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To refer to a disaster as the greatest, largest, or most 
destructive in Red Cross history is in a sense meaningless. An 
adequate conception of the experience through which we have ju- 
passed can he conveyed only if we go farther and place this 
disaster chronologically, In size, in comparison with other 
major disasters, with all other disasters, and in certain other 
ways.

Chronologically, the Ohio and Mississippi Valley Flood of 
1937 was disaster number 2,128 In Red Cross experience.

The Red Cross had functioned up to June 30, 1937 in 2,19C 
disasters - 1,766 domestic and 424 insular and foreign.

In size, viewed for reasons already explained from the 
standpoint of amount expended, it Is much larger than any prev
ious disaster. It nearly equals the two largest previous disas
ters —  the Mississippi Valley Flood of 1927 and the Drought of 
1930-31. It exceeds materially the aggregate of the nine other 
major disasters in which the Red Cross has extended relief in 
the past sixteen years.

Since the World War, and prior to this disaster, the Red 
Cross had expended for all domestic disasters, major and minor, 
approximately $66,000,000. Including this disaster the Red Cross 
had spent up to the end of the last fiscal year (June 30, 1937) 
$89, 000,000 for domestic disasters.

Of this amount $77,000,000 was spent in twelve major disas
ters.

It is thus apparent that the ¡£25, 000,0C0 expended for this 
one disaster is double the amount expended for all minor disas-
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ter activity. That is worth remembering if we are to view some 
of the difficult aspects in their true perspective.

An analysis of the recent disaster will disclose that with
in the total operation were many areas each of which in them
selves v/ould have constituted major disasters if they had oc
curred alone. The six largest areas of Louisville, Cincinnati, 
Portsmouth, Lawrenceburg, Paducah, and Jeffersonville involved 
nearly a hundred thousand registered families, an expenditure 
approximating from one to over four million dollars each, and 
in the aggregate required some two-fifths of the entire relief 
fund. Any one of those situations occurring by itself would 
have been a major disaster.

THE PROBLEM: AN ESTIMATE OF THE SITUATION

The cause of this most destructive flood in the history of 
the country is not difficult to explain.

The incredible happened. Prolonged, excessive, inexorable 
rains within a relatively limited area produced a volume of 
water--estimated at 165 billion tons— -which could not be carried 
off fast enough by the rivers draining the area. It was signi
ficant and unusual that the lower reaches of the Ohio River were 
flooded first and in some of the tributaries the lower reaches 
only Yirere flooded.

The precipitation in less than a month was so excessive 
that the experts in such matters assert the flood would not have 
been averted even if the entire Ohio River Valley had still been 
virgin forest and if every possible reservoir site had been de
veloped and utilized to hold back the waters.

Every disaster constitutes a seeming paradox. The basic 
human problems are substantially alike; the relief work invol
ves the same basic services during the emergency and rehabilita
tion periods. Nevertheless every disaster presents unique 
features. This one contributed perhaps more than any other.
Many of these unusual aspects confronted you as you engaged in 
the work. I have selected a number at random, not to develop 
them fully but merely to suggest ideas which you may pursue fur
ther, or which may have value in painting a background for the 
Red Cross task to chapter people and others who did not actually 
participate.

Reference has already been made to the magnitude of this 
disaster. The twelve states affected and the 182 coun
ties inundated to some extent do not tell the story. It 
is when we realize that considerably more than a million
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persons were in need cf rescue and temporary relief and 
that some 258,000 families registered for possible re
habilitation aid that we sense the true magnitude of the 
operation in relation to previous disasters.

This was the first major disaster to occur in midwinter.

Cold weather, which came too late tc lessen the flood, 
added materially to the suffering.

The widespread prevalence of influenza and pneumonia at 
the time of the flood necessitated extraordinary precau
tions and additional medical and nursing measures.

As a result there was an astonishingly low loss of life 
and incidence of disease. According tc the United 
States Public Health Service and other health authorit
ies, the loss of life and the incidence *f disease 
among the persons given emergency care were actually 
less than might have been expected at that time of year 
normally among the number cf persons involved.

There were simultaneous real and threatened disasters.
We were at the same time threatened with an additional 
major disaster in the lower Mississippi Valley. Certain
ly for days the best that could be said was that it was 
possible but not probable that the threatened addition
al disaster could be averted.

That hope was never strong enough to justify a lessening 
of the preparedness measures undertaken on a wide scale 
and involving considerable organization and expense. The 
Red Cross has no apology to make for those activities. 
Although disaster in the magnitude anticipated did not 
materialize, we would have been guilty cf inexcusable 
negligence if all reasonable precautionary measures had 
not been taken. Only those at General Headquarters and 
in the Regions immediately concerned can ever have any 
real appreciation of the intensive activity necessitated 
in connection with the threatened disaster, which is in 
no way reflected in our statistical or other data.

