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The Birth of Agnes

Tourists who were taking pictures of the Mayan pyramids and
temples at Chichen Itza in Yucatan held their light meters high in
the pouring rain. After all, they had come a long way to see these
treasures of a civilization that had disappeared long ago when the
conquistadors conquered Mexico. Others took a quick look and
returned to the Mayaland Hotel where they drank Mexican beer
until the cars could take them on the long wet drive back to the
ship which was scheduled to sail from Progreso that evening of
June 14, 1972.

The following day, reports of a weather disturbance over
Yucatan seemed to be sufficiently suspicious to the National
Hurricane Center in Miami, Fla., to warrant dispatching a plane to
look it over. The disturbance increased in intensity and Hurricane
Hunters were directed to keep a plane in the rainstorm at all times
until further notice. The planes, with their intricate electronic
equipment, kept the Hurricane Center informed of the conditions
and changes of the tropical depression that seemed to be building

up.

June 16 was another of those depressing rainy days in Sunbury,
Pa. The woman in the white house rocked and complained to her
neighbor, as usual, about the Government.

‘“We used to be able to sit out on the porch and watch our
beautiful Susquehanna River. And then those Government people
came along and cut off our view with that big pile of dirt and, as if
that wasn’t bad enough, they put that big concrete wall on top of
all that. Can’t see a thing any more. When | wrote to Harrisburg
about it they told me to tell the Army Engineers. Now if they
don’t come along and take it down, |’ll go to the President himself.
‘Flood control’ they call it! Why, the biggest flood we've ever had
here was almost a quarter of a century ago and even then the
water never came anywhere near this house!”’

At about the same time, the husband of a reporter in Wellsville,
N.Y., grumbled to his wife. ‘“Now here’s an absurd editorial in
your paper. It tells about hurricane preparations. Everybody
knows things like that don‘t happen here.”’

“Tell you what,’’ a young Government economist said to his wife.
““Next Wednesday I’ll take you out to Olney. We'll have dinner at
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A hundred tiny fountains suddenly appeared in the front yard
of a house in Wilkes-Barre. It was “mine water” from an
abandoned shaft underneath, and the pressure of the floodwaters
forced the mine water through any small openings in the yard.

The first floor of the Wyeth Museum at Chadds Ford, Pa., was
flooded when Brandywine Creek overflowed. Museum officials
hauled over $2.5 million worth of paintings to the second floor
where they were safe from the rising waters. A museum
spokesman said he saw ‘‘fish and frogs swimming outside the
museum windows."”’

A Wilkes-Barre fire fighter who was stationed just outside the
flood area was called home by his wife as the flood waters rose.
When he arrived he saw his garage, with his car inside, and a large

tree next to the garage disappear into the ground. The waters had
opened an empty mine shaft which literally swallowed his garage
and the tree. His wife was saved.

The Baltimore District Engineer, an Army officer in charge of
the area where the greatest flooding was taking place, left his
home south of Baltimore to rush to the District headquarters. The
routes he normally could have taken were either flooded out or so
jammed with traffic that he was unable to get through. His
deputy, who had managed to get to the headquarters, kept in
touch with him by radiotelephone and informed him of possible
routes that were still open. He reached Curtis Bay, where the
Patapsco River meets Chesapeake Bay, and boarded the Corps of
Engineers patrol boat, Choptank, which took him to Ft. McHenry.
He arrived at the Engineer offices in Baltimore at 1:30 P.M. after a
six-hour trip that would ordinarily have taken less than an hour.
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“We need more men at the dike to fill sandbags. Bring shovels
and trucks if you can.”

*’Cut off any electrical appliances.”

*Shut off the gas.”’

“’Bring anything that will hold sand.”

“Police are monitoring all evacuation routes.”

A York family was separated by the flood. The mother and
father couldn’t get to their five children waiting for them at their
summer cottage a few miles from town. The cottage was normally
several hundred feet from Conewago Creek, but the water was
now within 50 feet of the house. The oldest boy, 15, kept in
touch with his parents by telephone until the lines went out. A
neighbor, also stranded, joined them with her three children.
Another neighbor offered to let the 15-year-old drive her car to
safety. She planned to stay and climb a hill, if necessary. ““But |
never drove a car,”” he protested. ““You will now.”” The boy, eight
passengers, and two dogs packed themselves into the car. The
advice from his passengers was deafening. The water was eating
away the road in many places as they lurched along trying to find
higher ground. A bridge almost collapsed under them. Finally they
spotted a house on high ground and turned in — safely.

