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VAVPORT PIRE DOPARTMENT
RoYert O, %nrlish, Captain

My Chrervations of the Vanvort Traredy - the FPlood

I wont to work for the Vannort Fire Departrment Januvary 14, 1043,

On the mornine of the 28%th, I renorked for work as yerusual, at the Central Fire
Station at Vanrort, There we were informed that tre river was risine fast and coming
up on the dykes,., Iije were to be nub on four-hovr vatrols and I was riven the job of
makineg ur the patrol list. Two men to co torether, that is two firemen in each car.

The patrol was staccered so that there was always an old wan with a new man on the ra-
trol to show him any new developments or weak spohts, These matrols functioned smoothly.
and efficiently 24 hours a day. Chief En~ineer, C. I. Faviland, conducted me on a tour
of all the dykes surroundin~ Vanport, nointings out the important spots and possible

weak snots., He ordered me o iunstruet all ratrols on the extreme importance and neseos=-

sity of keepinc on the alert and rerortine any and all thinegs that were out of the ordi-
nary and might vertain to a weakenine of the dyke. .

At 4:00 p e, I went on the firct patrol, accomranied by Cart, Ralph Slauchter and
Captain I. Rohrs. Cavhtain Slanrhter nointed out necessary thines to be extremely watch-
ful of; namely, blisters, heevy scerare, muddy water, boils, unauthorized persons around
dykes after dark, At 8:C0 p.m., Cavntain Rohrs was relieved by V. 4. CGarrett, Nriver of
Encine 5, who then accomnanied me on vatrol and was instructed on all thines that T had
been instructed on mvself., Ve covered all the dvkes on the firet round. On the second
abut 2:00 o'clock, we Tound a boil on the road a% the oot of the south dyke - half wey
hetween Denver Avenue and Island Street., 'We reported same to the Administration Rlde,
and were accomnanied bhack to the spot hy ¥r, MeGill, 'r, Taviland ard TInspector Trammell,
This place was tren covered by straw and sand bars., On inevectine the road farher west,
we discovered more so”t snots, I left Garret® to look for more svots on foot and I re-
vorted these also., These were rand-bacred immediately. I vicked? up Garrett and con-
tinue? the patrol. At 9:45, we discovered a leak comin~ under the concrete sea wall in
front of and east of Hwift and Comeny which was also reported and sandhac-ed immediately,
The reading taken on o measurine stick at 10:00 p.m,, foind water had raised three inches
from apnroximately 6:70 v.m. I was relieved from Patrol byv M. %, Vorse who continued the
patrol with Mr. CGarrett, I was relieved from duty at €300 s.m. next morning by B shi®t
and was instructed to stav close to a telephone at all times.

Yay 3Cth renorted for dubty at 7:3C a.m.,, 2t which five I made un the dailv patrol as
on the preceedines day bhut vsin~ two patrols and fwo cars., I was cavtioned to instruct
the men to be extremely cautious as the river was risin~ ravidly. At about 9:15 a.m.,
elvin A. Hall, who was on the first natrol, accomranied bv C, W, T~hs, called from
Mo, 3 Tire Station and renorted muddy water lealins under dvlke at the northwest corner
of the rroject at the corneor of Meadows and Troadacres Streets. I went thero inrmediately
and picked hir up and accompanied him fto the spot. Upon investimtion of the new leak,

I met Vr. Suttle, Ungineer from Swift and Company and three railroad officials, names
unknovm. Upon Nr Suttles! sur-estion that we sandbhar it on the Vanport side of the dyke,
I immediately rerorted it to Assishant Chief Fercholt who then ordered sandbags and work-
men on the spot immedintely. I retwned to Central Fire Station.

