elmendorf’s hotel, nobody had moved since the tornado began, and once it ended, for a long stretch of time, nobody emerged outside. According to Elmendorf, they confirmed that it was a tornado when either the telephone rang or someone called from the front desk, which seems unlikely since many and possibly all of Omaha’s telephone lines were down. Perhaps because it was getting dark, or maybe the staff discouraged the guests from leaving, Elmendorf and his fellow traveling salesmen would wait around and get reports on the tornado damage, not leaving to look around until the morning.


At another hotel—or possibly it was Elmendorf’s—Mary Knudsen, a servant for an affluent family, came into the lobby as a disheveled mess. She was hysterical but managed to verify to everyone that a tornado had blown apart the city.


The Dixons were not sucked out of their basement along with their ceiling. Edward, Opal, Nina, Lester, and Doris somehow were left alive and in their cellar, which was the good news. The bad news was that the cellar was on fire. But Edward scrambled out and managed to pull his wife and children out of the hole in the ground before it became a fire pit.


Afterward, the Dixons stared at their neighborhood, or what was left of it: telephone poles at 45-degree angles, upturned Model T Fords and uprooted trees, and wooden planks, brick, and debris strewn about. It looked like running carefree and barefoot on a lawn would never be possible again. Of course, as is almost always the case with a tornado, there were some fortunate houses standing as they had always been, as if nothing was amiss at all. The Dixons could see fires in the distance—there were about twenty infernos throughout Omaha, although none too serious; they were all put out by firefighters and the rain within the next three hours.* In the trees and on telephone wires hung bedsheets and clothes.


If the Dixon family could have reached into the future to summon the image, they would have thought it looked as if Omaha had been blasted by a nuclear bomb.


But at least they were around to see it. “We had lost our all,” Edward later told a journalist, possibly Thomas Porter, “but were thankful for our lives.”


One girl, Margaret Matthews, would later write to a popular children’s magazine and share what the tornado aftermath was like for some of the Omaha residents.


“I’m sure I shall never forget it as long as I live,” recalled the thirteen-year-old. “I didn’t see the tornado cloud, but I heard the roar, and that was enough. I was not at home at the time, but over at my chum’s for the night. We were up-stairs and the folks were down, and all of a sudden we heard a loud roar, and the lights went out, and we ran down-stairs. My chum’s mother had seen the cloud, and had called for us to come down, but we had not heard her. It did not hit their house nor ours, and we are very thankful. All that night, people came running in, asking for help, and we did not sleep much.


“Next day, I went around to see the ruins, and I am glad I went once, but I would not go again. One poor old man had lost his house and family. The house was laying on its side, and he couldn’t talk—he just cried.


“Now,” Margaret continued, “every time the least little cloud comes up, every one rushes out to look, and most rush to their cellars.”


Small wonder people were afraid. Taking in the sights was too much to bear. Approximately 1,250 buildings had been demolished into rubble, including eleven churches and eight schools. Featherless chickens bobbed back and forth as if nothing had happened, and the occasional cow could be found impaled on a fence post. A man’s body hung in a tree.


The bodies of Cynthia and Thelma, two babies, were located a good distance from the wreckage of the orphanage where they spent their short lives. Elsewhere in the city, a toddler whose mother was killed was found in the street alive, playing with a dead dog.


Clifford Daniels didn’t make it. He was a mail carrier who was described by his pastor as a strikingly good-looking fellow who was well liked by all. He and his wife, Luella, and their two daughters, six and four years old, were found in the ruins of their house; the girls were embraced in the arms of their mother, while Cliff was found on top of them, which suggested to everyone that he had tried to shield them with his body.


Eighteen-year-old Clifford Daniels, Jr., escaped the cyclone’s wrath, but only because he hadn’t been home.


The tornado also pulverized the home of Mrs. Mary Rathkey and her two grown sons, Frank and James. Their clothes were ripped off by the wind, and their naked bodies were flung into a field about a half-mile away.


Families and individuals who did survive rightfully marveled at their fortune to be alive. John Wright, a 64-year-old railroad worker, surveyed the rubble of his house and realized he was probably only alive because he had left for work half an hour early, not wanting to be caught in what he thought was going to be rain. Then he marveled at how sixteen years earlier, when he lived in Norfolk, Nebraska, his house had been destroyed by a tornado, and forty-two years earlier, when he lived in Panora, Iowa, he barely escaped with his life during yet another cyclone.


