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The Great Flood
Twerty~seven scu=are miles of Louisville - three
fourths of 1ts corrporats G%S$é¥ - and sixty-five scuare miles of

its surroundizg county, Jeffersonvillefi were drowed berneath the
raging waters of the Ohio River in the last weeks of January, 1937.
There has never beeen 1in recorded history another flood like 1it, The
Ohlo was out of 1ts Yanks for twenty-three days, In many sections
Louisville lay under fifwReen to twenty feet of water,

The rains began in late Decemver, 1935, and taey
continued almost without let-up until the end of Jsouary. In Louilsville

Tws handivd omd Tl TR owsSina
the rainf2ll me-sured 19.17 inches. 2%9;0666 people fled thelr river~
invaded houses by trucks, boats, mules snd wagons, horses and buggles ,
cars, and on footi? refugee camps, mostly in churches ard schools. Here
for two weeks or more they wailted without lishts, which meant no radio,
of course, without heat, phones, 4 change of clothes, and two hours
a day of muddy water, ,ﬁ}o‘%%%etQ% %l%?%ltimﬂte Yelght and recede
enough for them %o return home, Many hundreds of them reached out of
seco~dwmstory windows #mx to get thelr food from supoly boats.
Mark left our howe in Prospect, a tiny village

twelve miles from Louisville on the old Cincinnattl highway(: at noon
on Sunday, January 24th, and did not return until Februzry 4th. Though

the Ohio that Sunday had not reached thne qurier: {933331 and Tlmes
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,/\~,\building, four blocks from the river, W-rk could not navigate
the many dowﬁ:}own s‘reets alre~dy under water. He had to leave the
car at the Unlversity of Louilsville, 2t le=st two miles from the Ohio,
and thumb 2 riie on a passing truck. About twenty other edltors and
reporters of the two papergigzde it to the officejﬁtca+ though Mark
never unierstood now they did 1t. They scrounged cots and plankets and
made tne vaper their nome for the next ten days.

Mark, Barrx)and Lisle were able to get one rooi at the
Seelbaqgc_tdg nlocks away, All the olaer rooms Were taken by refugees.
They occupied tne room for a few hours durilng the day; Miss Emily
Overman, Judge Singham's secretary, and two other of the papers'
employees occupled 1t at night.

Mark devoted his energiles to cetting out the paper under
the most adverse circumstances imaginablgﬂq Barry volunteered uls
services to WHAS, the papers' radio stztion located in the s~me
building. At first the papefs were publiehed in ine Louisville

plant, but '
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soon t-e flood spilled 1550 yer Jppseme. b of the building snd VA

knocked ou%i hge§?5§§8§§ ﬂ%%_ He gi%the publising operation to

the newspsper onlant of Shelbyville, gnproximztely twenty-five

miles away on the only nishw2y still open out of Lossville. Two
editlors were published therej then the operatiowns were moved to the
pl=nt of the Leximgton paper. At first four pages WETreE published, then
two =nd, firally ,only one. There were no ~dverticements, of course,
and no natlonal nor irternationl news. Just flood news. The Dp2pers
were delivered by trucks to the refugee cgg; and other dry spots.
Marlt ale=¥8 boasted they never missed an edition.

Withe news space so limited, many of the editors- znd

reporters had time on their n2nds and volunteered their services to

Ataff of WHAS was overwhelmed., They sent out the first flood warngz

1né§&hursday afternoon, January 21st, and tre
eight oAt W

for 188 Whgursé.During those sexerm daysflackling four hours, they

continued unceasingly

sent out 115,000 messages.