Next year, when he is 16, he plans to take his driver’s test.

An official of the State of Pennsylvania, after talking with
people who had suffered extreme flood damage, commented,
“Today they are too busy for tears.”

The flood hit owners of new and used car lots exceptionally
hard throughout the area. Their inventories of cars were outdoors
and usually on the flatlands near the rivers. One dealer alone, in
Kingston, Pa., lost about 375 vehicles and all his records. His
estimated damage amounted to $1.5 million.
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When ‘“‘the waters returned from off the earth” they were
replaced by that very best in people that surfaces when disasters
occur. People helped people. The work was not glamorous, it was
not fun. It was work — dirty, backbreaking work. People couldn’t
do it alone.

The enemy was no longer Agnes — she had gone.

First, neighbors helped each other and then the volunteers and
organized relief parties came and filled the immediate needs of
providing shelter, food, and the thousands of things that individ-
uals couldn’t get for themselves. Churches, schools, and other large
public and private buildings housed the homeless. Disaster centers
were set up to supply the relief workers with the tools and
equipment they needed and to coordinate the efforts of those who
came to help. Medicines arrived and people were inoculated to
protect them from the contamination that was everywhere. A
farmer from Roscoe, N.Y., made repeated trips to the flood area
with his tank truck filled with artesian well water; and he was not
the only one. Everybody pitched in to help.

The people started slowly returning to their ruined homes,
places of business, and mud and debris.

What do you do when you have to remove three feet of mud
from the first floor of your home? First you look for a shovel and,
if you are lucky, you find one. Mud is too heavy and elusive to
shovel around very well so you try to find a pail, but the pails have
been washed away or buried. Eventually you find one.

You reach through a blown-out window and probe with your
shovel to find out if the floor is still there under the mud. It is. So
you climb through the window and slide into the muck and feel it



ooze up your legs inside of your trousers. It's hard to move
around, so you stay close to the window in case you slip while you
are working. You try scooping up the mud with the bucket and
that works pretty well for a while but you try the shovel again.
You keep shoveling and scooping and start counting to see how
many scoops it takes to make the level on the wall drop an inch. It
takes a lot of them. At least it's better than what an Army officer
saw when he came across a group of boys and girls at 2:00 A.M.
scooping mud out of a house with their bare hands.

It's too bad your front door opens inward because if it didn't
you could open it and shove the mud out the door. So you
concentrate on working on the mud near the door. Eventually you
are able to move it slightly. A neighbor pushes while you shovel
and finally the mud starts to pour out. You go to your neighbor’s
house and help him do the same thing.

While you are shoveling you strike something solid. It turns out
to be the sofa that was a wedding anniversary present you and
your wife gave each other last year. Your shovel catches on
something on the floor — the rug. You keep moving the mud
toward the door. The mud curls around the sides of the shovel and
seems to go right back where it was.

The garden hose is still hooked up, but strung out fifty feet
along under the mud. You unearth it and turn on the water. It
works. You try to move the mud out of the house hydraulically.

Finally most of the mud is outside and you start throwing out
your furniture because it can never be used again. Everything is

Picliing up the Pieces

heavy with mud. The piano will have to wait until you can get
help and so will the upholstered furniture because it is so weighted
down with mud. You throw out treasured books, smaller pieces of
furniture, and the television set. (You spotted the television early
on because the rabbit ears protruded from the muck.) You find a
folder in the broken desk with your valuable papers in it. You take
it upstairs and spread the papers out on a bed to dry. Maybe
they’ll dry out enough so you can clean them off and read them.
There's that antique chess table with the marquetry inlay. You
picked it up cheap at an auction and spent one entire winter
refinishing it. You find two legs and a couple of pieces of the
inlay. The rest is gone. You keep on working.

A car pulls up front and two men and two women get out. They
are bringing shovels, buckets, brooms, mops, and brushes. They
tell you they are Mennonites. They and about 250 other members
of their religious group have driven 85 miles to get here.

“It's only a little bit . . . something we can do to help.”

The men shovel the muck and move the furniture out. The
women shovel, mop, and scrub. The floors have a concrete-like
patina that must be removed and it’s heavy, hard work. When you
see how warped the floors are, you wonder if it’s all worth it. The
Mennonites clean things up as best they can and move on to your
neighbor’s house.

You hear them say, ‘“We’re from the Mennonite Disaster Service
and we'd like to help.”