Others probably didn’t know whether to laugh or cry at the tragic absurdity of it all. Professor E. W. Hunt had been in his basement and staring up at the ceiling when the rest of the house began falling onto him. When he regained consciousness, he found a summer straw hat on his head, only to realize it had been two stories above him and hanging in a closet a short while before.


And still others immediately rushed to help the wounded. F. J. Adams found a man with a wound and two broken arms. The man was unconscious but alive and taken away to a nearby makeshift hospital. Adams never learned the man’s name or his fate.


Townspeople rallied around the cries of Gladys Crook, a fifteen-year-old who was walking outside when the tornado came. She didn’t have time to run inside and ultimately didn’t need to: instead of taking cover inside a house, a house covered her. It took half an hour, but someone finally chopped a hole big enough in the side of the home so that Gladys, incredibly, was able to climb out, shaken but unhurt.


It took fifteen minutes, but Thomas Porter managed to pry his wife and her family, hiding in the basement, out of the wreckage. Once it was determined that everyone was all right, Porter had to go to work. He wasn’t an exclusive reporter for any of the Omaha newspapers. He was a special correspondent—the term today would be freelance journalist—for a variety of newspapers, and Porter needed to take note of what he saw and get it on the telegraph wire as soon as possible. That is, if he could find a telegraph. Clearly, there was a lot of destruction, and it was obvious that communication lines might be down. Simply from his own front porch, Porter would later count forty-nine leveled houses.


Throughout the streets of Omaha were bodies, although occasionally those bodies would turn out to be alive. Lawrence and his younger brother William were taken to the Webster Street telephone exchange, where an impromptu medical center had been set up. William was relatively fine. Lawrence had been badly banged up with several broken bones and would spend the next three weeks laid up in the hospital, but he, too, would live to tell friends and family about the part he played in Omaha’s most infamous tornado in which, according to most tallies, 140 lives were lost, 322 people were injured, and 2,179 men, women, and children were made homeless.


Elsie Sweedler, a telephone operator, was found wedged between two fallen trees; and when someone realized that she was breathing, firemen were called to saw the trees apart in order to free her. Shortly after she was revived, Sweedler went to her employer, the Harney Telephone Exchange, and reported for duty. She worked all night. It was a selfless act that helped bring both normalcy and assistance to Omaha.


But not right away. The first news about Omaha’s tornado didn’t go out by telephone or telegraph, because the lines were all down. Instead, a message was sent to the Associated Press from Omaha to Lincoln, Nebraska, by train.


This was bad, because during a crisis, telephone and telegraph operators were always crucial, life-saving links to the rest of the world, especially after a tornado, earthquake, hurricane, or flood. Omaha needed food, water, and help—although the mayor, full of pride and stoicism, would be slow to ask for those things—and the communities near Omaha also would have benefited from immediately knowing what was coming their way. With communication lines down, there was no way to properly warn their neighbors of what was coming. They were on their own.


What nobody else could know or predict was that this was just the beginning and the start of something else entirely. Weather forecasts were far from useless in 1913; but in this instance, they might as well have been. In Washington, D.C., the United States Weather Bureau issued an alert that “a severe storm is predicted to pass over the East Tuesday and Wednesday.” Storm warnings were issued from Hatteras, North Carolina, to Eastport, Maine, and cold wave warnings for the west lake region, the middle and upper Mississippi Valley were issued. “No decided fall in temperature is predicted for the East until after the passage of the western storm,” concluded the bureau. “Showers are predicted to fill in the time until the storm arrives.”


No mention anywhere of tornadoes and not a word about flooding.


The tornadoes were the opening act of a natural disaster that would unfold for the next few weeks, and if one considers the cleanup and aftereffects, months and years. But the disaster would be known not for its wind, but its water. It didn’t help matters that the country was in the midst of El Niño season, a period when the surface ocean waters in the eastern tropical Pacific become abnormally warm, a phenomenon that tends to give the United States some pretty funky weather, and the night of March 23 was as funky and furious as it gets. The Omaha tornado of 1913 was the opening salvo of the Great Flood of 1913.


*  One might potentially theorize that he was reaching in his pocket for a key, but this was an age when few people locked their doors, and he was going to a house that had people in it, which means he wouldn’t have been worried about not being able to get inside.


