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Foreword

he U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

is best known for its water resource

development and military construction
missions, but its emergency response work is
a vital endeavor that has grown in importance
and visibility in the wake of the terrorist attacks
of September 11, 2001, and Hurricane Katrina
in 2005. It is an old mission. For more than
two centuries, the Corps has employed highly
trained and well-equipped engineers at offices
strategically located throughout the nation to
conduct civil works and build fortifications,
and, on a case-by-case basis, Congress or the
president would frequently tap these resources
to provide rescue and relief during local emer-
gencies. In 1882 Congress made it official and
formally tasked the Corps of Engineers with a

rapid emergency response mission.

In the ensuing years, Army Engineers
responded to hundreds of emergencies result-
ing from floods, hurricanes, tornadoes,
earthquakes, volcanoes, and other natural and
manmade disasters in America and abroad.
Statutory authorities and Army regulations
evolved, requiring the engineers to undertake

emergency operations to save lives and property

during disasters, and afterwards, by direction
of Congress or the president, to assist state and
local governments with urgent restoration and

recovery efforts.

This volume on the history of the Army
Engineer disaster assistance mission traces the
tederal program from its tentative beginnings
in the nineteenth century to the enactment of a
permanent federal policy on disaster assistance
in 1950. It explains how the Engineers came to
acquire that mission during the great Mississippi
River flood of 1882, describes the develop-
ment of the Corps’ statutory authorities and

the Army’s regulations for emergency opera-
tions, and tells the stories of Corps and Army
Engineer operations during various calamities.
For nearly 130 years now, Army Engineers have
performed the often perilous task of emergency
response with intelligence, determination,

and courage.

R. L. Van Antwerp
Lieutenant General, U.S. Army
Chief of Engineers

(e oA e
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Preface

ituation Desperate has followed a

long and circuitous path to publica-

tion. Leland Johnson wrote the first
draft in 1976 on contract with the Office of
History, Headquarters, U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers. The project originally fell under
the management of former chief of the office,
Jesse Remington, and staff historian Albert
Cowdrey. Later iterations were influenced by
Remington’s successors, John Greenwood and
Paul Walker, and a long line of staff historians,
including Martin Gordon, Frank Schubert,
Fred Beck, Dale Floyd, Charles Walker, Martin
Reuss, and Charles Hendricks. As a staff
historian, I picked up the project in 2002, saw
its importance in the wake of the recent terror-
ist attacks, and recommended the manuscript

for publication.

With interest renewed in the project, Johnson
initiated a series of limited revisions to the text,
and this office scanned the typescript pages to
create an editable and machine-readable file.

In 2008 the office set up a team comprised of
staff historians Matt Pearcy and Eric Reinert
and editor Doug Wilson to shepherd the project
to completion. Mr. Wilson carefully incorpo-

rated previous edits to the manuscript made by

Mickey Loughlin and former office editor Jean
Allen and made additional edits. Next came the
important task of selecting images. Mr. Wilson
took the lead in identifying photos from those
that Dr. Johnson had collected during his
research, from the Office of History’s research
collections, and from the Library of Congress,
the National Archives, and dozens of image
repositories around the country. He uncovered
a good number of images spanning more than

a century of disasters, and we began preparing
for a heavily illustrated publication. Over time
the office’s historians and editor continued to
develop the text, which took on an encyclopedic
organization that reflects the unique nature

of each emergency and subsequent response.
The final product lends itself both to readers
who wish to read start-to-finish and to those
who will find value in the manuscript as a

reference tool.

We were fortunate to obtain the services of
EEI Communications in Alexandria, Virginia,
to handle layout and design. Thankfully, Jayne
Sutton, who worked closely with this office to
produce the prize-winning publication, Capital
Engineers (2008), and others, was EEI’s project

manager for this effort as well.

Situation Desperate



The final publication highlights the Army
Engineers’ long history of emergency opera-
tions through 1950. It sheds valuable light on
the evolution of that mission narrated against
the general background of developing federal
disaster assistance policies and precedents dating
back to the early nineteenth century. It also
describes the seven major phases through which
tederal disaster assistance passed before the stat-
utory establishment in 1950 of modern policies.

Years of hard work by many have led to this

attractive and useful publication that contributes
to our understanding of the important mission,
role, and activities of the U.S. Army Corps of

Engineers during disasters and emergencies.

Dr. John C. Lonnquest
Chief, Office of History
Headquarters, U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers

(e oA S
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Federal Assistance:

Constitutional Questions

ow did the United States Army

Corps of Engineers acquire a disaster

assistance mission? Answering this
question requires an investigation into how the
Army became involved in disaster recovery; that
is, when and how did the Army first receive
statutory authority to engage in disaster relief?
An even more fundamental issue arises: When
and how did Congress determine that providing
assistance to disaster victims was a legitimate

exercise of federal power?

The Army Engineers first received congres-
sional authority to participate in disaster relief
efforts in 1882. The Army, specifically its
Quartermaster Corps, first received disaster
assistance authority at the end of the American
Civil War. At nearly the same time, Congress
first approved federal disaster assistance to help
the recently freed men of the South, regarded

then as wards of the federal government.

Yet, before then, as early as 1811, Congress had
enacted various laws that have been cited as
precedents for national policy on disaster assis-
tance. In 1950 the Library of Congress compiled
a useful list of these prewar precedents and
published it in the Congressional Record. Before
exploring the post—Civil War role of the Army
and its Corps of Engineers in disaster relief,
review of prewar precedents and the accompany-
ing congressional debates over the constitutional
questions they raised is instructive and indicates
that disaster relief was a highly controversial
issue during early American history. National
leaders then questioned whether granting fed-

eral assistance to disaster victims was permit-

ted under the Constitution, and perhaps the
majority of Congress then questioned whether
the federal government should engage in any
disaster relief whatsoever. Others contended a
humanitarian obligation, higher even than the
Constitution, demanded granting aid to disaster
victims and that the constitutional author-

ity of Congress to “provide for the ... general
welfare” encompassed such disaster assistance.
These constitutional questions first arose in
Congress in debates between a president of the
Continental Congress and the “Father of the

Constitution.”

James Madison, a Virginia congressman sub-
sequently elected president and remembered as
the “Father of the Constitution,” thought the
proposed federal assistance legislation before the
House of Representatives in 1794, if enacted,
would set a dangerous precedent. He feared

it might be “perverted to the countenance of
purposes very different from those of charity.”
Nothing in the Constitution, he argued, granted
Congress the right to expend public revenues for
charitable relief. He warned the House that once
rules laid down in the Constitution were broken
it would become impossible to predict “to what

extremities this practice might be carried.”

Congressman Elias Boudinot of New Jersey, a
former president of the Continental Congress,
arose in the House to oppose Madison’s inter-
pretation of the Constitution. “To refuse the
assistance requested,” said Boudinot, “would be
to act in direct opposition both to the theory
and practice of the Constitution.” Congress,

he pointed out, had extended relief to destitute

Federal Assistance



Indian tribes and had provided subsistence

for prisoners-of-war—just where were these
practices authorized by the Constitution? He
proclaimed that charitable relief rested on the
law of nature, the law of nations, and moral
obligations higher than the Constitution itself.
As to legal theory, Boudinot suggested members
of Congress should closely examine the first
clause of the eighth section of the Constitution.
“By that clause,” he declared, “the Congress is
warranted to provide for exigencies regarding

the general welfare.”

Thus, as early as February 1794 were drawn
the battle lines for constitutional debates over
the legality of federal assistance in the wake
of disasters; and the debates would continue
in Congress and out for more than a century.
Madison and Boudinot stated clearly the lines
of argument, defined as s¢7ict versus broad con-

struction, or interpretation, of the Constitution.

Strict constructionists argued the federal gov-
ernment had no constitutional authority to
expend public funds for charitable purposes or
disaster relief. Broad constructionists contended
that these benevolent activities were autho-
rized under the “general welfare” clause of the
Constitution. Strict constructionists declared
disaster assistance to be solely the responsibil-
ity of private charities and state governments.
Broad constructionists asserted that the federal
government should share in this responsibility.
Debates over these differing interpretations of
the foundation document of the United States
marked the proceedings of Congress each time
a major disaster afflicted the nation during the
nineteenth century. Strict constructionists had
the upper hand in the debates until after the
Civil War, when special circumstances opened a

door for the broad constructionists.

The ongoing constitutional debates in effect pre-
vented federal agencies from participating offi-
cially in disaster relief activities, no matter how
serious the disaster or enormous the needs. In
the case of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers,
individual officers of the Corps occasionally
assisted in local disaster relief activities as volun-
teer humanitarian gestures, but the Corps itself
had no official role in disaster assistance until
1882. With their limited numbers fully occupied
with transportation and military engineering
projects across the nation, the Army Engineers
before the Civil War lacked both the substantial
resources and the legal authority necessary to
undertake disaster assistance missions. To under-
stand the origins of Army Engineer involvement
in disaster assistance, it is worthwhile to explore
the earliest federal activities in that regard and
the limitations imposed upon those activities

by constitutional questions and thereby find
principles guiding federal efforts to respond to
emergencies and Army Engineer participation in

those efforts into the twenty-first century.
CTRERLSAET

The French Refugee Bill, 1794

The James Madison and Elias Boudinot debate
of 1794 concerned the first bill proposed in
Congress that touched on the issue of federal
funding for humanitarian purposes. Thousands
of Frenchmen had fled to the United States
during the summer of 1793 to escape the
Haitian revolution, where slaves had risen
against French slaveholders. Penniless and
without skills, many French aristocrats became
public wards, supported by aid from chari-

ties and state and local governments. On New

Year’s Day of 1794, a committee from the state
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of Maryland advised Congress that its state
funds supporting indigent French immigrants
had been exhausted and it petitioned for federal
aid. An investigating committee of the House
of Representatives reported as many as three
thousand Frenchmen were indeed suffering in
America and it recommended that Congress

take appropriate action.’

