
FLOOD OF 
;1913 STILL 
THE ·GREATE·ST 

Muncie has,never again seen a flood like 
the one 100 years ago this month 

By Seth Slabaugh 
seths@muncie,gannett.com 

J
ack Maddux, a middle-aged man 
from Yorktown, stood on the 
High Street Bridge with a long 

" ' pole in his hands during the great 
Easter flood of 1913. 

. He and fellow employees of 
the Union Traction Co. electric railway 
system were defending the bridge from 
log jams. . 

As Madduxleaned but to dislodge a log, 
it was suddenly sucked under the bridge. 
Maddux lost his balance and fell into the 
murky, frigid floodwater on the east side 
of the bridge. 

Hundreds of onlookers saw Maddux re
appear on the west side, swimming easily 
at first. But as the current carried him 
downstream, he began to tire and cried out 
for help. 

'Herman Hugle, a young draftsman, 
. peeled off his coat and jumped in after 

Maddux, who was last seen being sucked 
under the Washington Street Bridge. Hu

, gle survived. 
"The March 1913 flood remains the 

greatest known flood to strike the Muncie 
area," says AI Shipe, a National Weather 

See FLO~D, Page 2A 

REEL HISTORY 
The year is 1913 and a great flood 
wreaks havoc on Indiana and Ohio. 
34 years later another tremendous 
flood sweeps through the area, 
leaving residents at a standstill . 
What's amazing is someone 
captured captivating film of 
aftermath for both floods. 
Ball State University Libraries 
uncovered the film clips, which 
were stored, away at a campus 
building. 

See them online at 
thestarpress.com 

MORE ONLINE 
)) For more photos frm the flood of 
1913, visit thestarpress.com. 

The High Street Bridge from which Jack 
Maddux fell and drowned during the flood 
of 1913 in Muncie. USED BY PERMISSION OF BALL 

STATE UNIVERSITY ARCHIVES AND SPECIAL COLLECTIONS 

Could another 
~eatf1ood . 
happen today? 
Levee greatly reduces 
chances of devastation 

By Seth Slabaugh 
seths@muncie.gannett.com 

MUNCIE-What would happen if the 
rare and extreme series of storms that 
hammered Indiana 100 years ago this 
month occurred today? 

There would be significant d,amage, 
according to theMidwest Regional Cli
mate Center. 

But with modern forecasting and 
communication, a storm of that magni
tude would be seen days in advance, 
giving people in low-lying areas time 
to evacuate. And improvements in 
floodplain conservation, flood control 
projects, recovery projects and emer
gency response would greatly reduce 
the level of devastation, according to 
the center. . 

The biggest flood control projects 
in Muncie since the 1913 flood were un
dertaken in the 1930s and 1940s. 

"Twenty-five years later, the Flood 

See HAPPEN, Page 2A 
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White River in Muncie was 8.5 feet lower during the Labor Day flood of 2003 than it was during the great Easter flood of 
1913. Here, Muncie firefighters evacuate 77-year-old Lurena Hyde from her. home on West 17th Street on Sept. 2, 2003. 
THE STAR PRESS FILE PHOTO 

Happen 
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Control Project brought to 
the people of Muncie the 
protection they so ear
nestly petitioned (for) in 
1913," the Dela'Yare Coun

Democratic Central 
. oJ Lummittee said in a report 

prepared for the federal 
government in 1938. 
. President Franklin 
Roosevelt's Works Pro
gress' Administration, a 
New Deal agency that 

millions of unem
ployed people to carry out 
public works projects, 

~'dredged and widened the 
White River in Muncie, 
widened the bends in the 

ver and built levees and 
walls. Storm sewers 
also built. 

In a foreword, the cen
tral committee reported, 
"These projects now a 
valuable part of our com
munity stand as a monu-
ment to a great president 
and the democratic princi
ples that instituted them 
- just one of the many 

,· reasons why Democrats 
belong in our city hall and 
court house." 