At 9:45 a,m,, Alarm Toard operator, Fert Youne, notified me of a call comine from
Dénver Avenue and Cotbtonwocd that water was hubbelines out of the rround by the Dyke road.
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the railroad dyle as this was srowines worse. T cot r., Ted Nonamaker and four neiaoh-
hors that lived on i1, Torre and revorted back to the Tire “tation accomranied by these
men, Chief Fer~holt then took these nmen, accommanied b five othars, to the scene of
the leak on the ¥ailreed dvke, Retween then and noon, I went to several vlaces on the
dykes chec¥kins the conditions and the men. About 1:30, Chief Derrlolt came back and
~0ot more men to work on the railroed dvke as it was still "eakine rretty badly. Vewere
still being assured of, at intervals, trat there was no immed 'ate danrer and I was pas-
sinr the same information to worried residents as they were callines in continuously to
get the latest revorts. N
At about 3:00 pem., 'r. Haviland came %o the sthation and ordered me to call all
fire department versonnecl back to the Station imwediately. I carried ovt the order,
At 4:20, I heard a shout outside the ire station {'at the dvke had broken at the rail-
road dyke where the cres had been working sandbar~ins all day. TUnon roing outside, I
saw water floodinm the urnner end of the Project and heard the sirens from the Sheriff's
and the Chief's rirs. I ordered the air raid horn tvrned on and alerted all the firemen.
However, the current iad heen shorted out and the air raid alarm horn would not blow,
I ran back outside and saw Tire Station No. 3 flostine down the street, the water :pour-
ing in, peorle runnine~ and screamine, T immediately ordered W, T. Hennedy, Fdd &t,
Tilare and J. A. Neters to the corner of lale and Victory to direch traflic and peonle
out of the Project - away from the racin~ waters, I then looked up the street and saw
the second wall o water comine down axd whole units, buildinee floating toward me.
The remainin~ firemrn wore then ordered to riek uv all women and children and put them
in the cars goins hy the station in a slow steady strear, A few minutes later, P.T.DP.
Comrany busses started comine into the nroject. As the water had reached Lake Cftre=st
ty that tire, the Ptusses were turned around and held at the FTire Station until we covld
et them loaded and out of the Project. Cther husses were tu rned around at the
Hosnital and loaded with peovle fleeinz the water, The hosrital was vacant,

When the water reached the Fire Station, I ordzarsd Tngine 3 and the Ladder Truck
to leave the Frojeet irmedintely and vick up poonle on the way out. T ordered Tneine
No. 6 o stand by at the station., There were three husses left in front of the hospital
partly loaded with strag~lers. I ordered these to ~ull across the slough bridee and to
wait for further orders htefore nulline on out. I then ordered Fneine 5 to pull out of
the station and 1load on the remainin~ neoprle and ordered it off the Project to safe
grovnd., I then went back into the sintion and called the Alerm Poard onerator, Vern
Fmerson, to leave the switich board, Py that tiwe, the water was up about three feeot
deep and very swift, flowinc throuch the station. The alarm board went dead, shorted
out by the water,

As we crossed the sloush bridge, I saw Inspectors Trawel and Hagland each carrying an
elderly woman and child throu+h the waist deep water to the iemainine busses which I
had ordered to wait on the east =ide of the slouch, Tha sround wars dry on the east
side of the slouch er the slourh wes carryine of” the first rueh of the water. We,
Trarel, Hacland, Fmerson, Deters and I, then ran across the lawn to help evacuvate the pec
in the remaininge apartmrments and there we found a lot of children and cot them on the
busses., I then told the bus drivers to null down to the corner of Victory and VForce snd
walt there for rore. The husses were filled there and ordered to safety. T then went
back to the sheriff's office where Cantain Tillman and one other Denuty Theriff were
tryine to start a car which we failed %o do. Ve then went around back to the police
rarare and oot ouvht the nolice emer-ency hoat. By that time the water was about three
feet deen. e floated the boat out o the street and climbed in., The motor failed and
we floated with the current down the street., DBy that tire, the lons and debris was so
thick that it tore the motor from the hacl of the boat and we floated helplessly down
to the Administration Fuilding vand and rammed the fence and stalled., At this point,
the slouch was carrvine most of +ie water comine {rom this direction and water was shal-
low., Captain Tillman and tore dovn the west side of the fence and drove some of the
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ars into the street where we called some of the men that were nearby to come and drive
the cars on down the street pickins up stray stracclers as they went alone.  7e then
took the last truck availeble § at we could start on dovm the street nJc“lnw v two or
three other men. At this roint, T saw Vern ¥merson trvine to start an electrician's
truck that was stalled by the side of the road, One of the ™iildines floatineg down
the slough, hit the brid-e and the impact broke off two of *“he vower noles, the heavy
cable hitting the door of the truck bruising Fmerson's arm, as I Jlearned later, At
this time, we alsc met a youn fellow vnder the influence of alcohol ssuntering leisurely
up the street toward the raecine water. Captain Tillman and T, Joe Dcters and Vern Emer-
son had to use force to ret hir into the-truck, Goins down the street a few feet farther,
we contacted one of the busses still waitin«., “.0 met an elderly couple also coming up
the street toward the water. They insisted they had to ret up to their apartment on
Force to ret their money. Yo also had to use force with these people to enter the bus.
£11 this time, Insnrectors Tramel, He~land and Deters, Mmerson and I were carrying people
out of the apartments throu~h the deep water and loadine them onto the bus whichwas
slowly comine down the street. The bus loaded, I sent it on ahead., He-Innd, Tramel,
Deters, Emerson and I then went t»rourh the back vwnits but could £ind no more neovle,
We then came back and -~ot on the truck road down Vietory Street 4o a npoint about 160
feet west of the cirecle rond where the truclk stalled in the deep water., Three P.T.P.
husses were alco stalled here »ut all of the people had teen tolen off., Sittine in the
middle of the street, hy the stalled busses, was a sedan with a man and woman in it =
also stalled, %We ~ot them out and started carrving the woran to the dvke. Fhe re-
rarked, "Retter not drop me, hovs. T'11 cet wet." e ~ave her to some other men that
were stnndinv formine a line across the swift eurrent in the strert and passed her on
to safety. Tut T'm thinkine she not only cot wet but VERY wet. At this noint, I saw
Tnspector He~land baclk of me atout 1C0 feet dracrine a worman and helvine some other
peonle Lthrough the deen water, I tried to get back to help him but couldn't., I was
¥nocked down by a refricerator that was floatine by inthe swift current. Incidentally,
this is the first time that I ever Inew one of those thinrs wonuld float. As I came up,
I saw Inspector Hegland had the peorle onto the stair of one of the wnits where they
climbed to the roof. I then swam over to the dvke and Tillman helped me out of & he
water. I climbed onto the ton of the dvke and helved to load veople onto the bhusces
there and ret the traffic moving on to safety. I then conbacted Denvnty Theriff Al Tree-
man and had hir broadcast over the police radio for all the boats availahle immediately,