- ‘ N
Credo H-rris, tne maﬁéer of WHAS » at the time, wrote ad-,

miringly of the Job the station did in his book, MICROPHONE

MEMQIRS.: “"These 2ssist=nts %;ur;eriﬂournal and Times peopl added
» _ i =)

to our own forc%)settled down at {gorrowg desis, receiveaénd typed

emergency messages which were telephoned in nour after hour,.Over

other desks these bulletins were passed for editin%4r watcaing for

duplications, for sorething ambiguousf? violent or otherwilse 1@2

" -~
proper. Then in an un%%errupted stream they went to the microphone. "

Spift after shift, throush seeningly endless v

they typed urgent calls for helpﬂﬁith cold, behpmbed fingers,
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Thoush thesze workers M WHAS™ sdudies prepared the messages,

were not brozdcast frbm WeHAS. The Louisville ststion
‘U)—Q/.c.u
had no vnower, On that omirous Sunday afternoonlﬂﬁ?ébarrived 2% the
T RO S
office, the Electric Company (the Courier =Jourral =nd Times and
WHAS 1t could furnish them no power after 8@'clock that evening. That %D

P e thase exdansered by hizh water "nd TES rifugee worliy
meant the radic station, € only means of communication}G“Would be aff

the air, fﬁrxﬁ}reaiy the telephones in many sectlors were s reEdy

flooded out.
o
Immediately WHAS beszan brozdcasting ple=s for li&eneners
to salvage their automobile battery sets so they would help receive =nd
spread relief instructions.
Simultaneously, WHAS organizeéﬁ,by means of teletype, The
Volunteer Intercity Network for Flood Relief in the Onio Valley., It
2 was compgged tg/ WSM 1n Nashville, to t %ébuth; WFEM, indianapolis, to the
north,; WLAP, Lexington, to serve tne Blue Grass arez ; *nd WCKY, Covington,
Kentucky, tdthe %1sti. Those thous-nds and thoussnis of calls, "Send a
boat," didn't core fro%%ouisville atFll; they came frow one of those
neighﬁoring towns that sacrificed their advertising spots to send them.
On Moaday, Januzry 25t
ﬁ?ffﬂ@§§“EHTTETEE%EEEE%;;t of the flood still two days off
and much of the city already lnundated, CBS =:d NBC, the only two national
networks then in'existence, Jolned in the Volunteer Intercity Network to
blanket the United States sand Canada with calls for help; Even the British
Broadcasting System came in,;?;%éequently other foreign networks, which

tled together approxim=tely 5,000 shortz=w:ve st-tions taroughouttthe world,

It was the largest number of stations, tled together in thekistory of radiqw
with all their informzstion emenating from the cyndlelit =#8® studios of :

WHAS .
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Special telepho € lines were instnlled 1o the WHAS'Z
studios to keep them in constant touch wlih Clty Hally the
Mayor's Committee, which Mayor Neville Miller had Eg;giiég% organized

Office, the Police, the Red Cross and the Relief Centers. Added to
these were elghteen trunk lines 1into the Qgggigzjﬂgggggl and Times
switchboard.

Thourh,"Send 2 bozat," was the call that sounded most fr{?
gunetly those harrowing days, there were a wide variety of othe;%’
"paralyzed woman 80 years old. Send Boat immedintelt to..ﬁ'%Send boa;{

South 45 street, Child desperstely 111." "City H21l calli-g. 50

A\

children mesrooned at ...church.”5dyﬂurry."‘"Atteniion police cars. In A

Sh

£

szpe man with revolver at Eleventﬁ 2nd Wainu%ﬁ "Seven people marooned
on housetop on Lower River Rozd..." "Attention Dr. Holmes =t Carroltony
Kentucky. Plane leavihg with vaccine. Be om look™But. Landing cannot be
effected. Will drop véccine from plane." "Woman in throes of chilig
birth. Rush boat = and doctor, &f possiﬁlé....."

The woman needing a boat and doctor wasn't Mary Bingham, the
wife of Barry, but it could have well been. Mary went into laboﬁ} on
the night of January 23rd and Barry h:d the most horremdous time, getting
her to é@é hospital. The River Road, which they normally would have
travelled was many feet under water, so Barry triled a little dirt
road thst snaked out the back way over high ground. 3ut the flimsy
little bridge that cross&d(gfrgg on the road»y%s washed out. For agonlzing
moments 1t seemed as 1f Mary would hsve the baby right there on the
dirt road. However, Barry got two bokrds across the stream ~nd he drove
on. It was to kndg availl, Every road to the Norto: HOQpital)where the

L]
doctor was sucposed to be walting y was barricaded. Hi\h water everyj
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Hi&hwéter' "Maybe he could re ch the Baptist Hospitalgdd—w=s on a hill,
out of the flooded down town area, He reached 1t. And so, of course,dild