When Madison and Boudinot stated their
positions on the constitutionality of aid to the
French refugees, Congressman John Nicholas of
Virginia agreed with James Madison in oppos-
ing any federal aid for the refugees, asserting
that for the Congress “to bestow the money of
their constituents on an act of charity, though

it would be extremely laudable, was yet beyond

Artwork by Jacques Frangois Joseph Swebach-Desfontaines depicts citizens
fleeing the city as Cap-Frangais (now Cap-Haitien) burned in 1793.
Bibliotheque Nationale de France

their authority.” Samuel Smith of Maryland dis-
agreed, pointing out the great debt of gratitude
that the United States owed to France and its
people for their assistance during the American
Revolution. James Madison noted that the
United States also owed a large war debt to
France for loans made during the Revolution,
and a payment on that debt would soon fall due.
Shrewdly, he suggested Congress might sidestep
constitutional issues by furnishing the necessary
subsistence to the French refugees and deduct-
ing costs of the subsidy from the next install-

ment due on the war debt.*

Federal Assistance

The French Refugee Bill



This arrangement neatly avoided constitutional
issues and Congress accepted Madison’s solu-
tion. On 12 February 1794 it appropriated
$15,000 to be expended under the direction of
President George Washington for relief of needy
French immigrants and ordered that the sum be
“charged to the debt of the French Republic.”
The president then distributed relief funding to

1,950 penniless refugees in ten states.’

“to bestow the money of their constituents
on an act of charity, though it would

be extremely laudable, was yet beyond
their authority.”

Thus was established a precedent and a pattern
that Congress would follow during subsequent
decades until 1865. When a major disaster
came to the attention of Congress and some of
its members suggested the federal government
should provide disaster relief, other members
commonly argued that constitutional limitations
did not permit federal participation in disaster
recovery activities. Compromise prevailed by
turnishing the desired federal assistance only
under a federal power clearly authorized by the

Constitution.
(e CCA T S e

Library of Congress List

When Congress studied the advisability of
creating an official federal policy on disaster
relief in 1950, it asked the Library of Congress
to conduct a thorough search of federal legisla-
tion enacted since the Republic’s formation

to identify laws that might conceivably be

construed as precedents for disaster relief legisla-
tion. Although Library of Congress researchers
ignored the aid extended to French refugees

in 1794, perhaps because the distress in that
instance did not result from a natural disaster,
they produced a long list of laws that might be
interpreted as precedents for federal intervention

in disaster recovery efforts.®

Prominent on the library’s list were eight laws,
all enacted prior to the Civil War, whose roles

as precedents for federal disaster assistance were
rather questionable. Three of the eight merely
delayed the collection of federal customs taxes at
American port cities damaged by fires—an act
of 1803 allowed an additional year for merchants
who suffered losses in a major fire at Portland,
Maine, to pay their customs taxes without pen-
alty; an act of 1804 granted a similar privilege to
victims of a conflagration at Norfolk, Virginia;
and an act of 1836 allowed a similar extension to

people who lost property in the memorable New

York City fire of 1835.7

Congress debated none of these three acts
because delaying tax collections clearly fell
within federal authority to regulate taxation.
None of the acts contributed funds directly to
disaster relief and recovery, nor did they materi-
ally differ from scores of private bills enacted

in each session of Congress to grant certain
exemptions from the tax laws. Federal power to
engage in disaster relief activities was never at

issue in these cases.

The library’s list of possible precedents also
included a special act of 17 February 1815
permitting citizens who had lost their lands

to the New Madrid, Missouri, earthquake of
1811 (still the greatest earthquake of record on

the North American continent) to take up an
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Inhabitants were forced to flee their homes during the New Madrid earthquake of 1811. State Historical Society of Missouri
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equal amount of acreage from the public lands Venezuela Earthquake’ 1812

without cost. Congress here, however, exercised
its unquestioned authority to dispose Of pubhc The first federal legislation that, taken at face

lands, and it did not debate the bill as a disaster value, may have constituted direct federal

relief measure. If the bill had been presented as disaster relief was an act of May 1812 that

such, President James Madison probably would appropriated $50,000 to purchase provisions

have vetoed it, his opposition to federal disaster for earthquake victims in Venezuela. Yet, other

assistance having been well known since 1794.5 considerations lay behind the enactment of this

charitable measure.

A tremor shook Caracas on the afternoon of 26
March 1812, leveling the city and surround-

The Convent of the Carmelites in Caracas suffered severe damage during the ing towns and killing some twenty thousand

1812 quake and had not been repaired by the time engraver Richardson Cox people. News of the Catastrophe dispatched from
captured the scene in the 1850s.

Courtesy of the National Information Service for Earthquake Engineering,

EERG, University of California, Berkeley the United States in late April, and on 8 May

the American consul in Venezuela arrived in
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Congress authorized President James Madison
to export $50,000 worth of provisions to sustain
the Venezuelans. Madison, who in 1794 had
declared federal disaster assistance unconstitu-
tional, approved the aid extended to Venezuela
without comment even though $50,000 was

a sizeable expenditure in a year when federal
revenues totaled $22.6 million. Indeed, the
emergency supplies sent to Caracas proved to be
the only federal aid given to any foreign disaster

victims prior to the Messina, Italy, earthquake
of 1909.°

Although Congressman John C. Calhoun of
South Carolina supported the 1812 appropria-
tion for disaster relief of Venezuela, he later
commented that he opposed federal involve-
ment in disaster relief activities generally. He
distinguished between foreign aid and domestic
relief. The assistance furnished Venezuela, he
contended, was authorized under federal powers
to make treaties and to conduct foreign rela-
tions, while domestic disaster assistance clearly

was unconstitutional.!”

Official records praised this $50,000 gift
simply as humanitarian assistance, but cir-
cumstantial evidence indicates other motives.
Humanitarianism doubtless had a role in the
measure, but the aid sent to Venezuelans also
involved foreign policy considerations. Led

by Simén Bolivar and Francisco de Miranda,
revolutionaries in 1811 had formed a repub-
lic, making Venezuela one of the first Latin
American nations to declare its independence
from Spain. Both Bolivar and Miranda had
visited the United States prior to 1811 in search
of American support, and Miranda, with
covert American assistance, had undertaken an

abortive attempt to seize control of Venezuela

in 1806."

The Madison administration, with James
Monroe as secretary of state, was favorably dis-
posed toward the new republic, and Americans
generally viewed the Venezuela revolution as a
gratifying emulation of the American Revolu-
tion. The Madison administration wished to
support the Bolivar and Miranda government
but preferred not to recognize its independence
officially because of the baleful effects doing so
might have on American relations with Spain at
a time when the United States was preparing for

war with Great Britain.

The 1812 earthquake had shaken the Bolivar—
Miranda government as well as the Venezuelan
countryside. Collapsing barracks killed or
injured many of the revolutionary troops, and
the quake left the majority of Venezuelans
homeless. The American consul reported that
Spanish royalist priests were depicting the
earthquake as the “chastisement of Heaven,”
and after the quake the royalist forces counter-
attacked. These circumstances strongly suggest
the provisions sent to Venezuela in 1812 were
intended to resupply the revolutionary army and
to help restore public confidence in the Bolivar—

Miranda administration.!

Secretary of State James Monroe sent five ship-
loads of provisions to Venezuela in the charge of
a new American consul with instructions that
specified: “You will not fail to intimate, in suit-
able terms, that this interposition for the relief
of the distressed people of Venezuela is a strong
proof of the friendship and interest which the
United States takes in their welfare.”** The new
consul and the provisions reached Venezuela

in June 1812, and the consul reported the gift
was received with gratitude and made a lasting
impression on the people, many of whom would

have starved without it. A historian of American

Federal Assistance
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diplomatic relations, however, later commented
that the subsidy arrived too late to have the
desired political impact. Before the end of 1812
the royalist forces had driven the republican

government from power."

...the gift was received with gratitude
and made a lasting impression on

the people.

The James Madison administration and
Congress apparently viewed the aid to Venezuela
as an instrument of foreign policy—as a means
of supporting the Bolivar-Miranda government
without embarrassing American relations with
Spain. Again, if the congressional act had been
presented as a disaster assistance program, no
doubt President Madison would have vetoed it.
This early charitable effort therefore cannot be
regarded as a clear precedent for later federal

policies on disaster assistance.
CHERLSAET

Alexandria Fire, 1827

Fifteen years elapsed before Congress took up
another issue pertaining to disaster assistance.
Many members of Congress witnessed the
January 1827 conflagration in Alexandria, now
located in Virginia but then part of the District
of Columbia. Disturbed by the disaster, Senator
William Henry Harrison of Indiana and
Congressman Charles Miner of Pennsylvania
soon introduced resolutions for a $20,000 appro-
priation to succor the seventy families made
homeless by the fire and now suffering severely
from the cold. A major debate ensued in the

House over the power of government to offer

assistance to the victims, and this debate reflects

the congressional attitudes of the time."

Congressman Tristam Burges of Rhode Island
insisted the appropriation for Alexandria should
clearly state that it was limited specifically to
the people of the District of Columbia “so that
sufferers might not be coming to this House for
relief whenever any calamity happened in any
part of the country.” He declared if this were
not made plain in the bill’s wording, he would
oppose it.”” Frank Johnson of Kentucky rose

to declare he would vigorously oppose the bill,
even if its benefits were restricted entirely to
the District of Columbia, because it clearly was

unconstitutional.'®

“When was it ever contended before,” retorted
William Brent of Louisiana, “that Congress
had not the power embraced in this bill? Sir,
the Government has often gone far beyond the
principles of this bill.” As precedents, he men-
tioned the land grant for victims of the 1811

“Sir, the Government has often gone

far beyond the principles of this bill.”

New Madrid earthquake and the $50,000 gift to
Venezuela in 1812." Brent found support from
Thomas Newton of Virginia, who had voted in
1812 to send aid to Venezuela. Newton took the
tloor of the House and read aloud a copy of the
1812 act for aid to Venezuela.?

