
‘I saw houses go down the river’: Postcards and 
letters describe ruin of the Flood of 1913 

By Lisa Powell 

Updated March 24, 2023 

A bitter wind stormed into Dayton on March 21, 1913 as a harbinger of the disaster to come. 

Then on March 23, on Easter Sunday, the rain began and didn’t let up for five days. The rivers began to rise 

— at first, six inches each hour, and then two feet an hour. By the morning of March 25, water breached the 

levees and thousands began to flee for their lives. 

The Great Dayton Flood of 1913 devastated the city. 

A Dayton Sanitation Department report from the era listed the destruction: 1,420 dead horses and 2,000 

other dead animals were removed; 133,600 wagon loads of debris were cleared and 13,991 houses and 

cellars were cleaned and disinfected. The National Weather Service estimates that between 98 and 123 

people lost their lives. 

A view horses neck deep in flood waters in Fourth and Ludlow Streets in Dayton. On the back is written, “Horses swimming like this 

could be seen every where. Often getting tangled in trees or brushwood and drowning before our very eyes.” DAYTON METRO 

LIBRARY 

Exhibit A
Powell, Lisa. “Great Dayton Flood of 1913: Dispatches Describe Ruin and Destruction.” Dayton Daily News, 

March 3, 2023. https://www.daytondailynews.com/news/dispatches-describe-ruin-the-1913-

flood/V5bD8HQt1MGFED3UQGG1SM/.   



Scenes from the flood, printed on one-cent picture post cards, were mailed across the country as 

testimony of the catastrophe. Correspondence assured friends and families that the letter writer was safe. 

“Life line rescuers’” in printed on the front of this picture postcard of Dayton’s 1913 flood. On the back “Riverdale before the water 

got very high. It was 22 ft. at this point,” has been handwritten. DAYTON METRO LIBRARY 

Amos Crow, who operated a restaurant and wholesale store in downtown Dayton during the flood, wrote a 

letter on April 5, 1913, to his parents in Van Wert. Excerpts from the letter were printed in a 1993 Dayton 

Daily News column written by Roz Young. 

This is the most awful sight I ever saw and do not care to see another soon. We have been living very slim 

since the flood but are glad to get anything. 

We look around and see people in worse shape than we are. We saved everything at home but lost the 

wholesale place and the restaurant. The walls all washed away from the building we are in. 

Our horses have drowned. We had them in a livery barn close to the wholesale house. There were about 

100 horses in the barn . . .

People climbed up trees and stayed there for 48 hours in all that rain and sleet without shelter or drink. The 

water was 13 feet deep on my restaurant floor. 



A view of Third and Main Street on a postcard taken in Dayton during the 1913 flood. DAYTON METRO LIBRARY 

I saw houses go down the river and people on top of them. 



It is now 10:00 p.m. I am on police duty. I have charge of a large department store from 6 at night until 6 

tomorrow morning. I have five floors to look after and I made a round all over the store every hour. There 

are no stores closed up as all the windows are broken and a great amount of goods washed away. 

The floor is covered with about 6 inches of sticky and oily mud. You cannot imagine the conditions. We 

read about floods in the paper but do not realize what it is until we see some of the real thing. 

I do not think the dead will reach over 400. There were about 1,400 horses drowned. It would be 

impossible to estimate the amount of damage done here. The fire burned about one and a half blocks in 

the business parts besides a great many in the residential parts. Three paint stores burned, Barrets, where I 

used to work, Lowe Brothers and Irvins, all were swept by fire when the water was 12 to 14 feet on the 

street. 

I had two families in my house for several days. There were 20 of us in all. 

Amos 
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Exhibit C



















































Metal Polishers, Buffers, Platers, Brass and Silver Workers' Union of North America. Miami and Ohio 
Valleys Flood Account. 1913. Audiovisual material; F497 M64P5 ORR, Ohio Memory. https://
ohiomemory.org/digital/collection/p16007coll67/id/4021/rec/58 (accessed Feb.19, 2025).



Transcript: All but the draw and Putnam spans of the Sixth street bridge went down on the morning of the 

26th carried away by the old Muskingum woolen mill, as it floated down stream, and the Putman span was 

sent to the bottom by the Third street bridge when it left piers and abutments at 12:10p.m. By the middle of 

the afternoon the rising flood had pushed the Pennsylvania railroad bridge into the river. Not long 

afterwards the Y, save its lampposts, went out of sight, appearing to have defied the demon of destruction 

to the last, although unable to keep its head above 

Caption: Pennsylvania Railroad and Third Street bridge piers. Mighty current bent two great bridge trusses 

around lower piers and lifted another truss clear over a pier. Foot bridge, on cables, hung to Third Street 

piers soon after flood, was used daily by thousands. 

Exhibit D
Lewis, Thomas W. “Communication Cut Off.” Essay. In Zanesville in the Flood of 1913, 29–32. Zanesville, OH: A.E. Starr, 

1913. https://ohiomemory.org/digital/collection/p267401coll32/id/5458/rec/172.   



