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165 BILLION TONS OF WATER
PRECIPITATION JAN. 1937 (  OHIO RIVER DRAINAGE BASIN j

Each layer of water 
represents precipitation 

100 percent more than normal

It is estimated that 165,000,000,000  tons of water fell in Jan. upon 20 4 ,00 0  sq uare  m iles of the O h io  R iver V a l le y
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MAP BASED ON DATA FROM THE U. S. WEATHER BUREAU

Great cities were engulfed, 
without light, power, or drink
ing water.



In the country, thousands fled to safety in 
Coast Guard boats.

In towns and cities the aged and 
ill were saved from second stories 
and rooftops.

^  THE MOST DESTRUCTIVE FLOOD 
IN AMERICAN HISTORY

Even after the relentless rains of the first half of January 1937, no 
prophet could have foretold the terrible deluge to follow. There 
had not been a major mid-winter flood in a quarter of a century. 
The heavens would clear or the rain would turn to snow.

But it was otherwise written in the skies. Instead of rotating 
eastward as usual, great masses of freezing air for days stood still 
in the W est; while off the Atlantic coast, over Bermuda and the 
Bahamas, hung another barrier of cold. Flowing north over the 
crowded cities, mines, steel mills, great factories and fertile farm 
lands of the Ohio and Mississippi Valleys, came water laden air 
from the tropics.

In 25 days, as warm air met cold, 165 billion tons of rain descended, 
most of it directly upon the huge, coiling Ohio and its tributaries 
from West Virginia to Illinois. The sea-on-land swept into 182 
counties in 12 states. Cities were darkened as power plants failed; 
drinking water systems were drowned out; fires raged uncontrolled; 
every means of transportation was severely crippled or paralyzed. 
An influenza epidemic was in full swing. Hundreds of thou
sands of families were imperiled by the raging rivers and disease.



^■RESCUE, FOOD, CLOTHING AND 
SHELTER FOR 1,062,000 PEOPLE

A  staggering total of 1,062,000 persons were in urgent need of 
rescue from second floors and roofs, transportation away from 
the menacing water, dry shelter, clothes for their bodies, food for 
their stomachs. Wet, cold, hungry, terrified, many of them sick, 
the victims in heart-breaking droves made scenes like those of war.

Relief on a Scale Com parable to the Flood
To meet the gigantic need, a relief organisation of war-time sise 

was created almost overnight. The foundations were there, in the 
local Red Cross Chapters in every county, manned by thousands of 
loyal volunteers. With the first United States Weather Bureau 
warning, Chapters throughout the danger sone were instructed to 
relay the alarm to families near the rivers, to carry out evacuation if 
necessary, and to provide all needed assistance.

A s rapidly as serious situations developed, disaster relief workers 
were sent by the National Red Cross to aid the Chapters. Com
munication was maintained at any cost, night and day. Every 
available boat was placed in rescue service. Local fleets were sup
plemented by Coast Guard craft and crews, rushed by rail from the 
Great Lakes and the Atlantic. Food and clothing supplies in towns 
and cities were augmented by carloads of donated and purchased 
goods, consigned to centrally located warehouses.

Eight Relief Regions
A s the tremendous flood spread over 204,000 square miles, Red 

Cross relief offices were established in 182 inundated counties and in 
146 other counties to which refugees were sent. These 328 offices 
were under eight regional headquarters, which in turn were super
vised by general headquarters in Washington, D. C. The rescue 
fleet grew to 5400 boats; 300 emergency hospitals were organised; 
3600 nurses were required. In more than 1000 refugee centers, the 
victims of the flood were sheltered, clothed and fed.



FLOODED AND 
REFUGEE COUNTIES

FLOODED COUNTIES

REFUGEE COUNTIES

The flag of hope on the inland sea.

Lonely farms left to the dismal v/aters.

No little Dutch boy could plug this leak.

Eight regional headquarters under general head
quarters, administered relief over 204,000 square 
miles.