*  If there’s anything worse than seeing your lives destroyed by a tornado, it’s probably seeing your lives destroyed by a tornado and then being rained on.




MONDAY,


MARCH 24, 1913




Chapter Two


The First Flood Deaths


March 23, Sunday evening, Washington, D.C.


Once he learned about the Omaha tornado, Ernest P. Bicknell, the Red Cross’s national director, did not waste time. He sent telegrams to Eugene T. Lies, a 36-year-old field worker in Chicago, and a St. Louis fellow who went by the name of C. H. Hubbard, to hurry to Omaha and set up a facility to help the tornado victims. He also telegraphed Governor John H. Moorehead of Nebraska, pledging the Red Cross’s support and promising that relief trains, carrying nurses and doctors, would soon be in Omaha; and he wired additional towns that had been in the tornado’s path to see what the Red Cross could do.


That done, a restless Bicknell waited for further reports of the destruction. He was in the American Red Cross office, located in the State-War-Navy Building next to the White House, where Woodrow Wilson was settling in, having just been sworn in earlier in the month. As the reports trickled in, Bicknell decided he could do more if he personally oversaw the operations in Omaha.


The 51-year-old’s resume was like reading a Who’s Who of Natural Disasters for the 20th Century. He worked on helping victims in the aftermath of the 1906 San Francisco earthquake (estimated casualties, over 3,000), the 1909 Cherry Mine disaster (casualties, 259), and during the Mississippi River floods of 1912 (estimated casualties, 200).


Traveling to Omaha wasn’t a decision made lightly, given that it would take roughly twenty-four hours almost nonstop by train to get there from Washington, D.C., but the destruction demanded the Red Cross’s attention. Bicknell was always buried in work, however, even when a crisis wasn’t ongoing. Much of his job was spent promoting the development of the American Red Cross, which had been in existence since 1881 when Clara Barton, impressed by the International Red Cross, brought the concept to the United States. Between disasters, Bicknell’s main function seemed to be preparing for conferences, which invariably called upon him to write and deliver a speech and raise money and call attention to the organization. But when a disaster called, he pushed all of that aside and devoted himself to the relief effort, enjoying the experience of rolling up his sleeves and having a change of pace from the day-to-day bureaucracy.


And while he was gone, the Red Cross would remain in capable hands with Mabel Boardman, who was technically a volunteer, but in actuality a wealthy philanthropist who ran the entire organization. Boardman took herself out of the running to be at the helm of the American Red Cross, believing the public would more naturally follow a male leader, although Bicknell himself was far from a ceremonial figurehead. In her current back seat, Mabel may have not been doing much for women’s rights, but she did a tremendous amount for the Red Cross, devoting her life to it, working for the organization from 1903 to 1944, just two years before her death.


Bicknell was a man with brown eyes that almost matched his sandy brown hair that he parted in the middle. In 1913, when walrus mustaches were still the norm and muttonchop sideburns could occasionally be spotted on older gentlemen, Bicknell was clean-shaven, apparently an early adopter of Gillette razors, which had debuted on the scene in 1900. If Bicknell managed to secure a time machine and travel to modern times, other than his shirt’s starch-infested white collar and early twentieth-century tweed suit, he wouldn’t seem so out of place.


Bicknell boarded the train in Washington, D.C. that evening, fully believing that he could conduct affairs more efficiently from Omaha. Either way, he would be of more help than half a nation away in Washington. If all went as planned, throughout the night his train would pass through several states, mostly Ohio and Indiana, and he could be in Chicago by noon the next day, where he would then board another train for Omaha. But, of course, it didn’t all go as planned.


Through the night of March 23 and into the 24th, all across the Midwest


Omaha had the worst of it, but it was one community hit by one tornado. The night of March 23 was packed with tornadoes. Depending on the source you believe, it may have been as few as six or as many as twelve. Omaha, with the tornado cutting through a densely populated downtown, was the most affected, but at least six tornadoes tormented Nebraska, Iowa, Illinois, Missouri, Michigan, and Indiana within the span of about two hours, killing more than two hundred people and destroying thousands of homes. What hit Omaha also attacked Neola, Iowa, where two people lost their lives, and Bartlett, Iowa, where three more people died.