Andrew Stevenson of Virginia responded that
the act of 1812 was not a precedent: it had been
enacted under the foreign relations powers of
the federal government. Aiding the people of

Alexandria, Stevenson argued, would entail
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“the exercise of a dangerous and unconstitu-
tional power.” If Congress could give aid to
the Alexandrians, he asked, “why may we not
undertake to compensate the inhabitants of
Florida, and Michigan, and Arkansas, for the
ravages of the Indians?” Although Stevenson
recognized the intention of the aid proposed
for Alexandria as benevolent, he warned, “The
liberties of no country were ever overthrown,
that it was not placed to the account of some
supposed good.”*

William Archer of Virginia contended that state
versus federal powers under the Constitution
were not at issue in Alexandria’s case: because
the District of Columbia had no state govern-
ment, the federal government had to act to
alleviate the crisis. He reasoned that to deny the
power to distribute public funds to the District
also denied the power to tax the District and
take funds from its people. James Hamilton

of South Carolina agreed: disaster relief for
Alexandria was merely a municipal function

exercised by Congress.?

Silas Wood of New York and William Drayton
of South Carolina called for broader views

of the subject. The justification for aiding
Alexandria rested not only on Congress’s
special relationship with the District but also
on its constitutional authority to provide for
the nation’s general welfare.?* Drayton main-
tained the Constitution’s general welfare clause
allowed Congress to assist any part of the
United States and any foreign country it wished
whenever a great calamity rendered citizens
helpless and a burden on their communities.

Drayton declared:

But by ministering to their wants—by sup-
plying them with food, clothes, implements

of trade, of husbandry, and habitations, they
would be enabled to provide the means of
their subsistence, and would gradually, by
their labor and exertions, contribute toward
the wealth and defence [sic] of the nation.
Would not money thus expended be for

the general welfare? Before this could be
denied, it must be denied that the prosper-
ity of individuals conduces to the general
welfare of the body politic, of which they are

members.>

After full debate, the House enacted the
$20,000 appropriation for the relief of

“The liberties of no country were ever
overthrown, that it was not placed to the
account of some supposed good. ?

Alexandria’s fire victims by a vote of 109 to

67. Emphasizing the special relationship of
Congress with the District of Columbia in its
discussions, the Senate, by a vote of 27 to 17,
also passed the bill, and President John Adams

signed it into law.?

Despite Congressman Drayton’s eloquent appeal
for a broad interpretation of the Constitution’s
general welfare clause to include disaster assis-
tance, it appears Congress would never have
aided the Alexandria fire victims had not the
town lay within the District of Columbia. The
consensus of Congress then was that disaster
relief was a state government or charitable insti-
tution responsibility, not a federal function. The
proponents of states’ rights, insisting on strict
interpretation of the Constitution, maintained
that the federal government lacked legal author-
ity to dispense funds for disaster assistance, even

in the District of Columbia.

Federal Assistance Alexandria Fire
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The Library of Congress list of disaster relief
precedents strangely included an act of February
1836 authorizing the Army Quartermaster
Corps to distribute emergency rations to set-
tlers driven from their Florida homes by the
Seminole tribe. Although war could qualify as

a disaster, provisioning persons displaced by
war has not generally been considered a disaster
relief measure. Certainly Congress did not
debate the 1836 act as a federal effort to assist

disaster victims.?°

Supplying war refugees who sought safety at
military camps and fortifications was com-
mon but on such a small scale that congres-
sional approval was not sought, nor even
thought necessary. At times, however, the
Army—often through its primary supply

arm, the Quartermaster Department or
Corps—also extended aid to civilians afflicted
by calamities. For example, in 1838, following
a citywide fire, the Quartermasters, without
congressional authority, assisted the residents
of Charleston, South Carolina, by giving them
temporary quarters in Army barracks and har-

bor fortifications.?”

Ships for Disaster Relief, 1847

The last pre—Civil War precedent for federal
disaster assistance came in 1847 when Congress
approved the loan of two American ships to
transport privately-contributed food to famine-
stricken Ireland. As many as a million people
starved in Ireland during the 1840s when a
blight destroyed the potato crop, and another
million fled to the United States. American

charities funded the purchase of emergency

food supplies but needed a means of transport-

ing the food overseas to the Emerald Isle.?®

Congress approved the loan of U.S. Navy ships
to deliver food to Ireland following a public
conflict between the Whig and Democratic
parties over the constitutionality of the mea-
sure. The debate began when Whig Senator
John Crittenden of Kentucky proposed that the
federal government purchase $500,000 worth
of food and send it to Ireland, copying in his
bill the exact wording of the act that had sent
provisions to Venezuela in 1812. Whig lead-
ers evidently hoped thereby to obtain the Irish
vote and embarrass James K. Polk’s Democratic
administration, which opposed federal disaster

assistance.?’

During the Senate debate, Senator John Niles,
Democrat of Connecticut, pointed out that
the federal government had never relieved the
distresses of Americans, and he declared the
Crittenden proposal a “dangerous exercise of
power.” Democratic Senator Arthur Bagby

of Alabama agreed with Niles, denying that
Congress had any constitutional authority to
engage in disaster relief at home or abroad.*
Senator John C. Calhoun of South Carolina
mentioned that he had voted in 1812 to send
aid to Venezuela and that he would vote for the
Irish aid also but solely because both fell under

federal powers to conduct foreign relations.*!

The Crittenden bill appropriating $500,000 for
Irish relief passed the Senate, with voting along
party lines, but died in the House Committee

on Ways and Means. A committee member later
declared the committee had killed the bill to save
President Polk the embarrassment of vetoing it.
Polk had warned he would veto the bill on con-

stitutional grounds if it passed, but he expressed
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his personal sympathy with the Irish plight by
contributing $50 to private Irish aid funds.*

As a substitute for the direct relief proposed by
Senator Crittenden, Congress approved an act
loaning two U.S. Navy ships—the Macedonian
and the Jamestown—to private charities to carry
their contributions overseas. The act required
that the charities purchase new sails and rigging
for the ships and also pay their crews, holding
the government free of operational costs. In the
end, the ships sailed to Ireland and delivered the
vital foodstuffs.*

The 1847 loan of Navy warships set a prec-
edent emulated later in the century. In 1871
Congress sent the U.S. Navy ship Worcester to
France to deliver privately contributed supplies
to starving victims of the Franco—Prussian War.

Another special act of 1880 resembling the

In a drawing by Fitz H. Lane, the Jamestown is leaving Boston in March 1847

bound for Cork, Ireland, on an errand of mercy.

Drawing by Fitz H. Lane; Lane & Scotts, Lithographers.

1847 Irish relief act allowed the antique warship
Constellation to deliver food to Ireland. Still, in
1892 a bill to deliver food aboard the same war-
ship to suffering Russian peasants met defeat

at the hands of such Democrats as William
Jennings Bryan, who still maintained that fed-
eral disaster assistance in any form whatsoever

was unconstitutional .’
e

Observations

The Library of Congress list of disaster relief

legislation also cited three other laws enacted

Federal Assistance Observations
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during the American Civil War and immedi-
ately after as precedents for federal disaster assis-
tance. In two acts in 1864 and 1866, Congress
granted a total of $4,500 to victims of an explo-
sion in the Washington Arsenal, where the
accidental detonation of seventy-five thousand
carbine cartridges killed twenty workers and
wounded scores. These acts perhaps better qual-

ify under the category of employee death and

... whenever a calamity was so great that
private, state, or local resources proved

inadequate, then the federal government
should intervene.

12

disability benefits than disaster relief. A third
act approved payment of $200,000 to victims
of Sioux Indian raids in Minnesota. This 1863
appropriation came from the annuities normally
paid to the tribes, and the law properly belongs

in a category other than disaster relief.%

The legislation mentioned in this chapter was
cited frequently in subsequent congressional
debates as early precedents for federal disaster
assistance, but none of the acts precisely quali-
fied. Instead, the various laws rested upon some
unquestioned federal power such as the power
to regulate taxation, govern the District of
Columbia, or conduct foreign relations. The
prevailing opinion of Congress prior to 1866
held that federal assistance to victims of natural
disasters was probably unconstitutional and
certainly undesirable and that disaster relief
was a responsibility of private charities or

state and local governments. Still, principles

upon which federal policies eventually rested
were first broached early in the nation’s his-
tory. Congressman Elias Boudinot in his 1794
debate with James Madison concisely stated

the case for federal disaster assistance, argu-

ing the Constitution’s general welfare clause
and, indeed, higher moral laws justified federal
contributions to disaster relief and recovery. In
1827 Congressman William Drayton extended
this argument, declaring the criterion for federal
assistance should be the magnitude of the disas-
ter: whenever a calamity was so great that pri-
vate, state, or local resources proved inadequate,
then the federal government should intervene
to restore disaster victims as contributors to the
national community. These principles laid the
foundation of subsequent federal policies on

disaster assistance.

When did the Army Engineers, the Army, and
the Congress initiate federal disaster assistance?
Review of the evidence indicates it was not
before the American Civil War. Constitutional
questions—exacerbated by the political and
sectional divisions that also counted as causes
of that war—prevented the development of a
tederal policy on disaster assistance. In early
American history, Congress sometimes autho-
rized humanitarian aid for disaster victims but
only on grounds of some unquestioned federal
power. In those years, if an Army or engineer
officer supplied food or temporary housing to
disaster victims it was done without congres-
sional authority or funding. As it did to many
aspects of American society and public policy,
the American Civil War changed the federal

approach to disaster relief.

¢ TEDESRATISTTS
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Disaster Relief Origins

n the last year of the American Civil War,

Congress took extraordinary steps to facili-

tate the transition from slavery to freedom
in the erstwhile Confederacy. These efforts saw
the federal government abandon a strict laissez-
faire approach and assume full responsibility for
the welfare of former slaves as they adjusted to
their new status. When a great Mississippi River
flood in 1866 destroyed crops and left thousands
destitute, Congress issued tons of rations to
tlood victims, most of whom were poor former
slaves. This incident established a precedent that
would later open the door to a wider applica-
tion of this principle—that the federal govern-
ment had a responsibility to relieve suffering
in the wake of great disasters. Originally, that
responsibility fell to the Freedmen’s Bureau and
the Army Quartermasters, but another great
Mississippi River flood in 1882 saw Congress
turn to the Army Corps of Engineers.