The rescue and emergency relief problem exceeded anything 
previously experienced, not only in actual volume but in 
relationship to the other needs of this particular disas
ter. Approximately two-fifths cf the relief fund, or 
h(:1C, 00C, COG, was expended for this phase of the work. In 
addition many government agencies expended considerable 
sums.
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The disaster combined problems of both rural and urban 
populations. Assistance required for occupational re
habilitation shows a proportionately greater rural pro
blem than in 1936.. Simultaneously there were urban 
problems exceeding in volume and equalling in complexity 
those of 1936.

For the first time we had large scale operations such 
as those at Cairo (Illinois) and elsewhere, where whole 
cities or regions were evacuated in anticipation of pos
sible disaster, creating relief needs even though the 
actual disaster failed to materialize.

.e had the deliberate flooding cf spillways —  land over 
wkich the Federal Government had acquired fiowage rights 
and through which the waters were diverted in order to 
prevent the flooding of other places. This so-called 
"fuse-plug" levee development, as exemplified in the 
Missouri situation, brought attendant problems net pre
viously encountered.

Fire was added to flood in some instances and houses 
were burned to the water's edge.

Unprecedented water depths at many points not only creat
ed additional and haza.rdous rescue problems but greatly 
increased damage to property and made inaccurate some 
of our earlier budgetary estimates.

THE ORGANIZATIQN REQUIRED

The magnitude of the task required some departure from nor
mal organization procedure. This implied naturally the greater 
delegation of authority and less direct personal supervision hy 
the General director. As a substitute we had either Regions or 
groups of Regions functioning through Associate or Assistant 
General Directors.- On the whole we probably had about as effect 
ive a type of organization as could have been devised within the 
limits of our personnel and ether resources. Through group con
ferences and in other ways it was possible to prevent any great 
loss of essential unity.

The area organization varied greatly depending upon the 
nature and size of the problem in each situation. There were of 
course fundamental differences between the area organization in 
the 182 counties flooded and in the 146 counties which had to be 
organized merely from the standpoint of handling refugees. To 
deal with a total of 328 areas constituted a very large adminis
trative problem from the standpoint of the General Headquarters 
and Regional staffs.
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Notwithstanding the high pressure, speed and certain ob

vious weaknesses the Red Cross organization clearly functioned 
with a unity and uniformity equal to or greater than some of 
the many governmental agencies whose operations we had an op
portunity to observe. This is in no sense a criticism of any 
other organization. The very nature of the situation was such 
that complete unity and uniformity of activity were difficult 
to attain, and if we fell short of perfection it is at least 
comforting to know that others did likewise.

The Advisory Committee organization, as always, constitut
ed a strong, important link. Because of the magnitude of the 
task the number of such committees and the number of individual 
members were very great. According to our preliminary records 
there were 144 committees made up of approximately 720 persons. 
If the dollar value of the services of these men and women 
alone could be computed it would constitute a material additior 
to the total amount devoted to the relief of the flood suffer
ers.

The universal recognition of the Red Cross by everyone 
from the President down as the central agency which was to as
sume leadership and coordinate the activities of all other 
agencies greatly facilitated the creation and functioning of 
the organization and, perhaps more than any other single factor, 
contributed to the success of the undertaking.

TER STAFF

The staff for this disaster was drawn as always from the 
following sources:

1. The regular staff of the national organization
2. Chapter personnel.
3. The Disaster Reserve
4. Other sources

The regular national organization staff consists of only 
765 persons. That includes all types of workers from the Chair 
man down.

There were assigned to this disaster approximately 250 
members of the regular national organization staff, from which 
it can readily be seen that a very considerable percentage of 
all of·the regular personnel were detached from their normal 
duties, most of them for many months, he had never before so 
completely depleted the national organization staff for the 
assignment of personnel to disaster relief.
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The total number of paid personnel according to present 
figures was slightly more than 9,900. In addition some 300 
nurses served with the Red Gross although paid by other organ
izations, and there were more than 800 volunteer nurses. Con
sequently, the total number of persons who constituted what was, 
in effect, the disaster staff of the national organization (not 
including the great army of chapter and other volunteers) was 
slightly over 11,000.

The number of case workers required in this instance was 
so great that we very speedily exhausted our own and the chapter 
staffs and the staff of the Disaster Reserve as well. The great 
bulk of the case workers used had therefore had no previous 
disaster relief experience. Less' than 400 case workers out of 
a total of nearly 1500 had had experience on previous disasters.

Practically every ¿tate In the Union contributed workers 
to the staff.

FINANCE AND STATISTICS

Two basic statements in the preliminary report give a fair
ly adequate picture of the purposes for which the relief fund 
was used. One of these shows the number of families receiving 
each type of relief and the other expenditures by kind of relief.