REGION H

REGION I
ARKANSAS

I



Great Nature, puny man. These were homes.

★  ★  ★
Shocked and frightened, they flocked to refugee centers.



Refugee Centers
So enormous was the refugee movement, in town and country, 

that every substantial shelter was pressed into temporary use— court 
houses, school buildings, warehouses, auditoriums, park structures, 
churches and many other types of edifice. Immediately upon arrival 
at these centers, families were registered so that there might be an 
accurate Red Cross record of their names and addresses. Then 
nourishing food, warm clothes and sleeping quarters were provided.

Tent Cities
A s quickly as possible crowded conditions in refugee centers were 

relieved by the establishment of tent cities. Welhordered, clean, 
scientifically placed on high ground with good drainage, the cities 
under canvas symbolized the defeat of the flood. Family groups 
were kept together and life went on. M ost tents had wooden 
floors. Tested water was supplied, as were sanitary facilities ap
proved by the United States Public Health Service, army stoves 
for heating and food preparation, hospitals for the sick, nurseries 
for the children, and recreation tents and grounds for study and 
play programs provided by the Junior Red Cross.



Death shall not enter here.

^  MEDICAL AND NURSING CARE
Wherever local hospitals did not have enough room, emergency 

hospitals were set up under canvas, in school buildings and in other 
structures. Special equipment and technical facilities were provided 
to cope with the prevalent pneumonia and infectious diseases such 
as spinal meningitis. With the assistance of the United States 
Public Health Service, a mobile laboratory routinely moved from one 
emergency hospital to another. This innovation enabled doctors 
quickly to “ type” the pneumonias that they were treating (there are 
32 types; existing serums, if promptly administered, will prevent 
half the deaths from five of the types).

An Arm y of Physicians and Nurses
The 300 emergency hospitals were staffed with younger physicians 

on a full time basis, with older doctors serving as consultants. In 
the immunisation against typhoid, the United States Public Health 
Service and State and local Departments of Health rendered yeoman 
service, assisted by Red Cross nurses. A s a result, mortality and 
disease rates in refugee centers and tent cities did not exceed normal 
throughout the flooded territory; were better than usual in some 
localities.

The 3600 enrolled and assigned Red Cross nurses who aided the 
doctors were obtained through local Red Cross Committees on 
Nursing Service. These Committees served 24 hours a day, sup- 
plying the demand.



In the measures against disease, 
the Red Cross nurse was the doc
tor’s loyal aid.

Medicines were sped to 300 emer
gency field hospitals.

Life goes on— under Red Cross protection.



The tent a home; family life maintained.

Preserving morale: study and recreational 
programs for tiny refugees, provided by the 
Junior Red Cross.

Triumph over the flood: fully equipped 
cities under canvas.



M A R S H A L IN G  ALL FORCES
During the darkest days of the emergency, with the active support 

of the President of the United States, who is also President of the 
Red Cross, representatives of the Army, Navy, Coast Guard, 
Works Progress Administration, United States Public Health Serv
ice, Weather Bureau, Civilian Conservation Corps and others, met 
daily with disaster relief executives at Red Cross National Head
quarters. By means of these conferences a complete coordination of 
Federal Government and Red Cross resources was effected.

In the flooded territory, Red Cross regional and area relief directors 
worked just as closely with state and local authorities who never 
failed to cooperate to the fullest extent. Results were speed, effi
ciency, avoidance of duplication and maximum use of the men and 
materials available. In the long history of Red Cross disaster relief 
there had never been better synchronization of relief work with the 
activities of the responsible national, state and local governmental 
agencies.

Cooperation of Non-Governmental Agencies
Thousands of private organizations and groups, national, state 

and local, worked in equally close harmony with the Red Cross 
in maintaining communications, raising the relief fund, recruiting 
workers and in obtaining and transporting supplies.