(e UCA Y e

Portland Fire, 1866

“Now, sir, where is this to stop? What is to be
the line?” asked Senator Lyman Trumbull of
Illinois during an 1866 debate over federal disas-
ter relief. “We have already, at the present ses-
sion of Congress, and since this dreadful fire in
Portland, passed one or two resolutions for the
benefit of the sufferers. We have passed one res-
olution authorizing the furnishing of tents and
other accommodations from the quartermaster’s
department. We have passed another resolution

or bill relieving the parties from the payment of

taxes.” Another senator quickly corrected: “Only
1

suspending the collection of taxes.”
A wind-swept fire had ravaged Portland,
Maine, on the Fourth of July, 1866, destroying
a large section of the community and leaving
twelve thousand people homeless. Congress
quickly responded, authorizing the Treasury
Department to suspend tax collections at
Portland and the quartermaster general to dis-
patch surplus Army clothing, tents, and camp
gear to the homeless. A few days later, however,
when Senator Reverdy Johnson proposed a

$50,000 appropriation to be dispensed to the

“This is a loss by fire such as never occurred

anywhere else. ”?

fire victims by the governor of Maine, Senator

Trumbull thundered his opposition.?

“Sir,” Trumbull declared, “you can hardly take
up a newspaper in the United States that you
will not see an account of a fire somewhere.
Where is the line? Where is the distinction?
If you commence appropriating money to dis-
tressed people who have been burned out, you

cannot stop at Portland!™

“This is a loss by fire such as never occurred
anywhere else,” replied Johnson. “It is a loss,
the sufferings caused by which cannot be pro-
vided for and hardly mitigated, by individual
contributions of citizens of the State in which

it occurred.” As precedents for his proposal,

Disaster Relief Origins Portland Fire

15



The city of Portland, Maine, lay in ruins after the fire on 4 July 1866.

16

Library of Congress, LC-DIG-ppmsca-09960

Johnson recited the land given to New Madrid
earthquake victims in 1811, the aid given
Venezuela in 1812, and the relief supplied to
the homeless after the 1827 Alexandria fire. He
added that the Freedmen’s Bureau Act of 1865
provided millions for the subsistence and educa-
tion of former slaves in the prostrated South,
and he declared this act clearly qualified as a
direct public relief measure. Pointing out that
Senator Trumbull had voted for the Freedmen’s
Bureau Act, he asked why Trumbull could not
also support extending similar assistance to

Portland’s destitute and homeless people.*

Senator Trumbull retorted that the prewar

laws cited by Johnson were not precedents for
tederal legislation on disaster relief. Besides, he
added, the Congress had never been governed
by precedents.’ “I wish such precedents could be
set oftener than they are; they would endear the
Government of the United States to the hearts
of the people,” interrupted Senator Benjamin
Wade, who took the broadest view of the subject.
“Let relief be extended when these great over-
whelming calamities occur,” he said. “Where
they are not so great but that the benevolence

of the surrounding communities can relieve the
sufferers, there the Government does not step
in; but upon a great occasion like this there is no
civilized Government that would withhold its

aid, and I hope of all others ours will not.”
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. .upon a great occasion like this there is no civilized Government

that would withhold its aid.”

The Johnson and Wade argument that the
national government should supply direct

relief to victims when a disaster exceeded the
resources of state and local governments proved
persuasive in the Senate, which enacted the bill
for the relief of Portland. The bill died in the
House, however, and Portland’s homeless had
to be content with a tax suspension and such
emergency supplies as the Army Quartermasters

could deliver.’
6 TEDASUIIETT

Federal Disaster Measures
During Reconstruction

With the states’ rights elements of the national
political parties weakened after the Civil War,
members of Congress who thought disaster
assistance to be constitutional federal power
had a freer hand. Although they seldom

could muster sufficient votes to appropriate
funds for direct disaster relief, their persistent
efforts sometimes carried bills authorizing

the Quartermaster Corps and the Freedmen'’s
Bureau to dispense Army rations, clothing, and

tents to suffering victims of catastrophes.

These measures were especially important

on the Mississippi River where flooding was
frequent and sometimes devastating. For more
than a century, the riparian landowners had
built earthen embankments, or levees, along the
river. These levees served to protect most of the

major basins of the Mississippi valley. Through

the mid-nineteenth century, local landholders
assumed sole responsibility for the construction
and maintenance of levees. In 1849 Louisiana
led a congressional fight to transfer swamp and
overflowed lands from the federal government
to the states of the Mississippi valley, culminat-
ing in the Swamp Land Grants of 1849 and
1850. Generally the states drained these lands
and sold them to individuals. Revenue thus
raised paid for further levee improvements and
encouraged the organization of levee districts
throughout the lower valley. Over time, these
districts acquired substantial authority, but they
still lacked sufficient financing and coordina-
tion, and damaging floods persisted. The Civil
War had disrupted proper levee maintenance
and the Union armies had breached some levees
for military purposes. When a major flood a
year after the war’s end inundated thousands of
acres in the Mississippi delta, destroying crops
and leaving thousands destitute, the Army,
through the Freedmen’s Bureau, issued tons of

rations to flood victims.?

In March 1865 Congress established the
Freedman’s Bureau as a branch of the U.S.
Army for the purpose of providing aid in the
form of education, health care, and employment
to four million destitute and landless former
slaves. Gen. Oliver Otis Howard served as com-
missioner of the bureau throughout its existence;
under him was an extensive hierarchy of assis-
tants and subassistants. Assistant commissioners
headed the bureau’s state-level offices, sup-

ported by staffs that included a superintendent

Disaster Relief Origins
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of education, a traveling inspector, and, during
the early months of the bureau’s activities, a
surgeon-in-chief. Despite the handicaps of inad-
equate funds and poorly trained personnel, the
bureau built hospitals for and gave direct medi-

cal assistance to one million freedmen.’

During the Reconstruction era, several major
tloods covered the delta, and issuing Army
rations to refugees became standard operating
procedure. In the 1867 flood, for instance, the
Freedmen’s Bureau distributed $500,000 worth
of life-sustaining rations to people impoverished
by the flood and the consequent crop failures.
The rations were vital yet spartan: one bushel
of corn and eight pounds of salt pork per per-
son monthly, with children receiving half that
amount. This so-called plantation ration became
the standard issue, and the Army commonly
dispensed it after major floods in the South
until 1913 and perhaps later.!

The Freedmen’s Bureau also issued firewood
and provided free medical care to the refugees.
When Congress authorized it, the bureau dis-
tributed seeds to provide the flood victims with
an opportunity to raise new food crops, replac-
ing the plantings destroyed by the floods. This
simple form of assistance, aimed at restoring
the flood victims self-sufficiency, would later be

classified a “rehabilitation” measure.!!

If Congress, through the Freedmen’s Bureau,
could grant disaster relief to the emancipated
slaves and poor whites of the South, it seemed
logical that it had a similar power in the North
to alleviate the impacts of calamities. In the
northern states, disaster assistance fell to the
Army Quartermaster Corps rather than the
Freedmen’s Bureau. There, Congress approved

quartermaster distribution of rations and tents

to people made homeless by disastrous fires,
not only at Portland, Maine, in 1866, but also
in Michigan and Wisconsin and, in 1871, at
Chicago, Illinois.™

After the great Chicago fire of October 1871,
Lt. Gen. Philip Sheridan, at the request of
Chicago’s mayor, posted troops in the burned
district to prevent looting and ordered that
quartermaster supplies be dispatched to the city.
Maj. D. C. Houston, commanding the Corps of
Engineers Chicago office, lacked the authority
to assist with the fire fight or support the relief
measures; he occupied himself and his staff with
efforts to save Army Engineer property and
records from his office before the fire ruined the

building."

The city of Chicago, in fact, handled disaster
relief, rehabilitation, and reconstruction largely
on its own without federal assistance. Other
than the emergency assistance from Sheridan’s
forces, the sole federal contributions to Chicago’s
recovery were acts of Congress suspending fed-
eral tax collection and remitting import duties

on incoming building materials.™

In 1872 Congress phased out the Freedmen’s
Bureau and its assistance programs in the South
and it began to rely on the Army Quartermaster
Corps for prompt response to disasters in both
the South and the North. In the immediate
postwar years, however, the Corps of Engineers
occupied itself with its traditional duties. In
1867, for example, Corps officers numbered
around one hundred, many of them serving

far from Washington in the engineer offices
responsible for carrying out projects in the

field (the predecessors of Corps districts).
Twelve officers were assigned exclusively to

river and harbor improvements throughout
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During the Chicago fire of 1871, the Corps of Engineers lacked authority to assist in firefighting or relief efforts. The blaze destroyed much of the

business district, including the Piano Manufacturing Building.

the country, as far west as the Pacific coast,

and thirty-nine served in offices that both
constructed coastal and frontier defenses and
improved waterways. The officers relied on a
force of civilian employees—including engi-
neers, mariners, and laborers—to perform the
work required. In the year prior the Corps’ river
and harbor work totaled around $3.5 million for

forty-nine projects and twenty-six surveys. The

National Archives, 59-HB-1

remainder of officers took up various duties—
tive worked on the Great Lakes Survey;
thirteen were with the engineer battalion; and
others served on the staff of military depart-
ments or were detached to other organizations,
such as the Lighthouse Board, the northwest
boundary commission, and the commission
for a Pacific railway.”® Any disaster assistance,

however, rendered by the Army Engineers

Disaster Relief Origins
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before 1882 was strictly unofficial and consisted
largely of volunteer humanitarian efforts by
individual officers. For instance, witness the
case of Lt. Eugene Woodruff.