In the Nebraska town of Berlin, which would change its name to Otoe five years later when America fought the Germans during World War I, seven people died. Another twister destroyed half the buildings in the Nebraska town of Yutan, killing sixteen. There were still more tornado-related deaths in Walton and Sterling, Illinois, another in Traverse City, Michigan, and yet another in Perth, Indiana, where most of the buildings were leveled.


Six people were snuffed out by a cyclone in northwest Chicago: two railroad men were killed in the northern suburb of Des Plaines, Illinois, when the chimney from a manufacturing plant was hurled into a caboose of their freight train; another man was crushed in the rubble of his house; yet another was electrocuted by fallen wires; a telegraph lineman was in the wrong place at the wrong time and literally blown off his post into oblivion; a second telegraph lineman was also on a telegraph pole and was electrocuted when the wind came through.


In Terre Haute, Indiana, at 9:45 P.M., a tornado took the lives of twenty-one people; it was theorized later that even more residents, trapped in their homes, would have died from electrical fires, and fires started by lightning, if the rain hadn’t started falling. The community was a collage of tragedy, but in the midst of it all, there were a couple of miracles. A baby was lifted out of a bed, carried for a block, and set down, uninjured. Another resident was inside a house that flew a quarter-mile, according to some reports. The woman inside emerged from the wreckage, injury-free. Some people chuckled later, remembering defeathered chickens and how one person’s clothing, lain out on a bed, was pulled up into the fireplace and went up the chimney.


Three more people died in the tiny village of Flag Springs, Missouri, which was described at the time as being basically wiped off the map.


All in all, it’s believed that 221 people died in tornadoes that night and 761 people were injured.


While the tornadoes were attacking other towns in the Midwest over the next two hours, Omaha swiftly turned its attention to rescuing its citizens. The telephone and telegraph lines were demolished, enough that there was no way to send a message to warn anyone else in time of what was to come. Everyone would be on their own, including those in Omaha, given that there was no quick way to tell the rest of the nation what had happened. T. R. Porter did his best to share the news, however. He made tracks to Fort Omaha, once a United States Army supply depot and now a training center where soldiers learned how to fly in hot-air balloons, which could come in handy during battle, it was believed, and, indeed, during World War I, they were used for observing the enemy below. The fort also taught soldiers radio communication and telegraphy, and as luck would have it, it had a wireless station. The Associated Press may have received word of the tornado first via train, but Porter was apparently the first to get out a lengthy account of what had happened, relaying the news of the tornado one state to the south, to Fort Riley, Kansas, and from there, the soldiers telegraphed the story of the tornado and its destruction to the rest of the country.


Throughout the night with the aid of lantern light, men dug into hills of debris, searching for the living. Doctors tended to the hundreds of wounded. The street railway company had men working, hoping to clear some of the wreckage on the tracks by morning. Families wandered around in a daze. One Omaha resident named John Sullivan sent his daughter to fetch a doctor for his dying mother. After his mother died and his little girl didn’t return, Sullivan spent anxious hours wandering the city, shivering and without shoes, looking for her until she eventually turned up. And nobody was particularly excited to see, shortly after midnight, snowflakes falling. It was the beginning of a blizzard.


March 24, dawn, Mulberry, Indiana


Roy Rothenberger, twenty-six, and his seventeen-year-old brother, Roscoe, were at Wildcat Creek in a boat that they built themselves. With them was a 21-year-old friend, Elva Myers. They were hunting wild ducks and ironically sitting ducks themselves.


The boat was a hastily made flat-bottomed vessel with low sides. It was kind of like a johnboat, which is the same thing only with a bench or two. The three young Hoosiers guided themselves by using poles to push themselves down the river. The plan was to travel to what was called the Wyandotte Bridge, leave the boat there, and walk back. Some of their friends took a look at the boat and probably the weather and warned them that it might have trouble, but the Rothenberger brothers and Myers felt that they’d be just fine. Hindsight is 20/20, and considering it was raining—it had been raining just about everywhere the day before and on this Monday—it’s hard not to wonder just what these three were thinking.


7 A.M., Fort Wayne, Indiana


About 120 miles northeast of Mulberry, Indiana, a downpour pummeled Miss Theresa Hammond, an attractive schoolteacher who was also considered one of the town’s old maids at the age of twenty-seven.