Leaders of men against the rivers meet at the White House: left to 
right. Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral Leahy; W. P. A. Administrator 
Hopkins; Assistant W . P. A. Administrator, Colonel Harrington; Red Cross 
Chairman, Admiral Grayson; Coast Guard Commandant, Admiral Waesche;
Army Chief of Staff, General Craig; Red Cross Vice-Chairman Fieser.



THREE STEPS IN EMERGENCY RELIEF 1-RESCUE 2-REFUGEE CENTER 3-TENT CITY
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19,000 tons of donated food and 
supplies were shipped to central 
emergency warehouses for redistri
bution.

Dumb creatures were not forgotten,

Volunteers rushed clothes by the car
load.



RESTORATION OF NORMAL LIVING

Bricks and stones were no defense: The Red Cross 
building advisor talks it over with a rehabilitation 
beneficiary.

A s the rivers slowly withdrew into their regular channels, the 
full extent of the flood havoc could be seen. Everywhere in the 
harassed territory, for mile after mile, there was nothing but an 
endless chain of towns, villages and farm homes battered to bits. 
Houses were jammed together at street intersections— overturned, 
broken in half, or collapsed in a pile of debris. Streets and roads 
were washed away; bridges gone; light and telephone wires tangled 
up in fences and trees. Over everything, the flood waters had left 
a thin layer of dirty, yellow mud.

These shambles, except in the afflicted regions themselves, made 
few front pages in story or picture. The emergency— the excite
ment over hungry, cold and sick human beings in peril—had passed. 
The rest of the nation, perforce, returned to its unruffled pursuit of 
normal living.

But for a very large number of families, normal life could not be 
regained for weeks. Many of those requiring rehabilitation aid were



in a state of shock and discouragement. The towns would never 
be rebuilt, they said. Forlorn, despondent, weary, many were 
astonished to discover that Red Gross service to disaster victims did 
not end with the emergency period.

Rehabilitation Aid For 9 7 ,0 0 0  Families
Each family in possible need of rehabilitation was interviewed 

privately by a Red Cross worker, for the purpose of discussing the 
exact nature of the help required. It was found that 97,000 families, 
composed of 436,000 individuals, could not manage without having 
their resources supplemented, or an entirely new start provided. 
These were awarded, according to need, household goods, repairs or 
rebuilding for the home, replacement of livestock and farm tools, and 
other forms of aid in returning to self support.

A dvisory Committees <
A s in previous disasters, advisory committees of local citizens 

proved to be invaluable in the prompt and fair administration of 
disaster relief. They gave each flooded family the benefit of 
friendly, neighborly advice on the kind and amount of assistance 
needed.

The Red Cross horse (left) takes his place before the plow: the 
farmer is back on the land.



An Empire Restored
The change that has come over the blighted miles is almost as 

unbelievable as the damage of a few months before. The rehabilita- 
tion program of the Red Cross, undertaken on behalf of the people 
of the United States, has stimulated the refurnishing, renovation 
and permanent improvement of whole sections.

In some places, portions of residential districts have been moved 
to safe ground. A  few towns are being relocated in entirety. Red 
Cross beneficiaries were allowed to apply their awards to the ex- 
pense of moving their homes to, or rebuilding them on, new sites.

Once again, flood wounds healed, the Ohio and Mississippi 
Valleys move toward their destiny. That this great recovery 
program could be completed in the short space of six months is a 
magnificent tribute to the warm-hearted generosity of the American 
public and the courage and strength of the affected people.



These little Red Cross pigs will go to 
market— in place of flood destroyed 
predecessors.

+  THE RELIEF FUND 
FROM THE
AMERICAN PEOPLE

On January 23, when the number 
of persons sheltered in refugee centers 
reached 275,000 it was apparent that 
the calamity was of national magni- 

tude and of concern to the entire country.
The 3700 Red Cross Chapters with 9000 branches, in touch with 

everyone everywhere, were telegraphed to begin a national appeal 
for funds. The public responded with the most generous outpour- 
ing of contributions since the World War. The fund grew to more 
than $25,400,000.

i

Extraord inary Press and Radio Support
With an almost unprecedented backing from the press, radio, and 

countless other media of information, Chapters were able to bring 
home the disaster, as never before, to all the people.