Transcript: water. The B & O. bridge had fallen into the river early in the morning, except one span at the 

west end, which stood fast through the flood.  

Meanwhile, the west approach to the Monroe Street bridge had been knocked into the stream, while 

the two approaches to the Fifth street structure had disappeared under fast-rising torrents. And this it was 

the submergence and destruction put every telephone and telegraph line crossing the river out of 

commission. 

A Day of Dread and Anguish 

On that tragic Wednesday, then, all ordinary means of inter-communication ceased to exist, and 

thousands of residents went through the day and night harrowed with the fear that relatives and friends on 

the other side might have perished or lost their all in the flood. Under this strain men and women aged 

perceptibly in a day. Many a gray hair was added to many a Zanesville head during those hours of torturing 

anxiety. 

Few of Zanesville’s families were wholly exempt from this form of mental anguish. The city was cut 

into four separated and greatly imperiled sections. Many families were represented in each of these. The 

dread and solicitude which marked this separation cannot be expressed in words.  



Transcript: And even when falling stages began it was felt that many hours elapse before tidings could be 

exchanged across the river. But here human ingenuity found a way to reassure. The credit for the first 

exchange of information belongs to Joseph E. Brown, the Putnam hill contractor, whose son was on the 

east side of the river and concerning whose fate the father was intensely anxious. Early Thursday morning 

Mr. Brown nailed two blackboards to a post, took the outfit to the brow of Putnam hill, planted it there and 

wrote a message on it.  

Caption: Main, west of Fifth. Flood at its crest. Four inches of water stood in Main Street doorway of 

Clarendon Hotel (on left). Bags of sand inside the door kept water out of the lobby. Hack in street was 

carried there by current from North Fourth Street. Almost 2 feet of water on floor of A.E. Starr store.  



Transcript: In the endeavor to signal to flood-viewers standing on the roofs across the river he tried the old plan of sending up a 

column of smoke by igniting loose powder. This failed to attract attention and he borrowed a pony cannon and shot it off. 

Among those on the east side who heard the report was Parcel Post Clerk Charles V. Paul, who was standing on the roof 

of the federal building. Divining the signaler’s purpose Mr. Paul secured a field glass and a blackboard. Leveling the glass he read on 

the Putnam hill signal-board the words: 

“We are all well on this side. No deaths reported.” 

Then Mr. Paul wrote the word, “Good,” which was read by Mr. Brown with the aid of his glass and who wrote again, “Have you any 

dead?” The reply was “No deaths reported!” 

When this was announced to the Putnam hill gathering, then numbering several hundred, there was a shout of joy. Those 

people had heard hundreds of east-side residents had perished in the flood.  

The next Post office signal was “Have you enough food?” and the answer came, “Two carloads,” Later, Mayor Schofield 

messaged to the hilltop a request that E.F. O’Neal take care of a carload of provisions then in Putnam and to order the saloons to 

close their doors. 

Other exchanges succeeded in this way and later in the day these were supplemented by messages sent by the wig-wag 

method, with Commodore W.W. Buchanan operating on the hill and the signal corps of Company A, Ohio National Guard, on the 

town side, the U.S. Army and Navy code being put into use. 

Wireless Worked Well 

At 2 o’clock on the afternoon of the 27th the two boat rescue party whose feats of daring are elsewhere referred to succeeded in 

crossing to the Terrace, 7th ward and Putnam, carrying information concerning the East Side situation and returning next morning 

with tidings as to the sections they had visited.  



Transcript: TWO PANIC-BREEDING FIRES 

Apprehensions never come singly in hours of catastrophe. Wednesday’s rising tide had filled all 

minds with intense solicitude as to the fate of flood-affected friends and relatives, and with the night came 

a new dread when the blackness of the unlighted town was illuminated by flames issuing from the Adams 

Bros. plant, located at the Putnam end of the Third street bridge. 

Was fire about to reinforce water in an effort to destroy Zanesville? This was the question men and 

women asked one another with blanched daces when those flames mounted skyward Wednesday night. 

Putnam chiefly was concerned in the answer. The wind was blowing from the north. Water surrounded all 

the houses there, but the flames might spread from roof to roof, even as far as the Tube mill, and burn 

Putnam to the water’s edge, for no fireman could reach the houses. 

The fire started when water slacked the lines in Adams Bros. plant. The establishment was 

consumed and so was the Whittaker residence on the east. How far destruction might have gone no one 

can tell, but it was stopped by William Lorrimer, the contractor, Benjamin Ziesloft, civil engineer, a Mr. 

Magnus John Howard and his son, and Andrew Quinn, who were refugees in ears standing on the 

Pennsylvania tracks and who formed a bucket brigade and by a tremendous exercise of speed and vigor 

prevented the flames from reaching the adjoining structure and passing thence to the Shaw-Welty shirt 

factory and surrounding residence. 