Her morning started as it pretty much did every day. As Miss Hammond had every morning for the last five years, she awakened at 1209 Barr Street where her mother Margaret and her older sister Mary also lived. Theresa had another sister, Elizabeth, who married around the time Theresa went into teaching and moved back with her husband to where the family had spent most of their years, in Miners Mills, Pennsylvania, which was as small a village as it sounds. Eventually it became part of the city of Wilkes-Barre.


As for Fort Wayne, Theresa had lived here since around the turn of the century. It was a city with a population of 63,933, a growing metropolis with ample examples of progress. There was the large and new Y.W.C.A. building, and seven moving picture shows, eight if one included the one currently under construction. The city had its forestry department, an art school, four hospitals, twenty-four hotels, eight paid fire companies, and twelve public parks sprawling over 145 acres of land. Forty-three miles of road were paved, twenty-six with the modern stuff, asphalt, and seventeen miles of brick. It was a manufacturing hub for cigar factories (there were thirty-two), breweries (eighteen), broom factories (three), and washing machines (three). The historical society archived the past, and the five daily newspapers and six weeklies covered the present and pointed the way toward what looked to be a bright future.


Theresa Hammond, whose teacher’s salary averaged about $30 a month, going up and down every month depending on how often she was needed, paid her ten-cent fare on the trolley. During her approximately four-mile commute, the conversation among passengers must have been about the rain, which had been going strong since the previous morning.


On Saturday night, March 22, Fort Wayne’s weatherman, W. S. Palmer, assured residents that the next day would be “fair and warmer.” But Palmer had egg on his face that day, since it had rained all of Easter Sunday, and it was still raining on Monday when residents woke up to the news that Omaha, Nebraska had been devastated by a tornado, and Terre Haute, on the other end of Indiana, had been ravaged as well.


Fort Wayne had its own problems, however. Main Street was four feet underwater, and yet people were not panicked. Other roads, like Wagner Street and Prospect and Baltes Avenues, in close proximity to the Maumee River to its south and the St. Joseph River to its east and Spy Run Creek to its west, were more prone to flooding than others. The occasional damp parlor was almost to be expected when you lived near the rivers, so Main Street flooding, while unusual, did not pose any immediate cause for alarm.


People were also nonplussed when the stadium, Swinney Park, and other landmarks near the river were swamped. This was, based on past history, to be expected, and it would clearly get worse—anyone could see that—but the rain and flooding had to end soon. After all, W. S. Palmer predicted that the crest of the flood would end sometime in the late afternoon.


Miss Hammond’s trolley deposited her on Bluffton Road. Against a backdrop of lightning and thunder, hopefully underneath an umbrella, she hurried past the Gebharts’ farm and trekked over a foot bridge, the water below rushing to the nearby St. Marys River. She kept going until she reached a grove of barren trees encircling the Allen County Orphans’ Home.


The orphanage, planted on nineteen acres of land, was a three-story brick building with thirty-five rooms that housed sixty-two children from infants to the age of sixteen, but it was capable of caring for as many as seventy-five kids. Not every youth staying there was actually an orphan. Like many such homes across the nation, this one was often used as a place where parents, often overwhelmed single parents, could leave their children—sometimes for only days or weeks at a time, and sometimes forever—when they didn’t feel that they could care for them on their own.


The reasons why a parent couldn’t take care of their children were as similar as they would be during any age: poverty, alcoholism, death, or perhaps a divorce had broken up the family, so that both parents, or the surviving parent, had to work and the children would wind up here.


Miss Hammond enjoyed spending time with the kids, and she could relate to all of them. She had lost her own father early in life.


Michael Hammond had been a railroad worker, an employee of the Delaware and Hudson Company, first working as a brakeman until he was promoted to freight conductor and extra passenger conductor. On the morning of May 21, 1887, at the station that Hammond was working at, a few cars were in the process of being added, and as the locomotive began to back up, he noticed a woman and a little boy on the track directly in front of the moving train.


Hammond yelled to them to get off the track; but the more he yelled, the more bewildered they looked. Finally, Hammond jumped from the caboose, sprinted along the track, and pushed them off the tracks, but in doing so he staggered backward and was caught by the wheels, thrown under the cars, and instantly killed.


Hammond’s death was covered in The New York Times, which stated that “Michael Hammond was a popular, industrious and estimable man, about 30 years of age, and well known to railroad men generally.”


