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Preparing Johnstown for the Worst:

National Park Service ranger Doug Bosley, a member of the staff at Johnstown Flood National Memorial and Allegheny Portage Railroad National Historic Site, has an interesting personal connection to the Great Johnstown Flood of 1889. His great, great grandfather, William H. Pickerill (1852-1935), was employed by the Pennsylvania Railroad as a telegraph operator in Mineral Point along the Little Conemaugh River between the South Fork Dam and Johnstown. He was on duty on May 31, 1889, at the time of the flood and assisted in the sending three telegraph warning messages.


A report of the dam being in a dangerous condition arrived at the telegraph office in South Fork around noon on May 31. Emma Ehrenfeld, one of the operators there, wasn’t sure how much credit to give the report and whether or not to send a warning down the Conemaugh Valley. Miss Ehrenfeld reported this to Pickerill, the next operator down the line from her. He told her that he “thought it was a thing there oughtn’t to be any risks taken on.” Pickerill then drafted a message to send the rest of the way to Johnstown (and to the division superintendent Robert Pitcairn in Pittsburgh). This message and a second one received by him were actually carried on foot by a messenger part of the way to Johnstown. A short time after a third message was relayed down the valley by Pickerill, he first heard, then saw, the flood waters from the broken South Fork Dam headed right for his telegraph tower. He narrowly escaped through a window of the tower before the flood wave knocked it over and then he climbed onto a twenty-foot high bank across the tracks. His wife and children also survived the flood. They left their home in Mineral Point, which was across the river from Pickerill’s tower, just before the flood swept it away. It was several days before each other knew the other had survived.
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After the flood, Pickerill continued to work for the Pennsylvania Railroad, mainly in the rebuilt Mineral Point tower, until around 1920. Mr. Bosley had always heard stories about his ancestor’s role in the flood, but he always thought they were just that: stories. It wasn’t until he began working for the National Park Service in 2000 that he found out through research that it was all true. Ever since this discovery, Bosley has visited his great, great grandfather’s grave each and every May 31 to pay his respects and try to imagine what his ancestor experienced on that terrible day.
[image: C:\Users\NKoozer\Downloads\WHP (1).jpg]William H. Pickerill, telegraph operator at Mineral Point, Johnstown Flood survivor, and great, great grandfather of Johnstown Flood National Memorial Park Ranger Doug Bosley. 
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