Mary. But she didn't reach the dellvery room. 74
"You can s=y the baby w-g bgrn in the elevator, ¥ Barry s2id

dramstically when he recountedA‘; events of that nilght,.
(The boby was nzmmed S211y and Mark was her godfather.)
Indeed,those long black nights with only feeske candle
and those long , draggling days
Qight Here full of drama. Voluntary sound-equipment trucks with
emergency messdges drove 2s close 2s possible to the flooded areas
and turned theilr large horns outward soxfmmfmm and boomed the messages
across the rushing water to listening boatmen. (These boatmen came tgx
hedxx from many p=2rts of t:ze cou”try) Fhe fisherk-n from GTOuéfer,

the
Masszachussetts, wiuq their long boats L pernaps, -ceme fartnerest'& Officilsz

cords _STOW
J 5&%690 refugees were rescued by hurriedly summoned bODt#
‘ Rabbl Soclozon N. Bazell J’,Ebec:un-s a dramatic figure.

flung overboard
Coming by boat to z WHAS studios to make a talk, he was pkizkeR¥ixto

high water by the wash of 2 psssing launch, Rescued , he appeared

shortly at the microohone to do his speech 1in a sweat shirt from
painted

which grinned the faces of Paul znd Dizzy Dean, populzr baseball

pitchers, 2nd a long blanket drapped from his shoulders. His clothes

an ~djolining
were drying 3s over a little oll stove 1n agefher studlo.

el
4m&&%%3$WP 't the Brown hHtel leaped ir, the lime
by catching in his hends

light. Hexwmuphtma a= blg fish wmﬁhxmmmmmmmmm in the lobby of the
Brown, whimkmwmszxon the secon&%}oor. The fish was stuffed and hung on
the wall for many years for visitors to gape at.

However, tre figure that made the greatest impression
on Loulsvillisns these days was the man calling out from a flylng

airplane to all cltizens to get thelr vaccine shots, Th%water wasg
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was contaminated.; everybody must be vaccinated. Dr. Hugh Rordmen
Leavell, health officer, had sel up centers 1in d%} locztions and f“““
people must mzke thelr way to them. Evidently, the people heard; they
couldn't have missed the voice rolling from heaven. ¥ It sounded eerie,
omnipotent. It could hzve been the volce of God. And the people
narkened. There wzs no epidemic. Just as there was no drowning.

The flood adé=Esstzcrested zk at 460 fékggg;t,imxmxmxm&mmmx
apzrenfhzninxaxnspxadhx femkpxeinpamn on Janusry 27th. It h2d been above
flood stage, 431 feet, since January 15th  The day it peakeggi it
started to recedeﬂﬂ slowly at first, /’then more rapldly. At long
1355’? on February Tth, 1t subsided into 1ts rightful banks.

s, s &

It left peni~d unbelievable dexastatlon. _I;’WEE’T7§§igulable.
Almost the entire manufacturing and wholesale activity of Loulsville
had been shut down for three weeks. Most of its stores hzd been closed;
silt, oll and w ter, and debris of every description/three inches deep,
covered tnhe first floor of 33,000 homes; floors were bunckled, windows
smasMéd; plaster and lather wrecked; outside clapboards torn away.
Trainloads of housenold goods E:Et;;%n béuled to dumps; 1,%@9 pianoﬂa,
many of tnem grands,’j vere ®® trucked away agltrash during the first
two weeks =fter the fioodf} streets had sagged; sewers collapse@@a.
An estimated damaze of $1:x098,546 was placed on streets and alleys
alcne, |

g Having he-rd the calls for help for sod many days,2 great
many pesple across thke country thought Louisville was destroyed. To
scoteh that notion =nd 2lso to make the natlonal advertisers realize
there was a gigantlc task of refursishing, fepaf@iting and reouidling

ahead, Mark wrote a fullx p2ge advertisement, headed"THE SUN still

-

AL —
bricht of my old kentucky home, "

- FPL P o2z e

Times, the HeraldsIribune and The Wall Street Journ°1 . The ad 3did its

;hine

» e
2z

and ran it in The New York

3

job. Louisville was on its way to <full recovery/
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