Johnstown Fights a Flood

And Demonstrates the Power of Private Compassion
From the book, Seven Events That Made America
By Larry Schweikart

[EDITED AND ABRIDGED]

Despite the fact that the young American Republic had been struck by hurricanes, floods, fires, diseases, and all sorts of other destructive events that today would qualify as disasters, no one asked the federal government for relief from a disaster until 1811, when a massive earthquake struck New Madrid County in Missouri. 
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Some scientists claim this quake was the largest ever seen in North America—Otto Nuttli at St. Louis University  estimated it reached Richter scale proportions of 8.7, or almost two points higher than the San Francisco quake of 1906. However, in 1814 (notably three years after the earthquake hit), a petition was presented to Congress for relief of the victims, based on a bill that had passed in 1812 granting Venezuela $50,000 for relief of an earthquake. In 1815, Congress passed the first disaster relief act in its history, providing the landowners of ravaged ground with an equal amount of land in unaffected regions.
Johnstown, Pennsylvania, was a typical steel town facing atypically heavy rains in 1889, when the faulty design of the South Fork dam, located fourteen miles away, caused it to collapse and unleash 20 million tons of water down a valley leading to the community. The destruction was near total: over 2,200 people were killed, and the waters caused $17 million in damage. It constituted the worst single loss of civilian life in America prior to 9/11. The flood destroyed the railroad, along with 1,600 homes, and four square miles of Johnstown proper. After the damage had been done, at least 27,000 people needed care, shelter, and food.
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 Citizens of Johnstown assembled, and less than three hours after the initial onslaught of floodwaters, every surviving able-bodied man reported to the Adams Street schoolhouse, voted to elect a “dictator” whose instructions they would all follow. Some seventy-five men were specifically appointed “deputies,” with tin stars cut from tomato cans, to throw up a cordon around the town’s banks and recover and account for all cash lying around.

An outpouring of relief, both physical goods and labor, arrived at Johnstown. Then there was the money, which was generated by newspaper accounts, pictures, and even songs of the tragedy. Pittsburgh raised $100,000 in a week, and over half a million dollars total over a few weeks. Philadelphia sent $600,000; New York, $160,000; Boston, $150,000. Even President Benjamin Harrison kicked in $300 of his own money, The Irish cities of Belfast and Dublin sent money, while German donations exceeded $30,000. (Funds came from a total of fourteen foreign countries.) Total monetary contributions exceeded $3.6 million.
This was no small point: private philanthropy and local citizens had dealt with the “relief” efforts without the intrusion of even the state—let alone the federal—government. But the constitutional duty to protect life and secure property from pillaging had forced the federal government to send national guardsmen, an act completely in its power under the “general welfare” clause. Even before the army showed up, however, according to McCullough, “things were exceptionally well organized.”
By 1913, these business leaders, who had formed the “Committee of One Hundred” in 1889 to pave the streets, install sewers, and develop green spaces, consistently viewed the government as part of the problem. Whether federal or state, governments, they felt, imposed unnecessary delays, represented bottlenecks, and were consistently behind the curve. When the National Guard did arrive, it was criticized by locals for its heavy-handedness, and as one reporter noted, guardsmen “forced in some instances at the points of bayonets [sightseers] to assist in the removal of carcasses.”

In the Johnstown case and others (such as the 1900 hurricane in Galveston, Texas where 6,000 people were killed, yet the federal government retained its sidelined position), the federal government only became involved in disaster relief when there was a threat to public order that affected national interests. From 1886 to 1900, the “most deadly weather ever to hit the United States,” including six hurricanes, a flood, an earthquake, and wildfires, battered the country, but there was no federal response because in no case was the national security issue involved.

It was Franklin Roosevelt who broke with all previous American attitudes toward relief by tying national security to the economy, and tying the economy to confidence. Thus, an entire cohort of Americans moved from self-sufficiency to government dependency. Roosevelt’s “revolution” had the dual effect of convincing ordinary Americans that welfare was not a badge of shame, while at the same time encouraging more and more Americans to accept it even when they could work. Thus Americans began to see government as a savior that addressed life’s inequities.

The Cold War provided the final impetus toward transferring disaster response to the federal government with the Disaster Relief Act of 1950, which sought to provide “orderly and continuing . . . assistance to the state and local governments [suffering] from a major peacetime disaster”. By including peacetime disasters, the act opened the door for the federal government to act in the case of non-war-related events, and as one historian of the bill noted, it “was a logical expansion of the New Deal social policies”. 
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But it was nuclear disaster at the Three Mile Island facility in Pennsylvania that may have changed the federal government’s emergency and disaster response for good. In 1979, President Jimmy Carter to created the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), which clearly focused on preparedness, not relief, and which was justified almost entirely in terms of civil defense. At the time, FEMA itself was a large, Carter-era agency created in 1979 and staffed with 2,600 full-time employees overseeing twenty-seven other federal agencies. FEMA has responded to more than nine hundred declared disasters since 1990, including Hurricane Andrew in Florida and Louisiana in 1992, the Northridge, California, earthquake in 1994, the 9/11 attacks, and most recently, and unfortunately infamously, Hurricane Katrina in 2005. 

Katrina does not teach us that government aid can’t help with disaster relief in some ways, or that proper military and police functions of government aren’t useful. Rather, the lesson in all these cases is that government tends to lag behind the efforts of private individuals. The more towns and communities know they need to rely on themselves, and not Washington, the more rapid and compassionate the response will be.

Alexander Hamilton wrote his famous 1772 “hurricane letter” in which he said he saw “scenes of horror exhibited around us [which] naturally awakened such ideas [about death] in every thinking breast.” Yet, at no time did he contemplate any government assistance to any of the victims, even though he wept at the sight of mothers with infants. When, in 1887, Congress tried to push through a “compassionate” Seed Corn Bill, which would have given Texas farmers—the victims of a drought—a small amount of money for new seed, President Grover Cleveland vetoed it, writing in his message: “I can find no warrant for such an appropriation in the Constitution; and I do not believe that the power and duty of the General Government ought to be extended to the relief of individual suffering which is in no manner properly related to the public service or benefit.”