Lor convenient reference the figures are repeated here: 

Number of Families receiving Each Type of Relief;.

Rescue, Transportation and Mass Shelter.......... .62,291
Food, Clothing and Other Maintenance.... ....... .193,067
Building and Repair. .............................. . 27, 338
Household Goods........ ......................... 90, 876
Medical, Nursing and Sanitation.................. 15,504
Agricultural Rehabilitation..................... 10,116
Other Occupational Rehabilitation................ 3, 444
All Other Relief................................. 4,877

KINDS OF RELIEF

Rescue, Transportation and Ma°s Shelter.......
Food, Clothing and Other Maintenance..........
Medical, Nursing and Sanitation...............
Relief V/orkers for General Family Care and 

Assistance..................................
Building and Repair..............
Household Goods...............................
Agricultural Rehabilitation............
Other Occupational Rehabilitation.............
Field Supervision. ................ .
All Other Relief....... ......................
Total................ ......................

. f>3, 414,006.10 

. 4, 735, 542.4r 
971, 292. Se

. 1,213, 866.6]

. 5, 697, 589.55 

. 6,764, 449.7-: 
5·. 9, 384.55 

. 475,682.0]

. 1,113, 504.8-: 
444,146.25 

$25, 429, 465.00
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It will be seen that a larger percentage of the relief fund 
was expended for household goods than for any other single type 
of relief. Building and repair came next, followed closely by 
food, clothing and other maintenance, and then by rescue, trans
portation and mass shelter. These four categories of relief re
quired more than eighty per cent of the r elief fund.

The most significant change reflected by comparison with the 
relief work in the Spring floods of 1C36 was the g reatly in
creased proportionate amount required this time for rescue, 
transportation and mass shelter.

Of the entire relief fund approximately two-fifths was spent 
for emergency relief and three-fifths for rehabilitation.

CO-OPERATION AND WORK OP OTHER 
AGENCIES - GOVERNEENTAL AND PRIVATE

Probably no previous Red Cross activity was so closely co
ordinated with the work of other agencies, especially government 
al. Under the leadership of the President and of Admiral Gray so*, 
all of the agencies of the Federal Government co-operated with 
the Red Cross in every possible way and many of them participated 
very significantly In extending relief to flood sufferers. The 
co-ordination and clearance of all matters was facilitated 0reat- 
ly by daily meetings at General Headquarters of representatives 
of all of the agencies concerned. It was most gratifying to 
have the governmental agencies take the position that they were 
merely assisting and supporting the Red Cross In what was after 
all primarily its job.

The American Legion, in addition to assistance given by its 
Posts in raising funds for Red Cross Chapters, raised and expend
ed about $25, 000 for its own work.

RAISING THE RELIEF FUND

Although only the seventh national appeal for a disaster re
lief fund since the World War, this one came considerably less 
than a year after the preceding one. It came also only a matter 
of weeks after the close of the most successful Roll Call since 
the World War period. These and other presumably complicating 
factors caused doubt in some Quarters whether a relief fund 
equal to the needs of the most destructive disaster of all would 
be forthcoming,

The answer was speedily found. -he public responded more 
spontaneously than ever before. One factor was undoubtedly the 
traditional conservatism of the Red Cross- It had through the 
years never asked the public to give beyond the actual needs of
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Press,, radio, and movies participated as completely as 

could possibly have been expected in presenting the tragic need 
to the public.

Once again the outpouring of contributions gave evidence 
that the public will give to whatever extent they are urged to 
meet disaster needs. This is a real compliment but at the same 
tine it places a great responsibility upon the Red Cross. The 
result constituted likewise a renewed vote of confidence in Red 
Cross policies and procedures.

UNUSUAL TYPES OF SERVICE
When it became apparent that large concentration centres 

and tent cities would have to be continued for many weeks or 
months even, it seemed desirable, to provide sane recreational 
programme for flood sufferers. ^ e  refugees were naturally 
suffering from not only physical but mental shock. To correct 
this condition and facilitate the adjustment to temporary hard
ship, programmes of active and passive recreation were estab
lished. Recreational leadership was provided by the First 
Aid and Life Saving and other services of the national organi
zation and by many of the chapters.

Recreation and study activities especially for children in 
the tent cities and concentration centres were organized as a 
Junior Red Gross project. ^he cost was met from contributions 
by the Juniors. Trained leadership was provided by the Junior 
Red Cross staff of both the national organization and chapters 
and volunteers were recruited who had special qualifications. 
Programmes were planned along approved and systematic education
al lines. Junior Red Cross members throughout the country 
contributed not only funds, but toys, games, books, and other 
items. This was a fine example df the ways in which all other 
Red Cross services participate in time of disaster.
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