Lower-Main Refugees Threatened 

At 5 o’clock Thursday evening fire started in the old Burt mule barn, on the canal bank at Second 

street, when Wednesday night’s panic was repeated in thousands of minds, for it was re- 



Transcript: (Re)memebered that the flood, then about at its crest, was raging down Secon, Third and Main 

streets, making it impossible for firefighters to reach the flames. 

The 75 or more persons who had clung to their homes on lower Main watched those flames in deep 

concern and only recovered from their terror on finding that the wind was blowing toward the wide river, 

away from the business district. The fire consumed the Burt building and died out. 

Mr. Rufus C. Burton, president of the chamber of commerce, publicly stated after the flood that 

quantities of dynamite were made ready for use during the mule-barn fire and that it was the intention to 

blow up building in the business district and thereby prevent a general east side conflagration had so drastic 

a course been found necessary. 

Caption: From Fifth Street bridge, looking west. Houses on right faced Fourth Street. Some of them stood in 

20 feet of water. Current here was dangerously swift. Flood-bound residents rescued with great difficulty. 



Transcript: Warning! Chillicothe is over its worst difficulty, except from fire. Every reliable sober citizen of 

Chillicothe is appointed a committee of one to patrol his section of the city to guard against fire. There will 

be no water power for several days, for fire purposes. If you see anything suspicious telephone in, do not 

rely on the fire alarm system, it will not be used the bell will not ring. Do not allow anyone to smoke about 

your business house or home, if there is inflammable material. By order of Chief Brockmeyer. 

The destruction in Chillicothe owing to the flood of the Scioto River and Paint creek will amount to over a 

million dollars. The known dead up to eight o’clock this morning numbered: 11 but more were being 

brought each hour. 

These were the Baxter family in the east end and others who lived in that section and Si Pyle who was 

swept down in the torrent on Hickory Street. 

The flood broke through the levy of the B. & O.S. W. at two o’clock Wednesday morning and by half past six 

o’clock had covered all of Chillicothe except the high points here and there the west end west of High 

Street and the center of the city on Paint Street south of the courthouse. 

Exhibit E
Chillicothe News Co. Flood Views of Chillicothe, Ohio. Chillicothe, Ohio: Emmel Publishing Company, 

1913.   



Park street furnished a throughfare for the water, Paint street was flooded up to the court house, Hickory 

Street was a raging torrent and from in front of Willard Story’s house south the street to Fifth were sheered 

off. At Fifth Street the current took a different turn and sheered off the fronts of the houses on the east side 

of Hickory street. 

At 10 o’clock Thursday morning a citizens’ meeting was called at the mayor’s office by Mayor Cahill 

and a relief committee organized.  

The central committee was appointed by Col. Richard Enderlin who was chosen chairman of the 

meeting as follows: F.A. Stacey, Alexander Renick, C.W. Story Allen Scott, Dr. G. E. Robbins, and Rev. R. C. 

Noland who was added on motion of A.P. Minshall, H.W. Chapman was made secretary and Allen Scott 

assistant secretary. The committee was empowered to appoint such auxiliary committees as it thought 

necessary and reported as follows: 

At two o’clock in accordance with the mayor’s proclamation issued by Mayor James A. Cahill 

another citizens’ meeting was held at the mayor’s office and the announcement of these appointments 

made. The subscription list was opened after a statement by Fath-Heintz who started in with $100. The 

subscription in a short time amounted to $9,00. A special meeting of council was called for seven o’clock in 

the evening Thursday and a request was made for $10,000 for emergency purposes but the general fund 

only contained $5,000 and this was transferred to the emergency fund and council will meet later to 

donate more if needed.  



Exhibit F



















































Fremont Flood Booklet 1913. Fremont: K. & C. Co., March, 1913. Ohio Memory. 

https://ohiomemory.org/digital/collection/p15005coll19/id/811/rec/1 (accessed Feb. 19, 2025). 

https://ohiomemory.org/digital/collection/p15005coll19/id/811/rec/1


Exhibit G
University of Dayton, "Brother Andy Weber's account of the 1913 Dayton Flood" (1958). Voices from the 

Flood. 3.  

https://ecommons.udayton.edu/archives_flood/3  

Brother Andy Weber’s account of the 1913 Dayton, Ohio flood from his dormitory window of St. Mary’s Hall 

at the University of Dayton. Recorded in Alumni Hall, room 105, on Feb. 25, 1958. Part of the History of the 

Cincinnati Province on tape collection. University Archives and Special Collections, University of Dayton. 

Transcript: From our dormitory windows we could see some of the havoc that was caused by the rising 

waters, particularly by the fires that occurred during the flood. The college side was used as a shelter for 

flood refugees since the boarders were home on their Easter recess, and the space there for use by the 

flood victims. Brother Louis Garavano did a magnificent job helping out the sisters at St. Elizabeth Hospital. 

He at times would have some narrow escapes, but he did manage to get to the hospital to bring them relief 

and whatnot during the time of the flood 

Photograph courtesy of the Marianist Archives. 

Listen Here: 

http://bit.ly/46eG4lC
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