Theresa was eight months old.


Almost twenty-six years after her father’s death, Theresa was employed in one of five orphanages in the county. But the orphanage that Theresa Hammond worked for was the only one in Fort Wayne with the St. Marys River in its back yard. As she and the orphanage’s director, Mrs. Ida Overmeyer, would discover, this would become a problem.


Mulberry, Indiana, 9 A.M.


Roy and Roscoe Rothenberger and their friend Elva Myers actually started off in a shallow stream but soon felt confident enough to push themselves off into Wildcat Creek, and for a while they shot ducks. Perhaps they also talked about the brothers’ father, David Rothenberger, a carpenter recovering from injuries he sustained falling off a building several weeks ago, or it could be the conversation led to Myers’ two younger siblings or how business was going for Myers’ dad, a blacksmith. Maybe they talked about the storm that had rolled in the day before, although it seems unlikely that they would have had time to pick up a morning paper and read about the destruction in Omaha, which was dominating the front pages and undoubtedly the discussion in many kitchens and on many street corners across the country.


Whatever they talked about, the Rothenbergers and Myers definitely discussed the river, which was getting deeper and faster by the minute. In fact, the water sped along at about 25 miles an hour, locals later guessed.


The boat was becoming increasingly difficult to manage.


Then when the brothers and Myers hit a whirlpool, the current spun the boat around and toward the river bank, lodging their craft against a willow tree; their situation went from difficult to deadly.


The problem was that the river bank was no longer there, and the tree, which had been rooted in dry earth was now two hundred yards into the waterway. The three men would have done themselves a favor if they had attempted to climb up the tree to wait for help. Instead, they understandably weren’t thinking that way and tried to pry the boat off the tree.


The boat overturned.


The men went into the water.


The water was freezing.


Roy was the first to go under, because of his heavy hip boots. The water just poured right into those heavy boots and dragged Roy down to the river floor, where he was trapped, or the current took him for a terrible ride underneath the water and never let him go. Roscoe was perhaps a little luckier, depending on your point of view on how you’d want your life to end in a river on a rampage; he grabbed the edge of his boat and hung on for at least five hundred yards until he went around a bend, just in sight of the Wyandotte Bridge.


But how he died after he went around the bend is anybody’s guess. Elva Myers watched his friend float away while dangling from two armfuls of willow tree branches. Myers was able to keep his head above the water, but little else. He started shouting for help.


March 24, noon, Fort Wayne, Indiana


School wasn’t in session at the Allen County Orphans Home. The basement had started flooding in the morning, and the adults had decided to do some commonsense planning, in case the river crept a little too close to the building for comfort. But while the basement and the moving of furniture and stoves to the second floor was reason enough to cancel school, when the power and heat went out the teachers must have really thrown up their hands in surrender. Instead, the sixty-two children played on both the first and second stories of the orphanage, and some of the teachers, like Theresa Hammond, went about their usual business, only keeping the youngsters entertained instead of trying to fill their young minds with knowledge. That was what much of the staff had to do, anyway. During the weekdays, the orphanage was a school for the older children and a baby-sitting service for the younger; it was also a home providing social services around the clock. There were many children who were toddlers and at least one baby.


But as the afternoon made its introductions, one can’t help wonder if Miss Hammond or any of the children looked outside at St. Marys’ muddy waters rushing by and started to second-guess the decision to remain. After all, while everyone expected a fast-flowing river during a heavy rain to be littered with the occasional debris and tree branches, there was something different and creepy about some of the cargo floating in St. Marys this time. There weren’t just one or two of these particular items floating down the river, but many, too many for the children to count. At first, nobody knew what they were looking at, but then it became sickeningly clear.


Dead cats.


Mid-morning, somewhere in Ohio or Indiana


Ernest Bicknell’s trip was not going as planned. Because the engineer didn’t want to find his train rushing into an impromptu river, he kept the speed low and often stopped for interminable lengths of time at stations, mapping out a route. So many bridges were being washed out that crossing Ohio and Indiana was becoming a serious challenge.


As reported in the book Pennsylvania Lines West of Pittsburgh: A History of the Flood of March 1913, author Charles Wilbur Garrett wrote: “Trains which were en route on the night of March 24-25 over most of the system were marooned wherever they happened to be when they came to an impassable piece of road—some at stations, some in the open country; some high and dry, some where they were surrounded with water.”


