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        The twenty-two mile drive from the mouth of the Narrows to the entrance
        of Estes Park is still perhaps the most beautiful drive in Colorado. It
        was once even more grand, but on the eve of Colorado’s Centennial
        celebrations in 1976 an unimaginable event occurred. On July 31st the
        Big Thompson River flooded destroying everything in its path.
      


      
        The storm causing this disaster stalled at the top of the canyon and
        dropped an incredible amount of water in the upper valleys in a short
        period of time. In its path thousands of people were enjoying the day.
        Many residents in their homes and cabins were entertaining family and
        friends. The wonderful motels in the canyon were filled with “out of
        state’rs,” and the campgrounds were filled with tourists relishing all
        the beauty and sport the Big Thompson Canyon had to offer. Cars, roads,
        trees, boulders, public utilities, propane tanks, houses, pets, and
        people — all ended up in the tangle of widespread ruin that extended the
        entire length of the river. In less than six hours this storm changed
        thousands of lives forever.
      


      
        The heroism and despair of the people who witnessed that night will
        never be fully told, but the stories included in this book give
        wonderful examples of the human spirit. For a time all aspects of life
        in the region were affected. Schools had to deal with disrupted
        families, insurance and tax people were deluged with paperwork, clean up
        and road construction crews were hard pressed, and the media was ever
        present. Great numbers of anxious people arrived from out of state
        needing transportation and a place to stay. Motels and hotels were
        filled, so people of the community opened their homes and provided
        transportation.
      


      
        In the aftermath it was a great tribute to the communities of Loveland,
        Fort Collins, Greeley, Longmont and Estes Park in the way they came to
        the aid of their devastated neighbor. We will always cherish the love,
        concern and charity extended by these people. It helped heal broken
        lives and hearts. The people who needed their help in the months
        following also still remember with love and gratitude the aid given by
        the Mennonites, Interfaith, the Red Cross, the Salvation Army and HUD.
      


      
        By doing this book it is our hope that the lessons learned from the
        events that surrounded the Big Thompson flood will not be forgotten. We
        pray that those whose lives were lost and the people who were there that
        night to witness the disaster will be remembered. Those who worked on
        the recovery teams and saw the devastation and lost life at its worst
        will certainly not be forgotten. It changed their lives too. We also
        want to show that the human spirit will not be defeated, that recovery
        is possible and can be strengthening.
      


      
        It might seem, since it was a long time ago, that everything should be
        back to normal. But the canyon will never be the same, that time is
        lost. The people of the canyon are still a strong, dynamic community.
        There are fewer little cabins with their wonderful names like ‘Dew Drop
        Inn’ or ‘Dun Rovin’. In greater numbers now we are permanent residents
        rather than summer people. Our other little disasters occasionally make
        the press, but we are still here and in love with our canyon and are
        willing to accept the risks.
      


      
        The dynamics and dimensions of this flood were unique, as in any
        disaster, but the possibility of an occurrence in any of Colorado’s many
        canyons is always present. This book provides a time for reflection — a
        time to remember.
      


      
        
          Sharlynn Wamsley 
and the Drake Club
        

      

    
  
    
      Early History of the Big Thompson Canyon

      
        
      

      
        The Indians called the river that flows from the high mountains into the
        fertile plains past what is now the city of Loveland, the Big Pipe. The
        river is divided from its mountainous course into the plains by a narrow
        rocky two mile long canyon that we now call the Narrows. The Ute Indians
        were the first to travel this canyon. The region above the Narrows
        afforded protection from the fierce cold winds of winter and offered
        abundant deer and fish. Here they were safe from their enemies,
        protected by the rugged narrow canyon. Although the Ute had horses, they
        didn’t depend on them for transportation. The mountains were easier to
        negotiate by foot, and their paths usually followed trails made by game
        animals of the Big Pipe.
      

      
        The river got its modern name, Big Thompson River, from an English
        engineer and agent for the Northwest Fur Company, David Thompson.
        Thompson established his fur trapping camps on the Big Thompson and the
        Cache la Poudre rivers in 1810, and then moved on to the Pacific Coast,
        leaving little behind but his name. In 1840 Kit Carson, having heard of
        these camps, came to the Thompson and followed the river, trapping
        beaver. His troop spent that winter in Estes Park collecting pelts.
      