You sit down on the scrubbed stairs and, for the first time, you
weep.

After a minute you stand up and get back to work.
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After the waters had gone down, the Erie Lackawanna Railway
appraised the damage that had been done to its tracks and bridges.
The destruction was so severe that they found they would be
unable to repair the damage and announced that the line would
have to go into bankruptcy. The Erie Lackawanna, the 12th
largest in the country, was formed several years ago by a merger of
two companies each more than 100 years old.

Coast Guard personnel, meanwhile, were working to contain the
oil spill that had broken out at Phoenixville, Pa., and was moving
steadily down the Schuylkill River. With the help of the
Environmental Protection Agency and the Army Engineers, they
used straw, vacuum trucks, and filter fences to pick up the oil and
prevent it from entering the water supplies of the communities
along the river. Trees and shrubbery had to be destroyed because
the oily muck extended as high as 20 feet above the banks of the
river. |f the damaged vegetation had not been removed, the river
would have been polluted for years to come. Much of the oily
debris was burned. (It wasn’t hard to get special permission from
the Environmental Protection Agency and State and Federal
pollution authorities for the burning.)

At Whitney Point Lake, north of Binghamton, N.Y., the
Engineers had built a flood control lake many years ago to protect

Binghamton and the other cities downriver. Two Corps of
Engineers civilian employees were checking the swollen lake and
the recreational area surrounding it to find out if any damage had
been done. The earthen dam had held, but as they circled it their
helicopter hit a power line. Both men were killed.

The progress that was being made to bring the land back to life
was inspiring. People were working together, helping and encour-
aging each other. They found that the big impersonal Government
agencies had hearts after all and worked with a minimum of red
tape — frequently with none at all. Federal, State, and independ-
ent organizations cooperated smoothly and helped each other with
their problems.

Morale was surprisingly high. One observer thought people were
covering their sadness with good humor. Like the Army trucks,
many homes flew flags. “Not,”” as one citizen put it, “’‘because we
have suddenly become patriotic. It's more a way of showing that
we won'’t surrender or give up. We'll stay here and rebuild.”

In an incredibly short time the roads could be used again and
many bridges had been replaced with temporary ones. Most of the
dikes had been shored up. But the work of making permanent
repairs would continue for a long time.

Refugees in temporary quarters wanted to get back or locate in
more livable surroundings. They all wanted to return to their
homes, or at least to a permanent place, as soon as they could.
They needed money to rebuild, but only a very few had flood
insurance. Everyone wanted to return to a life that might
approximate that which Agnes had so cruelly destroyed.

The lady in Sunbury, one of a group that had been protesting
the floodwall that cut off their view of the river, sat on the front
porch of her house. It had been undamaged by the flood. She
smiled as she looked at the concrete wall that had been added to
the top of the earthen dike. A spray-painted graffito in big bold
letters read: WE LOVE YOU, WALL.
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went on around-the-clock shifts. Early summer is a difficult time
to get them because it is the peak of the mobile home season and
most had been sold or spoken for even before them came off the
assembly line.

The Corps of Engineers was assigned the job of building trailer
parks and “pads’” with the necessary utilities available to each
unit. First, along with State and local officials, they had to locate
a site, which might be a golf course, an athletic field, a park, or
any other open and available space.

After a site was located, they had to make a design so that the
trailers would have water, sewers, gas, and electricity. They also
had to allow adequate open space around each home. The Corps
was, in effect, building instant communities. One architectural
firm, under contract to the Engineers, designed a complete trailer
community in ten days; twelve architects worked 17 hours a day
to finish it. As soon as the plans for a community were accepted,
other contractors would start cleaning debris away, digging ditches
for utilities, laying pipes and stringing cables, and grading the area
for proper drainage. Many times the Engineers gave prospective
bidders for these projects only two days to prepare their bids so
that the pads would be ready as soon as possible. In a short time

the Corps of Engineers was turning over more than a thousand
trailer pads a week to HUD.

In order to expedite the delivery of the mobile homes, the
Federal Highway Administration asked 35 states to relax their
traffic laws. Most states, because of the width of mobile homes,
limit their movement to certain days of the week and only during
specific hours of those days. The need for housing took
precedence over the discomfort of other highway users so that the
refugees could be housed as soon as possible.