TERAGLET

Humanitarian Services

by Individuals

He died because too brave to abandon his
post even in the face of a fearful pestilence
and too humane to let his fellow beings per-
ish without giving all the aid in his power to
save them. His name should be cherished,
not only by his many personal friends, but
by the Army, as of one who lived purely,
labored faithfully, and died in the path

of duty.’

Capt. Charles Howell sorrowfully penned this
tribute in 1873 to his deputy in the Corps’ New
Orleans office, Lt. Eugene Woodruff. Howell
had ordered the young officer to supervise the
clearing of a great log raft blocking the Red
River of Louisiana. Capt. Henry Shreve in 1837
had first cleared a path through the log jam

to open river navigation to Texas, but logs and
driftwood had blocked the passage again during

the war and years of neglect.”

Woodruff left his workboats and crew on the
Red River in September 1873 to recruit new
workers at Shreveport, Louisiana, where he
found the city in the grip of a yellow fever epi-
demic. Fearing that he might carry the disease
back to his workers at the raft if he returned, he
elected to stay and tend the sick. He volunteered
his personal services to the Howard Association,
a Louisiana disaster relief charity, and traveled

from house to house, delivering food, medicine,

Lt. Eugene A. Woodruff, Corps of Engineers, lost his life in
1873 while tending the sick during a yellow fever epidemic at
Shreveport, Louisiana. USMA Archives

and good cheer to the sick and dying. While
rendering this service, he contracted the disease
and perished on the last day of September “a
martyr,” according to Shreveport’s newspaper,
“to the blessed cause of charity.”

“His conduct of the great work on which he was
engaged at the time of his death,” said the Corps
of Engineers commander at New Orleans, “will
be a model for all similar undertakings and

the completion of the work a monument to his
memory.” Howell then assigned the responsibil-
ity for finishing the Red River clearance project
to the lieutenant’s brother, George Woodruff.?
Thanks to the lieutenant’s reluctance to carry
yellow fever back to the job, the workers escaped
the epidemic and broke through the log raft the
tollowing November. The Corps subsequently

named a powerful snagboat, built to clear log
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While rendering this service, [Woodruff] contracted the disease
and perished on the last day of September “a martyr to the blessed

cause of charity.”

snags from inland rivers, in tribute to Eugene
Woodruff; and even a century later the people
of Shreveport still cherished the memory of the

lieutenant’s sacrifice.?°

Although tangential to the story of the Corps
of Engineers’ official role in disaster assistance
programs, the unofficial service during disasters
by Corps officers merits mention. Of the several
cases, one as early as 1762 involved a British
army officer who later joined the U.S. Army.
British army engineer Thomas Hutchins issued
relief supplies to American Indians driven

by flooding into Fort Pitt (Pittsburgh) at the
head of the Ohio River. Although the British
royal government had no disaster relief policy,
Hutchins then was responsible for distribut-
ing “presents” to the native tribes allied with
the British against French forces in middle
America. The safe refuge and emergency
supplies Hutchins gave to the flood victims
therefore were considered a normal function

of Hutchins’ mission. During the Revolution,
Hutchins left the British army and joined

the Continental Army in America, where his
expertise was welcomed, and in 1781 Congress
appointed him a Geographer of the United

States.?!

In addition to the disaster relief given by Hutchins
to the Indians, the 1762 flood at Fort Pitt occa-
sioned a study by the British that perhaps qualifies
as the first disaster after-action report written

by Army engineers in America. In it, British

engineers recommended that Fort Pitt either be
relocated to hills above the river’s floodplain or its
buildings raised to place their floors above flood
levels. Modern engineers recognize that these
recommendations constituted floodplain manage-
ment and flood-proofing of buildings. These
protective techniques eventually became standard
means of reducing flood damages, but the British
command did not implement the techniques at
Fort Pitt in 1762 and the fort was nearly destroyed
by an even higher flood in 1763.%

A second highlight of volunteer Army Engineer
initiative during a natural disaster involved

Col. Joseph Swift, the Army’s Chief Engineer
during the War of 1812. Swift left the Army
after the war and accepted employment with

the Corps as a civilian specialist on New York’s
harbor project. When a fire in December 1835
threatened to destroy New York City, Swift
volunteered to stop the spreading flames by
demolishing buildings, thus opening a firebreak.
Planting demolition charges to collapse the
buildings inward without damaging adjacent
buildings, Swift opened a firebreak that brought
the advancing fire to a halt. The city officials
subsequently voted their thanks to Swift for
saving their community from general destruc-
tion. This service had been performed on Swift’s
personal initiative, of course, not as a represen-

tative of the Corps of Engineers.?®
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In 1835 retired Col. Joseph Swift, a Corps employee, acted on his own to create firebreaks and halt the spread of fire in New York City.
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First Official Engineer
Disaster Mission, 1882

In the spring of 1882 virtually the entire
alluvial valley of the Mississippi River below
Cairo, Illinois, was inundated by two flood
waves: the first crested at Cairo on 3 February
and the second on 23 February. These waves
overwhelmed the local levees, causing 284
crevasses (breaks in the earthen levees) with an
aggregate length of more than 56 miles. Indeed,
entire levees were destroyed by the flooding
and thousands of cold and hungry people took
refuge on the hills in the back of the valley.

Library of Congress, LC-DIG-pga-01587

The delivery of emergency supplies to these

refugees in some instances became a matter of
life or death.?*

To relieve the suffering, Congress appropri-
ated $100,000 for quartermaster supplies to be
given to the homeless. Senator George Vest of
Missouri learned, however, that a large portion
of the fund might be consumed by transpor-
tation charges for delivering the supplies to
locations in the valley. Vest then contacted the
owners of steamboats at St. Louis to ask if they
might deliver the relief supplies without charge;
the owners refused but told the senator that the
Army Corps of Engineers had a large fleet of
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workboats stationed at several river ports that

could make the deliveries at low costs.

Indeed, the years following the Civil War had
seen a steady rise in the Corps’ workload, result-
ing in increases to its civilian workforce and
fleet, although the number of officers assigned to
the Corps rose much less dramatically. By 1882
the Corps had approximately 120 officers, many
of whom directed the 371 projects and 135 sur-
veys that comprised $19 million worth of river
and harbor work that year. Approximately 2,900
civilians worked for the Corps of Engineers, only
about 150 of whom were in Washington. That
figure does not include a fluctuating number

of hourly and daily laborers hired directly to
work on specific projects or during particular

seasons. In 1883 some 1,200 such laborers were

on the rolls. The Corps had also developed

into an organization that was truly national in
geographic scope. Its members were involved in
river and harbor improvements and construction
of coastal and border defenses along three coasts,
on the Great Lakes, and on inland rivers most
everywhere but the arid west. The Corps had a
presence there too; officers assigned to the Army
departments, along with their assistants, were
surveying, examining, and mapping the lands

west of the one hundredth meridian.?

Because one of the primary and growing mis-
sions of the Corps was to improve the nation’s

navigable waterways, naturally it maintained a

A levee in Louisiana was breached during the Mississippi River flood of 1882, the
year the Corps officially received its disaster response mission.
Center for Louisiana Studies, University of Louisiana at Lafayette
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large and growing fleet of workboats, officially
referred to as floating plant. The vessels ranged
from large dredges to small skiffs and launches
and included derrick boats, pile drivers, graders,
snagboats (to remove obstructions from the riv-
ers), maneuver boats, tugboats, towboats, light-
ers, concrete mixing plants, and quarterboats

to house workers. Crews on the larger vessels
often consisted of masters, pilots, mates, engi-
neers, watchmen, laborers, clerks, machinists,
cooks, carpenters, blacksmiths, “cabin boys,”
“laundresses,” and “ chamber maids.” In 1883
the Department of the Interior reported that the
Corps (and the Mississippi River Commission)
owned a total of eighty-two “vessels,” a number
that would rise significantly in following years
as the workload assigned to the Corps increased
concomitantly. Ten years later the fleet topped
two hundred. These figures do not include
hundreds of smaller or unmanned craft, such as
scows and barges, that often went uncounted. By
1913, the first year in which the chief of engi-
neers submitted an exhaustive inventory as part
of his annual report, the Corps owned almost
five hundred vessels, a number that tops one
thousand when quarterboats, barges, and small
craft are included. Some of these were stationed
on the west coast, but the majority worked the
rivers in the South and Midwest. The district at
St. Louis, for example, maintained 386 pieces
of floating plant of all types that year, and the
office in Memphis had 156. In contrast, the
districts in Boston, New London, and Newport
operated a combined total of fourteen. Although
the engineer fleet was much smaller in 1882, it
still provided a ready and cost-effective means to

rescue people and deliver relief supplies.*®

Having been reminded of the Corps’ work-
boats, Vest visited the office of Secretary of

War Robert Lincoln on 10 March to meet with
the secretary, the Army’s commissary general,
and Chief of Engineers Maj. Gen. Horatio G.
Wright. Wright agreed that the Corps’ fleet

on the Mississippi could deliver the emergency
rations because, after all, it could not work on
the river-improvement projects until the flooding
had receded. Wright pointed out, however, that
the fleet’s operations were paid from appropria-
tions for river and harbor projects, and therefore
the fleet could not assist in the disaster relief

efforts unless Congress granted the authority.”

Accepting this suggestion, Vest drafted a con-
gressional joint resolution that would make the
Corps’ fleet available for disaster assistance on
the Mississippi. The first resolution of its kind,

it read:

Resolved, ... That the Secretary of War

be authorized in his discretion, to use the
steamers and other boats and vessels belong-
ing to or now employed by the Government
upon the Mississippi River and its tributar-
ies, or as many thereof as may be necessary,
in the transportation and distribution of the
rations and supplies furnished by the United
States, or individuals, to the sufferers by the
recent overflow of said rivers, the expenses
of manning, equipping, and navigating such
steamers and boats to be defrayed out of
any money in the Treasury not otherwise
appropriated, which necessary sum is hereby

appropriated for that purpose.?®

Congress approved Vest’s resolution that same
day and President Chester Arthur immediately
signed it. Wright telegraphed his mobiliza-
tion orders to his field commanders in the
Mississippi valley, directing them to cooperate

fully with the Quartermaster Corps’ commis-
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sary officers to deliver rations vital to the flood

refugees’ survival.?’