Bicknell and the other passengers were continually being told that they would have to be rerouted and would, on occasion, have to wait for other trains to clear the tracks. Bicknell started to recognize that there might be a greater disaster occurring than the Omaha tornado. But for the moment, all he could do was stare out his rain-splattered window.


Mid-morning, Frankfort, Indiana


Elva Myers wasn’t the only one engaged in battle with Wildcat Creek. Wallace Garrison, further down the creek, was, about this time, coming to his home in Frankfort from the village of Burlington, seventeen miles away. Unfortunately for Garrison, he didn’t realize the bridge ahead was washed out. With his horse and buggy, he kept on the road until it was painfully obvious that there was nothing there.


Around the same time, about eighty miles southeast, John Hagner of New Castle, Indiana, didn’t have much of a chance either. The 42-year-old was on a trestle spanning the Blue River, trying to protect the structure that the company he worked for, the Fisher Welch Construction Company, had built.


Trestles, for those who don’t have extensive bridge terminology, were bridges constructed for the railroad. They were sturdy, to be sure, since trains passed over them, and usually constructed of timber and iron, but they were built hastily and never meant to be permanent thoroughfares. They were constructed cheaply and fast, as a stop-gap until the railroad could get around to spending money on stone or iron structures.


When his own private tidal wave came rushing toward him, Hagner, married and a father of four, must have recognized the futility of trying to protect the trestle. The wave of water was shockingly high, although not higher than the trestle. As the water thundered into the makeshift bridge, if Hagner hadn’t lost his balance, he might have had a shot at getting off it. Instead, he fell and was swallowed up by the river.


During this time, Elva Myers continued to hang on to his willow tree branches, shivering. Among the dirt and debris, the river carried ice chunks in it, and for hours now, Myers had been rained on. His spirits, however, were buoyed by the sight of some farmers who appeared on the river bank shortly after his and his friends’ boat overturned. But his euphoria was short-lived; the farmers had no way to reach him.


The men yelled for Myers to hang on, and one of the farmers ran off to fetch a rope. When he eventually arrived with a lengthy coiled one in hand, he threw it out to Myers, but it never quite reached the 21-year-old. Myers was in a bad situation, in any case. His hands and arms were locked in a death grip, and every time the rope landed in the water, it was yanked away by the current. To let go of even one branch and then attempt to simultaneously grab the rope before it was pulled away, especially after being in the water for some time and having little strength, would have taken some dexterity that most humans don’t have. He just couldn’t do it. Arguably, nobody could.


As the crowd by the riverbank started growing, and people shouted words of encouragement to Myers to just hang on a little longer, the farmers sent someone to get a boat.


Eventually, a 31-year-old man named Dana Hoch, a retail coal merchant, emerged with some sort of boat or raft. Myers somehow was still clutching the willow tree branches. Hoch tied a rope around his waist, giving the other end of the line to some of the spectators, to use in case he capsized and needed to be pulled in. Then he paddled his boat into the raging current. He was able to help Myers into the boat and get the shivering, exhausted youth back to shore.


It was three o’clock, approximately six hours after Myers and his friends had fallen into the river.


Immediately, as Myers was taken home to recuperate, a search party was organized for Roy and Roscoe. Little hope was held out for Roscoe once everyone learned that Myers had seen him go under, but since Roscoe had hung on until he disappeared around the bend in the river, there was still a little hope for his safe return. The search party took whatever optimism they could muster, but they didn’t have much. They took with them grappling hooks.


Contrary to whatever anyone might think, there should be no doubt: Roy and Roscoe Rothenberger’s deaths were painful and terrifying.


Sure, that sounds like the most obvious statement in the world and worthy of a resounding “duh,” but for centuries, drowning has been romanticized in literature as a peaceful and almost pleasant way to check out of life. In Greek mythology, Sirens sang so beautifully, sailors were willing to leap off ships and swim to them, only to then be turned on and drowned. In William Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Ophelia’s drowning scene has her surrounded by garlands of flowers, imagery that would be admired by artists, authors, and poets for centuries to come. Edgar Allan Poe starts off his romantic poem “For Annie” with the words: “And the beauty of Annie, drowned in a bath, of the tresses of Annie.”


