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The Johnstown Flood Story
On June 1, 1889 Americans woke to the news that Johnstown, Pennsylvania had been devastated by the worst inland flood in the nation’s history. More than 2,200 people were dead with thousands more homeless. The South Fork dam, owned and maintained by the South Fork Fishing and Hunting Club, had collapsed causing a flood that devastated the city of Johnstown and obliterated several smaller towns in its path.  
Johnstown had just experienced the wettest spring on record and a day of intense rain that forced already swollen streams and rivers over their banks. But this disaster also had a human accomplice. The South Fork Fishing and Hunting Club, whose membership included the wealthiest and most powerful men in Pittsburgh, and indeed, the world, had not maintained the dam properly. In fact, the club may have taken actions, including lowering the height of the dam to accommodate carriage traffic, that made it even more unstable.
In 1889 Johnstown was a thriving industrial town of 30,000 known for the quality of its steel. Founded in 1794, Johnstown prospered with the construction of the Pennsylvania Main Line Canal in 1834 and expanded even more with the arrival of the Pennsylvania Railroad and the Cambria Iron Company in the 1850s.
There was one drawback to living in the city. Johnstown had been built on a floodplain at the fork of the Little Conemaugh and Stony Creek rivers. Years before the concept of deforestation and its side effects were fully understood, Johnstown experienced the impact of years of clear cutting surrounding hillsides to fuel growth. River banks had been narrowed to accommodate new construction and Johnstown experienced heavy flooding on a nearly annual basis.
The few people present at the South Fork Fishing and Hunting Club on the morning of May 31 woke to a chilly day and pounding rain. John Parke, the club engineer noted that water was rising at the rate of one foot every 10 minutes. Parke and a small group of workers tried in vain to increase the height of the dam and to open a spillway to release some of the water. Parke knew that once water spilled over the top of the dam, there was little to be done and the dam would give way. 
Starting at about 12 PM the first of a series of telegraph messages were sent to warn the residents of Johnstown. The torrential rain had already taken out telegraph lines out at several points along the route to Johnstown and at several junctions the messages were hand delivered through the severe weather.  But it’s unlikely that the messages ever reached those they were intended to warn and the last message made it to Johnstown after the dam burst.
In August of 1889, Parke reflected on what happened when the dam failed at 3:10 pm on that fateful Friday, “The fearful rushing waters opened the gap with such increasing rapidity that soon after the entire lake leaped out… It took but forty minutes to drain that three miles of water.” The twenty million tons of water the dam was holding back took its natural course, dropping 450 feet in miles, at times 70 to 75 feet high and reaching speeds of 40 miles an hour.
At 4:07 residents of Johnstown heard a low rumble that grew to a “roar like thunder.” Most people never saw anything until the 36-foot wall of water, already boiling with huge chunks of debris rolled over them at 40 miles an hour consuming everything in its path. Survivors said it “snapped trees like pipestems” and “crushed houses like eggshells.” A violent wind preceded the wave, blowing down small buildings. Making the wave even more terrifying was the black pall of smoke and steam that hung over the wave – the “death mist” remembered by survivors.
The official death toll stands at 2,209 though many bodies were never identified and hundreds of the missing were never found. As everyone dreaded, disease followed in the wake of the flood and typhoid added 40 more lives to the 2,209 that died in the flood. Emergency morgues and hospitals were set up, and commissaries distributed food and clothing. Contributions from the United States and abroad poured into Johnstown and totaled more than $3,700,000. Property damage was $17 million. The cleanup operation took years, with bodies still being found months – and in some cases years – after the flood. 
Although many held the South Fork Fishing and Hunting Club morally accountable for the loss of life, legally there were no ramifications for the club or individual members.  The club quietly dissolved and members never set foot at the sight again. 
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[bookmark: _GoBack]One of many photos of the Schultz Houze, showing destruction from the Johnstown Flood. All six people inside the house survived. 
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