Capt. Oswald H. Ernst, the Corps’ engineer
officer at St. Louis, contacted the commander
of the quartermaster depot at St. Louis and
proffered use of the Corps’ steamboat Aniza.
The quartermaster officer accepted the offer,
equipped the Anita with yawls for rescue opera-
tions, loaded the emergency rations, and dis-
patched the boat toward Memphis with orders
to pick refugees off rooftops and threatened
levees and take them to safety while also dis-

pensing food to the hungry.*

Captain, soon to be Major, Alexander
Mackenzie, the Corps commander at Rock
Island, Illinois, sent the snagboat General
Barnard and the towboat Coa/ Bluff to St. Louis
where they were loaded with quartermaster
supplies. The Coa/ Bluff left St. Louis towing
barges carrying 1,689 barrels of cornmeal, 383
boxes of bacon, and seventeen bales of tents.

It delivered these supplies to New Madrid,
Missouri; Memphis, Tennessee; and Helena,
Arkansas, and arrived at Vicksburg, Mississippi,
where the quartermasters released it to return
north for repairs. The General Barnard com-
pleted three trips from St. Louis south, two to
Helena and one to Vicksburg, delivering a total
of 750 tons of relief supplies.® The quarter-
masters also asked the help of the engineer
office at Little Rock, which dispatched the
snagboat C. B. Reese down the Arkansas River
to distribute rations to the hungry along the

lower Mississippi River.*?

All told, the Quartermaster Corps spent

$369,000 assisting one hundred thousand flood
refugees. Of this total, about $15,000 was cred-
ited to the Corps of Engineers for the use of its

boats. These transportation costs were substan-
tially less than the costs of chartering commer-

cial steamboats for similar service.??

The Corps of Engineers’ disaster assistance
mission thus began in support of the Quarter-
master Corps’ ration distribution efforts, and
the decentralized organization of the Corps

of Engineers civil works program yielded an
unexpected bonus for the American taxpayers: it
made available a cadre of trained and equipped
personnel at the field offices who could respond

quickly to widely-dispersed disaster situations.
CEBLHLET

Levees and Work Relief

After the Corps of Engineer workboats left on
their missions of mercy, Congress debated a
new approach to the disaster assistance problem.
In March 1882 Congress considered a resolu-
tion appropriating $150,000 for the relief of
Mississippi River flood victims and extending

to the secretary of war the novel authority “to

“...these people who are receiving the
bounty of the Government, if practicable,
should be employed by the Government, in
order that they may not get the impression
they are to be provided for in the future by
the bounty of the United States.”

expend such part thereof as he may deem advis-
able for labor only on strengthening the levees
of the Mississippi at the points in his discretion,
but he shall only employ persons to whom he is

issuing rations on account of their destitution
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During the nineteenth century, those displaced by floodwaters often camped

on the levees.
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National Archives, 77-MRC-5-71736-058

caused by the floods and overflow of said river
34

and its tributaries.”
Congressman Frank Hiscock of New York
explained to the House that this resolution
would ensure “that these people who are receiv-
ing the bounty of the Government, if practi-
cable, should be employed by the Government,
in order that they may not get the impression
they are to be provided for in the future by the
bounty of the United States.” People displaced
by the floods would be employed by the Corps
of Engineers to repair the broken levees; this
was a plan later labeled “work relief.” When
Congressman Richard Townshend asked that
the work relief program be extended to the Ohio
River, to include restoration of the levee around

Shawneetown, Illinois, Hiscock protested. He

asserted that the former slaves of the South were
wards of the federal government and had special
claims upon it: “There is no more reason that
the State of Illinois and the State of Ohio and
the State of Kentucky should get that aid from
the General Government,” proclaimed Hiscock,
“than there is that my own State of New York
should obtain it when she has her temporary
freshets on the Hudson River and her citizens

suffer thereby.”

George Robinson of Massachusetts complained
that the proposed resolution was an entering
wedge to involve the federal government in
tlood control on the Mississippi River. “We
will give these sufferers food, we will give them
support,” he said, “but let us not pay for labor
on works upon which this Congress has never
entered.” To appease opponents of federal par-
ticipation in flood control work, the resolution

was amended, adding the phrase: “Provided,
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That nothing herein contained shall commit
the United States to the improvement or main-
tenance of the Mississippi River levees.” The
Senate passed this amended resolution, but the
House deleted the section requiring the flood

refugees to work repairing the levee system.*

Later that year opponents of federal involvement
suffered a legislative setback. Congress had
established the Mississippi River Commission
(MRC) a few years earlier in 1879 to develop
plans to remake the Mississippi River into a
dependable commercial artery to support a
young and developing industrial nation. It was
composed of seven members nominated by the
president of the United States and confirmed
by the Senate. Three of the organization’s
members, including its president, were officers
of the Army Corps of Engineers. In its early
years the commission coordinated the activities
of the numerous levee districts up and down the
lower river but did not itself have the author-
ity to build levees or flood control structures.
However, with additional support coming in the
wake of the 1882 floods, the proponents of fed-
eral construction of levees along the Mississippi
carried legislation in August 1882 that granted
the MRC greater latitude to repair and con-
struct levees in light of the recent flood and

the damage it caused. The Corps of Engineers
would execute the work for the commission,
which divided the construction responsibilities
among four districts at ports along the river,
each commanded by a Corps of Engineers offi-
cer. This expansion into federal levee-building
was one of the first cracks in the door toward
eventual federal involvement in flood control,

not fully realized until 1936.%

¢ ARG

The 1884 Flood on the Ohio
and Mississippi

Col. William Merrill, commanding the Corps
office at Cincinnati, stepped into a skiff to
inspect the February 1884 flood on the Ohio
River. He rowed eight blocks through flooded
streets to reach what formerly had been the
riverfront; he then boarded the steamboat Cizy
of Madison, which was moored to a submerged
freight train. Buildings along the Cincinnati

riverfront were entirely submerged.

The City of Madison steamed downriver on

the crest of the flood, and when it reached
Lawrenceburg, Indiana, Merrill was shocked by
what he saw. He returned to his skiff and rowed
into the town. “The highest part of the streets
was ten feet underwater,” he said, “many cot-
tages were wholly submerged, with nothing but
the chimneys visible, and about one half of the
second floors were underwater.”*

Dodging buildings floating in the streets and
guiding his skiff over telephone wires, Merrill
searched out Lawrenceburg’s mayor, who

had asked him to visit the town while it was
tlooded to help plan a levee for flood protec-
tion. After learning the mayor had the town’s
evacuation and care for the homeless in hand,
Merrill resumed his inspection voyage. In his
subsequent report on the Lawrenceburg situa-
tion, Merrill declared the town sorely needed
protection against flooding and a levee should
accomplish that goal. However, the levee would
not benefit river navigation, then the only

type of project approved by Congress for the
Ohio River.¥’

The Valentine’s Day flood of 1884, so remem-

bered because it crested at Cincinnati on that
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day, followed the major Ohio River floods of
1882 and 1883 that set records that stood until
1937. After the 1884 flood Congress received
scores of appeals for disaster assistance, and it

considered a resolution providing $300,000 for

“...many cottages were wholly submerged,
with nothing but the chimneys visible.”

28

relief of the needy in the Ohio valley. Some
members of Congress opposed this relief, argu-
ing that early disaster assistance had gone to
the emancipated slaves of the lower Mississippi
valley, and these were special wards of govern-
ment. Disaster assistance in the Ohio valley

and the North, however, was unprecedented

and unconstitutional. Their opposition failed,
nevertheless, when Congress approved the reso-
lution and also directed the Corps of Engineers
to use its workboats to deliver emergency sup-
plies to flood refugees.*® Officers of the Army
Quartermasters at Pittsburgh and Cincinnati
obtained the necessary relief provisions and
distributed them up and down the Ohio

aboard chartered steamboats and such Corps

of Engineers workboats as the Bee, sent to the
scene from the Corps office at Charleston, West

Virginia."

An interesting aspect of the 1884 flood-relief
campaign was the superb work of Clara Barton
and the American Red Cross in that organiza-
tion’s first flood-related relief mission. Clara

Barton chartered the steamer Josh V. Throop to

Stranded residents of Portsmouth, Ohio, were rescued by boat during the flood of 1884.

Southern Ohio Museum and Ohio Historical Society
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dispense relief supplies along the Ohio from
Pittsburgh to Cairo, Illinois; she also char-

tered the Mattie Belle for similar work on the
Mississippi between St. Louis and New Orleans.
In four months she distributed $175,000 worth
of relief to flood victims, winning national
recognition for her fledgling charitable institu-
tion and launching it as the principal private

charity for disaster relief in the United States.*

Below Cairo the 1884 flood on the Mississippi
River approached the record set in 1882, and
the chief of engineers ordered his field offices
there to cooperate with the Quartermaster
Corps as they had in 1882. Maj. Oswald H.
Ernst at St. Louis turned the steamboat 4. 4.
Humphreys, fully manned, over to the quar-

termasters, who loaded it to the gunnels with

Floodwaters, at their peak, covered the intersection of Second and Elm Streets

in Cincinnati on 14 February 1884.

relief supplies sent to the lower Mississippi val-
ley. Maj. Alexander Mackenzie at Rock Island
dispatched the snagboat General Barnard to

St. Louis, where the quartermasters used it for

emergency services.*

The Corps field officers in 1884 had no
authority to use floating plant for rescue and
relief without prior approval from the chief of
engineers, but as the flood ravaged the lower
Mississippi valley the Corps commander at
Vicksburg, Capt. William Marshall, tele-
graphed the chief to urge immediate steps

to “fish people and stock out of the water.”
Receiving this authority, Marshall sent the
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towboat Vidalia to save people from their refuge
on rooftops, treetops, and levees for delivery to

high ground.*

Col. Amos Stickney at New Orleans reported
that nearby areas had been inundated after
parties of armed men breached the levees. He
inspected the flooded areas, then telegraphed
the chief of engineers that people in the areas,
already impoverished by the 1882 and 1883
floods and resulting crop failures, needed gov-
ernment assistance even to survive. “In giving
general relief there will of course be many cases
of impositions,” Stickney warned, “but this
must be expected in efforts to reach all that are
in need.” On this advice, together with similar
reports from other sources, Congress appropri-
ated an additional $200,000 for flood relief on

the lower Mississippi.*
CERLGIGET

North Carolina Storm, 1884

Shortly after Congress voted relief for flood

refugees, cyclones struck Alabama, Georgia,

“So unexpected, so sudden, so
awful, and so destructive of life
and property...”

and the Carolinas on 19 February 1884, wreak-
ing destruction and killing hundreds of people.
Senators Joseph Brown of Georgia and Matt
Ransom of North Carolina promptly introduced

a bill to aid victims of this disaster.