Not all the mobile homes were set up in parks. Whenever it was
possible, they were delivered to the driveways of wrecked homes
so that the owner could work on his house while he lived in his
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Business places were slowly reopening. Their stocks were sorely
depleted but there was a doggedness about not accepting defeat
that kept them going. Small stores, particularly, made the best of
whatever they had and posted signs, some humorous and others
grim, telling the world that they were back in business again.

The presidents of four bankrupt railroads told Congress that the
flood had destroyed 4,400 freight cars and 1,400 locomotives. The
Erie Lackawanna lost 395 miles of track, 186 miles of it main line
roadbed; the Lehigh Valley Railroad said it would be two or three
years before service could be restored; Penn Central lost six arches
of their great bridge that spanned the Susquehanna at Harrisburg;
and the Reading wouldn’t be able to meet its payroll — it is a
commuter line that also links five regional freight lines.

Because of the many Government agencies and private organiza-
tions involved in helping the sufferers, the resident who needed
help, particularly if he was a homeowner, found himself confused
and ensnared in red tape. Recognizing this, the Office of
Emergency Preparedness established ““one-stop’’ disaster assistance
centers manned by Federal, State, and charitable institution
representatives. Their job was to explain to people what aid was
available, from whom, and how to go about getting it. Following
the immediate disaster relief actions of life saving, the President
directed his personal representative to go to the Wilkes-Barre area

to coordinate all the recovery programs of the Federal agencies.
The arrival of the President’s representative gave central and
positive direction to the Federal efforts. Red tape and duplication
of effort were eliminated. The work of relief and rehabilitation
became far more effective and direct.

The cities and towns were beginning to return to life. The Corps
of Engineers was soon able to stop the free bus service it had been
providing and turn the job back to the city transit systems. About
a hundred officers from Fort Belvoir, in Virginia, who were taking
the Advanced Engineer Course and had been sent to the flood area
to reinforce the Army Engineers already on the job, returned to
their studies.

People in many flooded areas noticed that the Corps was
digging small holes in the streets all over town. The gas mains and
utility conduits had to be drained of water before normal service
could be restored.

As the piles of debris and junk grew higher and higher, rats and
insects were attracted and some of the mosquitoes were identified
as species that were capable of carrying a form of sleeping
sickness. Areas were sprayed with non-toxic chemicals and no
outbreaks of the disease were reported.
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Chesapeake Bay is a giant estuary and the balance of any
estuary is delicate. An overabundance of nutrients in the waters
leading into the bay encourages the growth of algae which use up
the oxygen. It follows that there is then less oxygen to support the
fish, clams, and oysters that are the economic lifeblood of many
people who live by the bay. So much effluent, debris, and other
foreign matter poured down the rivers that the bay received about
a three-year load of nutrients.

Even more importantly, Agnes put too much fresh water into
the Chesapeake Bay in one gigantic rush. The salinity of the bay,
as in all estuaries, varies from winter to summer and from the
surface to the deeper parts. The animal and plant organisms have
adjusted to these changes, but many are unable to survive if the
change of salt content is drastic. The billions of gallons of fresh
water pouring into the bay during Agnes killed many organisms
that must have a certain amount of salt to survive. If the flow of
water had been controlled, this drastic change would not have
been devastating to the marine life. Life, formerly so abundant in
Chesapeake Bay, has been adversely affected.

Many watermen who have made their living gathering oysters
and clams were unable to stay in business. The natural wildlife of
the estuaries has changed because many of the living links in the
food chain have disappeared.

The ecological disaster was caused by nature, not by man. At
some future time the water management programs that are now
planned will have been completed and the Chesapeake Bay will be
able to withstand the onslaughts of nature without having either
the ecological or the economic balance upset. There must be
mutual planning between the ecologists who are interested in the
preservation and conservation of the ecosystem and the people
who want to survive.

Let’s summarize what didn‘t happen in 1972. The greatest flood
that Pittsburgh ever had would have occurred — but it didn't.
Outside of the eastern seaboard the Missouri River would have
had its most devastating flood — but it didn't. The Columbia River
would also have had its greatest flood — but it didn't. Why?
Because flood control measures were working. The water was
stored upstream and released at sensible rates. Little damage was
done.

The worst damage Agnes wrought was at Wilkes-Barre, although
it was equally horrifying throughout the flooded area. Four major
water storage projects to protect Wilkes-Barre were completed —
fourteen have been planned. If the entire system had been
completed, as planned, the story of Agnes at Wilkes-Barre would
have been different.

Not too many years from now, if the water management
projects are completed, a storm like Agnes should have little
effect.

And then there will be no “’story of Agnes.”
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