And just as you’re adjusting to the idea that Annie looks beautiful as a drowning victim, Poe continues with: “She tenderly kissed me, she fondly caressed, and then I fell gently to sleep on her breast, deeply to sleep from the heaven of her breast.”


In Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the D’Urbervilles, Retty Priddle attempts to drown herself; and death by water figures significantly in T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land. True, authors have only so many ways to kill off characters or provide them with a near-death experience, so you could chalk up some of these examples as coincidence; but there is little doubt that some authors found drowning enigmatic and a romantic way to check out.


Charles Dickens did no favors to any suicidal readers. In his first novel, The Pickwick Papers, a character known as the dismal man says to Mr. Pickwick: “Did it ever strike you, on such a morning as this, that drowning would be happiness and peace?”


Mr. Pickwick, to his credit, is horrified at the suggestion, but then the dismal man explains his rationale, and darned if he doesn’t make drowning sound like a day at the beach: “I have thought so, often. The calm, cool water seems to me to murmur an invitation to repose and rest. A bound, a splash, a brief struggle; there is an eddy for an instant, it gradually subsides into a gentle ripple; the waters have closed above your head, and the world has closed upon your miseries and misfortunes forever.”


And drowning hasn’t been limited to writers’ imaginations. The twentieth-century poet Hart Crane—who was a fan of Eliot’s The Waste Land, incidentally—committed suicide by jumping overboard in the Gulf of Mexico. He should have known better than to drown himself: Crane grew up in Garrettsville, Ohio, which had its share of flood in 1913 when he was a fourteen-year-old lad. But the most famous writer to drown on purpose was British author Virginia Woolf, who, on March 28, 1941, wrote a last good-bye to her husband, filled her overcoat’s pockets with stones, and walked into the River Ouse.


It’s easy to see why drowning might be considered a relatively peaceful way to go. There is no gun, no knife, no being clocked on the head by a tire iron. No gore or gratuitous bloodshed, and often drowning occurs underneath a spectacular vista, as the sunset shimmers over the water or near a grove of trees or a burbling brook or even in a swimming pool where often the sound of children’s laughter can be heard.


But, in reality, drowning isn’t pleasant at all. It must be one of the most miserable, agonizing, and unpleasant ways to die. You really don’t want to know what it’s like.


If you were to know, you would discover that your first inclination, even if you were attempting to drown on purpose, would be to automatically hold your breath and buy yourself some time. If you are in danger of drowning, and you are lucky, you aren’t panicking, which means you could buy some time that might help your situation. For instance, where are the bubbles you’re releasing going? If you’re confused and don’t know which way is up and which way is down, follow the bubbles.


Unfortunately, if you are drowning, especially in a fast-moving river, you probably are panicking—you’re moving fast, maybe 25 miles an hour or faster, and you can’t see because mud, sand, and silt are blocking your view, all while the current is tossing you every which way, further hindering your ability to figure out which way is up, so it would be virtually impossible not to panic. If you are in strong physical condition and drowning in a river, you may last a full minute or two holding your breath. If you are unhealthy or elderly, or your lungs aren’t very strong, you may only be able to hold your breath for a handful of seconds, which is probably a blessing. Either way, while you’re not inhaling and doing what you can not to drown, carbon dioxide is building up in your muscles and organs and being carried through your bloodstream to your lungs.


Your lungs do not like carbon dioxide. Which means, like it or not (and you won’t like it), your oxygen-starved brain will send a signal to your mouth, which will then, to your utter horror, open.


You will then swallow water, and, desperately wanting air, you will gasp, and you will panic as water, not air, fills your lungs. As your throat spasms, trying to block the path of the water, your stomach will begin filling up. So will your bloodstream. Not that you’ll care to know the definition at this point, but hyperkalemia is setting in, which means there’s a concentration of the electrolyte potassium in your blood, and it’s elevated. The water is breaking down your red blood cells, and potassium is being released throughout your body. This is bad because on top of drowning, you’re also dying of potassium poisoning, which means that your muscles and nerves are about to malfunction. The potassium and the lack of oxygen will cause your already wildly beating heart to beat irregularly.


Fortunately, or unfortunately, depending on your point of view, the lack of oxygen will then begin to shut down your brain; and from there, yes, the poets and authors are right: drowning can be described as rather peaceful. You’re still alive, and your heart and lungs are still trying to work, but at this point you don’t know that.
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