“So unexpected, so sudden, so awful, and

so destructive of life and property,” declared

Ransom of the storm, that “there are now in
that afflicted district thousands of people with-
out a shelter, without clothing, without food.”
Senator Isham Harris, formerly the Confederate
governor of Tennessee, repeated the position
taken in Congress before the Civil War, declar-
ing: “While my sympathies go out as readily to
those who have suffered by calamities such as
have been described, while I would be as ready
as an individual as any other to the extent of
my little means to aid those sufferers, I cannot
and will not at any time cast my vote in favor

to taking one dollar out of the Treasury for any
such purpose, because I believe that I have no
Constitutional power to do so.”*

The resolution to aid North Carolina went

to the Senate Committee on Appropriations,
which corresponded with the governors of the
affected states. The committee reported on 29
February that it believed the suffering resulting
from the storms was “not of that widespread,
transcendent, and paramount character of
impending ruin which baffles all local, individ-
ual, municipal and State relief and demands for
the preservation of its citizens the Intervention
of the Government.”*

It pleased Ransom that the committee had
merely reported that federal disaster assistance
was not needed in North Carolina, not that such
assistance was unconstitutional. The principle,
he asserted, is that “whenever in the judgment
of Congress there is such widespread distress
and suffering and such imminent and impend-
ing ruin to the people of any section of the
country that local and state aid cannot relieve

it, it is the duty of the Government to save the
lives of their people. In my judgment the power
is unquestioned, but there should be the great-
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“...it is the duty of the Government to save the lives of their people.”

est discretion and an undoubted necessity in

its exercise.”*8

Although states’ rights advocates such as Harris
continued to maintain that disaster assistance
was not a proper federal activity, the 1884
appropriation for relieving Ohio River flood
victims in the North, reinforced by debates on
the southern cyclones, firmly established the
principle that Congress might step in whenever
public distress resulting from a disaster was so
acute and widespread that it exhausted private
and local government resources. Moreover,
disaster assistance was no longer restricted to
those people—such as the emancipated slaves
and residents of the District of Columbia—
with special relationships with the national

government.
TERASGRTT

Charleston Earthquake, 1886

With guidelines for federal disaster assistance
thus emerging, Congress and the executive
branch expanded the role of the Corps of
Engineers in such work. The first non-flood
disaster involving the Corps came after an
earthquake shook Charleston, South Carolina,
on the last day of August 1886, in which forty
people perished. The quake so damaged build-
ings that people feared to enter them and
resume their normal lives and reopen their busi-
nesses. In this emergency, Charleston’s mayor
asked the secretary of war to rush engineers to
the city to survey damages and certify building

safety and thereby restore public confidence.

Charlestonians living in tents could then return
to their buildings before the return of summer

rains.?

“It is to be hoped that the wish expressed in
Charleston for a Government survey of the
houses that have been affected may be gratified,
with no loss of time by means of the official
routine,” editorialized the New York Times.
“The Secretary of War has under his orders a
considerable number of engineers competent to
make such a survey.”*

When Charleston’s mayor agreed to reimburse
the costs of damage surveys, the secretary

of war ordered Capt. William Bixby, of the
Wilmington office, to the stricken city to meet
with Lt. Frederic Abbot, of the Charleston
office, for the survey. Because it was the Corps’
first non-flood disaster mission, the secretary’s

generously broad orders may be of interest:

Representations have been made to the
Dept. that the greatest need in Charleston,
now, is to know what buildings are safe
and what are unsafe, and that their local
Corps of Engineers and Architects is very
small; and in view of this, request has been
made that Officers of the Engineer Corps
be asked to at once advise with the City
Authorities and upon personal examina-
tion, show the people what to do in this
emergency. The President therefore directs
as necessary for the public service that in
addition to your public duties you repair

to Charleston and confer with the Mayor
of Charleston and do whatever lies in your

power as an officer of the Engineer Corps,
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to advise with him in regard to relieving
these afflicted people in this moment of

their great necessity.”

Bixby and Abbot met with the mayor and
accepted appointment to a commission headed
by William Speir, a Treasury Department build-
ing inspector, to inspect the damaged structures,
determine the extent of damages, and report
whether they were safe for occupancy. For this
task, the commission collected a small staff
headed by J. P. Allen, senior civil engineer in the
Corps’ Charleston office.

The commission conducted building inspections
continuously from dawn to dusk each day from
8 to 23 September. They examined some five
thousand buildings, and of this number selected
sixteen hundred for detailed study. They priori-
tized and first inspected federal and municipal
buildings, then hospitals, churches, and fac-
tories, then businesses and residences. They
identified safety hazards and devised means

of correcting them, determining which build-
ings should be demolished and which might be
restored, then delivered their recommendations

to city authorities.

Corps employees surveyed damaged buildings in Charleston after an earthquake struck in 1886. Hundreds of structures, like this brick house,
were severely compromised.
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U.S. Geological Survey, Photograph by J. K. Hillers
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“...do whatever lies in your power as an officer of the Engineer Corps, to
advise with him in regard to relieving these afflicted people in this moment of

their great necessity. ?

The engineers estimated total damages to
Charleston’s buildings at approximately $6
million. In their final report, they proposed
measures for use in reconstruction to mini-
mize building damages in future earthquakes:
Masonry walls should be bonded throughout
their thickness and securely anchored with iron
reinforcing bars to floors, ceilings, and roof tim-
bers; the use of projecting parapets and cornices
should be discontinued; and porches and piazzas
should be firmly anchored to buildings and
adequately supported. No federal assistance was
offered Charleston for its post-disaster recon-
struction, which was left to local authorities and

private enterprise.*?

With the official thanks of the city of
Charleston, the engineers completed their
mission at the end of September and returned
to their civil works duties. These engineers

had performed the first damage survey work
assigned to the Corps, and because the Corps
had substantial structural engineering expertise,
it would receive many similar damage survey

assignments in following decades.

Observations

During the Reconstruction era, Congress
developed the federal policies on disaster assis-
tance that were to prevail into the twenty-first
century. While the states’ rights elements of

political parties continued their prewar opposi-

tion to federal disaster relief, the proponents

of federal action to alleviate national distresses
gradually achieved their goal. The first federal
disaster aid, administered by the Freedmen’s
Bureau, was initially for the benefit of the
emancipated slaves of the South during major
Mississippi River floods. When the Freedmen’s
Bureau closed in 1872, it transferred its disaster
assistance functions to the Army Quartermaster
Corps, which continued providing relief services

well into the twentieth century.

While individual Corps of Engineers’ personnel
often volunteered to assist people during major
disasters, the Corps itself had no official mis-
sion. That mission first came in response to the
Mississippi River flood of 1882 when Congress
drafted the Corps’ floating plant to deliver
emergency supplies to flood refugees. In 1884,
when the Ohio River flooded, Congress for the
first time provided disaster assistance outside the
South—to the states of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois,
Kentucky, and West Virginia—thus establishing
the principle that northern as well as southern
states qualified for federal emergency aid. Then
in 1886 at earthquake-shaken Charleston, South
Carolina, the Corps conducted its first non-
tlood emergency operation when the president
and secretary of war ordered the Corps to assist
municipal officials with damage surveys and
reconstruction studies. Thus was born the disas-
ter assistance mission that has challenged the

Army Engineers since.
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The Corps Builds
A Tradition

n the last decade of the nineteenth century,

the Corps of Engineers developed valuable

expertise in its emergency response mis-
sion and was no longer restricted to providing
tood and supplies and rescuing flood victims
from rooftops. The Johnstown flood of 1889,
for example, gave the Corps of Engineers the
opportunity to apply some of its technical exper-
tise in clearing away a wire-tangled debris mass
lodged against the stone bridge in the down-
town area, and yet another massive Mississippi
River flood in 1890 found engineers tasked with
securing levees in desperate flood fights up and
down the river. These efforts and others were
rewarded with a new resolution in 1896 that
gave the Army Engineers standing authority
to take measures to save life and property from
natural disasters without prior approval from
headquarters. An additional flood fight in 1897
saw the Corps of Engineers establish itself as
the preferred agency for the administration of

disaster relief operations.

Johnstown Flood, 1889

President and Mrs. Benjamin Harrison spent
Sunday, 2 June 1889, with Secretary of War
Redfield Proctor reading the poignant and
shocking dispatches coming from Johnstown,
Pennsylvania. An old earthen dam upstream of
the city had given way on the last day of May,
unleashing a flood wave that caused 2,209 fatal-
ities. The failure of South Fork Dam released a

wave onto already swollen streams that smashed

its way down the Conemaugh valley, ripping
up trees, wiping out villages, and engulfing
entire trains. By the time it reached the city at
the confluence of the Little Conemaugh River
and Stony Creek, a mass of debris was rolling
on its crest. Johnstown was destroyed by what
would become the most deadly river flood in

American history.!