As a result of the pro-
, ject, the report boasted, 
C' the river carried away a 
k"w "terrific cloudburst" fol
~ :'frllowedliY-'SO hours of occa

sional rain on June 24, 

1938. was completed and turned So according to Shipe's 
"At no time during this over to the city in May of estimates, if a storm like 

period did the river ever 1950, at a cost of $907,835, the one in 1913 occurred 
reach alarming propor- according to corps spokes- today, the river would 
tions, although the rainfall woman Carol Labashosky. crest at 17.60 feet. 
measured in inches was . The project included The river reached 17.67 
similar to the rainfall that 19,020 feet of earthen lev- · feet on April 16, 1939. 
caused the great 1913 ee; 3,480 feet of concrete Since then, the highest it 
flood," the Democrats re- wall; 4,87Q feet of levee en- has risen was 15.57 feet on 
ported. largement; 1,150 feet of ' April 21, 1940; 14.98 feet on 

But less than a yearlat- concrete ! wall improve- '" April 21, 1964; 14.85 feet on 
er, on April 16, 1939, fol- ment; 20,000 feet of chan- June 14, 1958; 14.23 feet on 
lowing three days of rain, nel improvement; and Jan. 22, 1959; and 14.02 feet 
a ,600-foot-long concrete four floodwater pumping during the Labor Day holi-
seawall on Wheeling A ve- plants. day in' 2003. 
nue \ cl\acked, leaned and liThe rainfall in 1913 Imagine what would 
sank 18'inches after being was unprecedented, and have happened in 2003 if 
battered'qy floodwater. that rainfall falling over a the river had been 3.58 

The wall was described more urbanized region to- feet higher, or at 17.60 feet. 
as "hanging on the ropes." day would result in riv~r The river flooded more 
The buried railroad ties levels meeting, if not ex- than 20 homes near where 
connected to the wall had ceeding, the levels it enters Muncie south of 
been pulled out. The wall reached during the storm Memorial Drive during 
bulged 6 feet toward the 100 years ago," the climate the 2003 flood. Indiana
river. On the land side of center reported. American Water Co. and 
the wall, tons of earth and But levees like Mun- city firefighters laid 8,000 
trees sank into the gaping cie's would "greatly _ re- to 10,000 sandbags on top 
ditch created when the duce the impact of such a of the levee to make sure 
wallleanedtowardtheriv- flood today." the river didn't flood and 
er. A section of Minnetris- According to Al Shipe, short-circuit the brick 
ta Boulevard crumbled a National Weather Ser- pump house that pumps 
into the river. Sandbag- vice meteoro19gist, a re- drinking water out to the 
ging began. City officials peattoday of the 1913 flood community. 
considered using dyna- volume would result in a "It appears to be about 
mite downstream to re- crest of the White River 2Y:! to 3 feet before it would I 
lieve the pressure on the about 5 feet lQwer than ex- get to the top of the levee 
wall. perienced in 1913. where we've been sand-

The levee as we know it "Floodmgimmediately bagging," Keith Morgan, a 
today, including floodwa- upstream . f,IIld down- water company engineer 
ter pumping stations, was stream of Muncie would from Kokomo, told The 
built during the 1940s by be disastrous," he said. Star Press at the time. 
the V.S. 4 rmy ~ Corp~ur:ing t~e 1?13 floo?, Contg@t new§ r~eort-
Ehgmeers. '~onSffli~ ~ RIver ~ndl?'" .'"'' ~Itfflfugn at 
began in June, 1940, and crested ae22.60 feet. . 213-5834. 



White River runs across Wheeling Avenue north of the High Street 
i(, Bridge in Muncie during the flood of 1913. USED BY PERMISSION OF BALL 

STATE UNIVERSITY ARCHIVES AND SPECIAL COLLECTIONS 

Jefferson Street, looking north at Main Street, 
during the 1913 flood in Muncie. USED BY 

PERMISSION OF BALL STATE UNIVERSITY ARCHIVES AND 

SPECIAL COLLECTIONS 
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t , "' Service meteorologist. 
)'1< Floodwaters overtopped levees, 

Highest crests of White River 
in Muncie . 