Jhile standine in the middle of the street, I hanrened to lrok ovor on the bank
and saw 2 lady standinec there holdine a little baby. As I watched, a man ran up toher
and slapred her then drew back his fist and struck her in the face, Al Garrett must have
seen it at the sare time for he was alsec standing in the street helpine direct traffic
and neople and we both ran for him. Garrett Jjumped between the couple and I hit him
and we rolled dovm the bank torether. Vern Emerson came up and we sudued the esuy and
put him into the car while Garrett nut the lady and the haby into the bus. The guywas
nuts; I should have left hir drown., By now the water was over half way un on the dyke
and houses were floatine by lik%e ferrv boats I saw Insrector Herland and his four people
ridine the roof of one of the units whioh\,us in a back current ani headins for Swift
and Company packinr house., They were later rescued.

I then contacted NMr. Havland and he ordered me to clear the dvle of all traffic and
ret the neople on foot in cars or » .srces and off the dvle, Py that 4ime, the hoats
started arrivin- and we wnloaded them at the northeast exit of Vanvort., Inpgine s had
been stanind by on the dyke and so I ordered it off +the dvke and to remnort to Engine
30 of Portland, in Kenton, and to wait for further orders. Thre other trucks »ad already
been ordered out and were on their wav to report to bncine 30. VE then met Captain Klock
of Truck 4 of Portland snd akked him if ho weuld have his menwork with our men in the
boats placine two firemen in each bhoat with axes to enable them to open up the flostine
huildines and to look for peonle traftrs” in the urrer floors and also fo rescue peonle
on toof's of the 'ouses. Y“thon went in a bheat with Joe of Joe's larket in Vanport,
accompanied by Fill Goher, Vannort fireman, to look for survivers., By this time, tinre
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were betwcen 30 and 40 beats out aronc the buildin- s with Deputy Sheriffs and firemen
who were tryihg to control the looting and searchine for reople who micht still be
alive. This must have heen around $:00 o'eclock as it was darlk, We found no sur-
vivers but found severnl bvodies flnetine, face down, in cne of the units from the
colored district. “e reported tris to the Deputy Cheriff and were told that nothing
could he done until they =obt flood lirhts., After that, I took some of the firemen up
to Eenton to ~et hot doffee since we wore all cold and very wet, ‘e then came back
to the dyke to stand by for further orders, I stood on the dylke pazine at what once
had heen Vanport, iust a Tew short hours before. Tt was one of the most conrenisl
communities that I had ever worked in., T had wet lots of these reople throuch civie
affairs which T had talken vart in, feelins proud that I had worked and seen this city
erow up from a mudhole to a heautiful and havoy city - the second lareest in the State
of Oreron.

I sincerely hone that these reornle, with whom I feel a real kinship, may someday,
in the very near future, find a commmity in which they can live in peace and try to
forpet their recent sorrow and recuperate their losses and to bhe sincerely hanny once
more. I would like to hrave the opportunity to work with them once arain,

Captain Robert 0. Fnelish
Vanport Fire Department