President Harrison was so moved by the

disaster that he presided at a mass meeting in
Washington to collect contributions for the
victims, and he telegraphed the governor of
Pennsylvania to ask what could be done to help.
The governor requested temporary bridges:

all bridges at Johnstown, except a stone bridge
blocked by debris, had been washed out. Lack of
bridges gravely hampered relief efforts, and peo-
ple were unable to learn the fate of relatives and

friends living on opposite sides of the streams.?

Harrison ordered the Corps of Engineers to
Johnstown to install temporary bridges across
the streams. The Corps had one ponton bridge
at the Military Academy at West Point, where
Superintendent John Parke used it to train
cadets. Colonel Parke had a personal interest

in the Johnstown emergency: his nephew and
namesake, John Parke, a summer employee

at the South Fork Dam, had made a historic
horseback ride down the valley to warn that the
dam was failing. Parke the elder had his pontons
(flat boats) aboard a train and on the way to
Johnstown before noon on 4 June. He placed
Lt. John Biddle and a thirty-man detachment
from Company E of the Battalion of Engineers
in charge of the bridge and its placement.’

The Corps Builds A Tradition
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After the 1889 flood at Johnstown, the military established a post on Kernville and Ohio Railroad engineers to erect a tem-
Hill overlooking the devastated city where men could get some rest. . .
g y , g porary trestle bridge over Little Conemaugh,

Library of Congress, LC-USZ62-52432
leaving Stone Creek for Corps attention. Sears

1 . inspected the stream and selected sites for two
Col. William King, commandant of the p

bridges over the creek at points where bridges

Engineer School at Willets Point, New York,
had stood before the flood.*

had surplus Civil War—era pontons in storage

at the school. He loaded the pontons and unas- Because railroad washouts and congestion

sembled bridge trestles onto railroad cars and delayed the arrival of the Corps pontons, Sears

placed them in charge of Capt. Eric Bergland,

had ramps constructed next to the railroad for

who commanded Lieutenants Mason Patrick unloading and a road cut from the tracks down

and Thomas Rees and sixty-nine enlisted men to Stony Creek’s bank. The ramps and road
skilled in bridge construction. were ready when the trains arrived the night

of 7 June, and at dawn the engineers moved

To plan operations and command the mission
plan op ’ the pontons from the cars down the ramps and

the chief of engineers sent Capt. Clinton B. floated them into Stony Creek.:
Sears to Johnstown. Reaching the devastated
city on 5 June, Sears met with Pennsylvania’s Continuing rains kept the creek at a high stage

adjutant general and arranged for Baltimore with swift currents and dangerous floating and
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submerged debris threatening the pontons.

The engineers had left West Point and Willets
Point in such haste that they left behind their
rubber boots and ponchos; moreover, they had
gotten little sleep while aboard the train. Yet,
they disregarded personal discomforts and got
to work in a hurry. On the first day, by 1:30 pm
they had opened a 200-foot bridge wide enough
to carry wagons, and by 5:00 pm the second
bridge, 320-feet long, was in service. In ensuing

days, both bridges carried heavy and constant
traffic.®

The rapid progress and the presence of uni-
formed troops cheered the despondent residents

of Johnstown. In addition, Clara Barton and

the American Red Cross arrived the same day,
bringing medical supplies and provisions. After
dispensing these vital supplies, Barton launched
the Red Cross’s first rehabilitation effort—
building wooden apartment buildings to house

the homeless.”

After their bridges were in service, the engineer
troops erected tent camps nearby and rendered
any minor services requested by local authorities.
Because coordinating the relief efforts of state,

local, and volunteer workers was challenging, a

Capt. Clinton B. Sears of the Corps of Engineers recommended methods for
removing the debris that blocked the river at the only remaining bridge in
Johnstown. Library of Congress, LC-USZ62-79363
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citizens’ committee requested Sears take com-
plete charge of all relief and recovery operations.
Sears refused, later explaining: “As there was

no officially responsible person to back me up,
and, as I was a commissioned officer of the
United States, and in a manner representing

the Secretary of War, such action on my part
might be construed as committing the United
States in a way not intended.” He confined his
activities to furnishing technical advice on the

operations.®

...they disregarded personal discomforts

and got to work in a hurry.

40

By request of Pennsylvania’s adjutant general,
Sears undertook to devise a workable plan for
systematically removing the mountains of debris
and wreckage from the city. After inspecting the
operations and the needs, he prepared a coordi-
nated plan that divided the city’s damage areas
into five districts. He assigned civil engineers,
contractors, and volunteers to each district,
thereby greatly reducing confusion and conflicts

in the disaster area.’

Removing the immense wire-tangled debris
mass lodged against the stone bridge in down-
town Johnstown proved a major challenge.
Blocking the flow of the stream, it contained
human bodies and animal carcasses that
constituted a health hazard. After the bodies
were removed, a private demolition expert,
Arthur Kirk, began blasting the pile apart, but
the resulting detonations broke windows and
cracked walls in the buildings that had survived
the flood, leading to public complaint that
explosives would destroy what the flood had

missed. Observing that the blasting was not
removing the debris, merely changing its loca-
tion, Sears recommended the use of small steam
engines and hoisting derricks, similar to those
used aboard Corps of Engineers snagboats to
clear debris from rivers. Once separated and
stacked on land, the debris could be put to the
torch. Pennsylvania authorities accepted Sears’
plan, obtained the equipment, and soon had
the debris cleared away to open the stream’s
flow.

“As the work was now properly organized and
well in hand,” Sears declared, “I could be of no
further use, and asked for a recall.” Sears and
most of the engineers left Johnstown on 15 June.
Patrick and fifty-three enlisted men remained
behind to construct temporary trestle bridges.
They returned the pontons, no longer needed,
to their depots in early July. The chief of engi-
neers commended the troops for their energetic
work; President Harrison expressed his personal
satisfaction with their services; and the city of
Johnstown presented its public resolution of

gratitude to the Corps."

In this first use of engineer troops for disaster
emergency service, the troops’ primary mission
had been delivering, placing, and maintaining
the temporary bridges, and they performed well.
Although declining to manage the recovery
projects, Sears furnished useful technical assis-
tance for the post-disaster debris removal efforts.
The Red Cross and the Johnstown Relief
Commission conducted the principal relief,
recovery, and rehabilitation programs, expend-
ing $1.8 million in doing so, none of which

came from the federal government.!?

¢ TEDESRAIETTS
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The 1890 Mississippi River
Flood Fight

“It was a very angry looking break,” reported
Capt. Dan Kingman, the MRC district com-
mander at New Orleans, vividly describing the
Morganza levee crevasse in 1890. “The swamp
had not yet filled with water and there was a fall
of several feet right in the throat of the crevasse.
The water dashed in among the trees, which were
trembling and falling, and the noise of the rush-

ing water could be heard for more than a mile.”

Eight years of administration by the Mississippi
River Commission and levee construction by
local organizations led to real progress by 1890
when a flood surpassed all crest records on the
Mississippi below the mouth of the Arkansas
River. The lower Mississippi River levee system
had been breached at 284 places during the
1882 flood, 224 places in 1883, 204 places in
1884, but only 23 places in 1890, when the river
continued at flood stages longer than during the

earlier floods.™

On 1 March 1890 the Army’s chief signal

officer, then in charge of weather forecasting,

Both convict and paid laborers worked with wheelbarrows to close the crevasse
in the Morganza levee south of 0ld River, Louisiana, during the flood of 1890.
Mississippi River Commission

warned that the coming flood would exceed the
records set in 1882 on the lower Mississippi. He
estimated the flood would force the evacuation
of ninety thousand people, and he warned that
loss of life was probable. The Corps had only
$8,701 left in its flood emergency budget, and
the Mississippi River Commission appealed

to Congress for an early and adequate emer-
gency appropriation for the coming flood fight.
Congress obliged.”

“The water dashed in among the trees,
which were trembling and falling, and the
noise of the rushing water could be heard
for more than a mile.”

Capt. Willard Young and Senior Civil Engineer
Arthur Hider fought the flood from Mempbhis.
They stationed the steamboats Emma Etheridge,

Osceola, and Vidalia with double crews at
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strategic points along the river to conduct rescue
operations and deliver flood-fight materials
where needed. The local levee districts supplied
the labor, and the government furnished the
materials: 440,000 sandbags, 35,700 pounds

of bagging, 2,520 pounds twine, and 470,000
board feet of lumber.

The engineers planned and supervised the
action. Laborers topped the levees with sand-
bags laid in tiers. Brush topped with sandbags
checked the sloughs (erosion points) on the
back sides of levees, and seepage was slowed by
dumping loose earth or placing canvas weighted
with sandbags on the river side of the levees.
Where bank caving threatened, the engineers
directed the construction of dikes to deflect
river currents: workers drove wooden piles ten
feet apart and tied the piling together with wire
cables, laid willows and brush against the cables,
and dropped sacks of earth behind the brush.'

“Had it not been for the very energetic and

bheroic work.. .the o‘veiyqow would have

been much more general and disastrous. ”?

4

As the flood crest approached, the first break in
the levee system came at Opossum Fork north of
Arkansas City where twenty-five desperate men
armed with Winchesters drove away the levee’s
guards and deliberately breached the levee, inun-
dating two Arkansas counties. These villains
hoped thereby to relieve pressure on the down-
stream levees that protected their own homes
and farms. Other crevasses, caused chiefly by

foundation weaknesses, then followed."”

“Had it not been for the very energetic and

heroic work of the several State levee organiza-

tions,” commented Young, “supplemented by
the timely and liberal assistance rendered by the
General Government, a very considerable por-
tion of the levee line would have been breached,
and the overflow would have been much more
general and disastrous.” At points the flood
climbed fully two feet up the side of the sand-

bags stacked on the levee crown.'®

A labor shortage hampered the flood fight near
Memphis. For example, at one crevasse Hider
could not recruit the workers needed to close
the gap, even though the levee and the Corps of
Engineers quarterboats were crowded with male
refugees fished out of the flood. “They are an
improvident set of people,” complained Hider,
“and should the U.S. begin issuing rations, it
would utterly demoralize the labor and do more
harm than good at present.”*’

Eventually the Corps found 