· surrounded hundreds of homes and 5 

• rl businesses and washed away or 
U!.J' wrecked several bridges. Garbage 7 

from the inundated city dump float- · 
.de ed downstream. Riverside Avenue 9 

and other streets were turned into 

22.60 feet 3"25"1913 

20.61 feet 5"14"1933 

19.70 feet 6"8"1924 

1830 feet 9"9"1926 

canals. The police station was filled 10. . 
with refugees rescued from their So.urce: National Weather Service 

homes, in which furniture floated by 
row boats and canoes. One man was 

. rescued by boat after clinging to a 
telephone guy wire for for more 
than an hour. 

And for a se<;:ond time, Hugle a:ct
ed like a hero, swimming m blocks 

,;.; to aid a stranded child before run
ning out of steam and landing on a 

y, porch, from which he was picked up . 
by a boat. 

The flood was deadlier in other 
communities. 

Nelson Beard, a Muncie electri
cian working near Peru (the winter 
quarters for several major circus
es) motor boated with another man 
to a bridge where he saw 18 drowned 
people and a dead elephant. 

"Think of it," Beard was quoted 
in The Muncie Morning Star. "Eight
een human bodies piled up like so 

He did manage to rescue a 12-
year-old girl who was hanging on to 
the limbs of a large tree. "She was 
almost frozen and couldn't talk," 
Beard said. 

When the floodwater finally re
ceded, at least 600 people, including 
some 200 Hoosiers, had lost their 
lives, according to the Midwestern 
Regional Climate Center. 

Rainfall of 6 inches to 8 inches 
fell in Muncie from the afternoon of 
March 23 through the afternoon of 
March 26, changing to snow late on 
the 26th, with accumulations of 1 
inch to 2 inches by the 27th, accord
ing to Shipe. 

The river crested at 22.6 feet on 
March 25, the highest level ever re
corded. 

· d much driftwood. We were as help- Hurricane winds 
less as two babies. All we could do . 
was to look at those bodies and turn 
away. I'll never get that sight out of 

, ' my mind so long as I live." 

.< . 

Approaching another site in Peru 
where hundreds of thirsty, cold and 
hungry people were stranded, 
Beard was turned back by whirl
pools. 

+ 

Before the flood, violent storms 
had brought hurricane force winds, 
blizzards and tornadoes to the Mid
west during March 13-15, according 
to the Climate center. 

"By Easter weekend, most resi
dents in the Ohio Valley considered 
themselves lucky if they. still had a 

l 

roof over their heads and a working 
phone and electrical connections," 
the climate center reported recent-
1y. "Few realized that the next storm 
system was soon approaching." 

In Marion, a fourth of the court
house roof was torn off. 

In-Anderson, the Central Heating 
Co.'s 180-feet-tall smokestacks were 
blown down. 

In Hartford City, a horse stepped 
on a broken telephone wire that had 
fallen on an electrical wire and was 
electrocuted. 

The windows were blown out of a . 
Muncie furniture store. 

Three horse-drawn school wag
ons hauling children were over
turned in Delaware County. 

A Yorktown grain elevator was 
un-roofed. 

Trees were uprooted. Telephone 
and telegraph poles splintered. 

The torrential rains that followed 
the tornadic storms seemed Biblical 
to Bishop Milton Wright, a survivor 
of flooding in Dayton; Ohio, the 1913 
equivalent of New Orleans after 

. Hurricane Katrina in 2005. 
"The flood was second only to 

Noah's," the father of Orville and 
Wilbur was quoted as saying. 

Muncie showed its humanitarian 
spirit immediately after ~he flood, 
raising $2,600 in cash, food, clothing 
and bedding for flood relief in Peru 
and elsewhere. Muncie residents 
also took care of each other, accord
ing to then-Mayor Ed Thhey. 

"The more fortunate people of 
the city responded nobly to the tall 
for help, and everyone seemed will
ing to take care of a flood sufferer," 
the mayor was quoted as saying. 

Contact Seth Slabaugh at 213-
5834. 

',J 