Newspapers gave over front pages to the appeal; carried special 
cartoons drawn by famous artists; covered the need and the relief 
program from every angle in text and photography. Planes and 
boats were frequently used.

Radio stations proved to be a direct link between the disaster 
and the public. Radio was everywhere— on the water, in auto
mobiles and airplanes, on the backs of operators and in isolated 
studios running on emergency generators. Dozens of stations par
ticipated. One studio alone made 115,000 flood broadcasts during 
187 hours of uninterrupted service. Other station records are 
equally impressive.

To all who contributed to the fund, and to all who aided in the 
actual conduct of the campaign, the American Red Cross extends 
grateful thanks. Again it was shown that America’s heart is the 
key to America’s purse in the hour of need.



^  CONTRIBUTIONS
No. of

Chapters
Contributing

Amount of 
Contributions

Alabama................... 77 $261,916
Alaska...................... 9 10,176
Arizona.................... 20 56,450
Arkansas.................. 79 131,874
California................. 124 1,539,671
Colorado.................. 68 202,133
Connecticut............. 40 462,503
Delaware................. 1 73,284
District of Columbia. 1 299,749
Florida..................... 82 334,651
Georgia.................... 146 286,892
Idaho ....................... 44 48,540
Illinois..................... 126 2,103,794
Indiana.................... 104 963,806
Iowa....................... 130 426,661
Kansas.................... 113 227,744
Kentucky................ 137 420,984
Louisiana................ 63 226,646
Maine..................... 35 142,277
Maryland................ 24 372,850
Massachusetts......... 91 739,409
Michigan................ 84 1,226,190
Minnesota............... 89 496,196
Mississippi.............. 84 118,414
Missouri.................. 118 694,333
Montana.................. 56 64,088
Nebraska................. 101 209,153

No. of 
Chapters Amount of

Contributing Contributions
Nevada..................... 19 37,570
New Hampshire .. .. 38 89,248
New Jersey.............. 60 856,016
New Mexico........... 33 34,100
New York................ 113 4,162,971
North Carolina........ 119 365,518
North Dakota.......... 53 56,892
Ohio......................... 110 2,042,249
Oklahoma................. 82 194,935
Oregon..................... 34 126,220
Pennsylvania............ 109 1,961,304
Rhode Island........... 9 139,847
South Carolina........ 58 152,076
South Dakota........... 72 61,308
Tennessee................ 108 420,487
Texas....................... 237 580,285
Utah......................... 36 51,149
Vermont.................. 26 62,600
Virginia.................... 116 358,839
Washington............. 40 265,616
West Virginia......... 62 275,823
Wisconsin................ 87 575,932
Wyoming................. 31 28,849

U. S. at Large..........
3,698

148,782

Total Continental U. S. $25,189,100

No. of 
Chapters 

Contributing

Insular Chapters...................................................................................................  6
Canal Zone...........................................................................................
Guam.....................................................................................................
Hawaii...................................................................................................
Philippines............................................................................................
Porto Rico.............................................................................................
Virgin Islands.......................................................................................

Foreign..................................................................................................................

Amount of 
Contributions

$13,788
500

40,771
29,739
21,622

39
133,906

GRAND TOTAL 3,704 $25,429,465

The figures used herein are as of July 31, 1937-



FA M ILIES  · ■ ■
(N UM BER R ECEIV IN G  EA CH  TYPE O F  R ELIEF)

RESCUE, TRANSPORTATION 62,291 
AND MASS SHELTER

A  Jo. JO. .TO. .TO. «O.
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FOOD, CLOTHING AND 193,067 
OTHER MAINTENANCE
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BUILDING AND REPAIR 27,338

HOUSEHOLD GOODS

Jo. Jo. Jo. Jo. Jo. Jo. Jo. Jo. Jo.
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If If if If if If if If if
90,876

MEDICAL, NURSING 15,504 
AND SANITATION

I
AGRICUTURAL 10,116
REHABILITATION

OTHER OCCUPATIONAL 3,444 
REHABILITATION

ALL OTHER RELIEF 4,877

Each family represents 10,000 families

FIGURES ON BOTH CHARTS PRELIMINARY AND SUBJECT TO MINOR ADJUSTMENTS IN FINAL REPORT



EXPENDITURES (BY kin d s  o f  relief)

RESCUE, TRANSPORTATION $3,414,006.10 
A N D  M ASS SHELTER

FOOD. CLOTHING A N D  $4,735,542.42 
OTHER MAINTENANCE

MEDICAL, NURSING $971,292.90 
A N D  SANITATION

RELIEF WORKERS FOR 
GENERAL FAMILY CARE 
A N D  ASSISTANCE

$1,213,866.61

BUILDING AND REPAIR $5,697,589.55

$6,764,449.74

AGRICULTURAL
REHABILITATION

0
$599,384.53

|ïÜE|
OTHER OCCUPATIONAL 
REHABILITATION

©
$475,682.03

FIELD SUPERVISION $1,113,504.84

ALL OTHER RELIEF
0
$444,146.28

Each disc represents $500,000

E X P E N D IT U R E S  BY R E G IO N S
WEST VIRGINIA 
O H IO  
KENTUCKY 
INDIANA
A LA BA M A , LOUISIANA,
MISSISSIPPI AND TENNESSEE
ILLINOIS
MISSOURI
ARKANSAS

$749,806.68
$4,834,900.00
$9,241,500.00
$4,705,250.00

$2,183,655.31
$1,361,500.00

$400,050.48
$860,426.32

EXPENDITURES O N 
BEHALF OF ALL
REGIONS $1,092,376.21
TOTAL $25,429,465.00

PICTORIAL STATISTICS, INC



■§■ RED CROSS RELIEF AND 
FINANCIAL POLICIES

In the expenditure of the Ohio and Mississippi Valley Flood 
Relief Fund, the Red Cross followed policies proved to be sound 
in the conduct of more than 2000 disaster relief operations. The 
basic principle is aid to those—and only to those—who actually 
need assistance. When the Red Cross appeals to the public for 
disaster relief funds it promises to observe this rule.

Application of the Policy During Emergency Period
There is an apparent but not a real difference in the way the 

principle is applied in the first hours of a calamity as contrasted with 
the later period, when normal living conditions are restored. Emer
gency relief—rescue, temporary shelter, food, clothing and urgently 
needed medical care-—is extended without question to all persons 
affected. In a flood, no matter how great a man’s financial resources 
may be, they are of little value in saving him from a rooftop.

The Policy In the Period of Rehabilitation
When flood waters have receded, assistance is extended according 

to need and not loss. Families having sufficient resources of their 
own, real or potential, to accomplish their rehabilitation without 
undue hardship, are not considered proper beneficiaries of the relief 
fund.

In the Ohio and Mississippi Valley Flood, of the registered 
families 139,000 needed only emergency relief. Another group of 
22,000 families were found to have sufficient resources to recover 
unaided. The remaining 97,000 families required substantial rehabil
itation assistance.

The expenditure of the relief fund from the American people, in 
accordance with the above stated policy, resulted in the prompt 
resumption of normal living conditions notwithstanding an estimated 
total property damage of between $300,000,000 and $500,000,000.

In accordance with regular practice, the accounts for this disaster 
will be audited by the United States War Department.



★  ★  ★

ARC 975
Jonoory 23 — 275.000 people affected 75 workers In field. President 
issues appeal for 2 .million dollars.

February 6 to 8 .—First families return in upper Ohio Volley. Contri
butions ultimately reach over 25 million dollars, largest voluntary 
relief fund since W ar.
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