      
        One of the earliest settlers along the Big Thompson River valley was
        Mariano Medina, who in 1858 laid claim to the an area west of what is
        now the town of Loveland. Marianna Butte, named for this family, marks
        the first permanent home site in the vicinity along the Big Thompson.
        Mariano and his Indian wife “John” built a sturdy log cabin near the
        butte for their family of six children. In 1862 the Holladay’s Overland
        coaches stopped at the Big Thompson River where it crossed Mariano’s
        property. This was the first eating stop for passengers headed west out
        of Denver and soon other services were also provided. First known as Big
        Thompson Station, and soon after called Namaqua, it became the first
        settlement in this area.
      

      
        In 1877 the Colorado Central Railroad came to the Big Thompson Valley
        area. This major north-south rail line stopped near the Big Thompson
        River, but the tracks ran several miles east of Namaqua. Establishment
        of the town of Loveland to provide services came as part of the railroad
        system. Soon the population moved away from Namaqua to Loveland, closer
        to the railroad.
      

      
        Civilization in the valley grew at a rapid pace. Interests in tourism,
        cattle, timber, and mining all created a demand for access into the
        canyon. In 1876 a road was constructed to the south over Pole Hill to
        provide a direct route from Loveland to Estes Park. Going west from
        Loveland on what is now 1st Street, past Rattlesnake Gulch (now Pinewood
        Reservoir) and on to the west side of Pole Hill, the route dropped into
        Muggins Gulch to join the St. Vrain toll road. The toll road up the St.
        Vrain operated for only about 10 years when a spring flood destroyed it
        from one end to the other. The only remaining road into Estes Park was
        the Bald Mountain trail. Transporting tourists into the Park became a
        discouraging business. Due to the steep ascent up Pole Hill, combined
        with the 8,000 ft. elevation and bad winter weather, this route failed
        to become popular, at least for the tourists. It did, however, open up
        opportunities for the timber business and the mining industry.
      

      
        In 1897, Orren S. Knapp settled along the North Fork River where he
        built a resort of summer homes. Later the Presbyterian Assembly
        Association purchased the property. They named the location Glen Haven
        for its peaceful surroundings. The community is at the foot of Devil’s
        Gulch, a term they felt was blasphemous.
      

      
        In the late 1800s Loveland began to feel the pangs of competition with
        Longmont and Boulder and envied their accessibility to the mountains and
        the village of Estes Park. Local businessmen felt that Loveland’s
        prosperity depended on opening up the Big Thompson Canyon in order to
        capture the growing tourist trade. In 1892, the businessmen organized
        the People’s Toll Road, Mining and Manufacturing Company to create a new
        route to establish Loveland as the ‘Gateway to the Rockies’. Their
        charter allowed them to branch from the existing Pole Hill road at the
        crest of the first hill and continue down Dixon Gulch to the Big
        Thompson Canyon. Along the canyon bottom, the road continued to Drake
        where it joined an existing road up the North Fork through Glen Haven.
        The company charged a dollar to use this new road, and they hoped the
        road would lure the tourists to Loveland.
      

      
        There was, however, a steep and dangerous section down Dixon Gulch that
        limited this road’s appeal. Furthermore, portions of the road in the
        canyon were impassable when the river was high. The arduous journey took
        up to two days, with a stop in Drake or Midway. Boulder County,
        meanwhile, widened the St. Vrain route and converted it into a public
        road.
      

      
        [image: A narrow bridge in the mountains that crosses a river]
        
          An old bridge in the Narrows near The Pillar of Hercules.
        
      
      
        Larimer County needed a new plan. Sheriff C.H. Bond started a petition
        drive to have Larimer County finance a new road that would go directly
        up the Big Thompson Canyon through the Narrows. At Drake the new road
        would use the more direct South Fork, until now untouched by
        development. The petition drive was successful and the commissioners
        began accepting bids in 1903. A great deal of public attention was
        focused on the project. William A. Riley won the bid to put in a
        one-lane dirt road with bridges and turnouts. He was given one year to
        finish the entire project in spite of the fact that much of the road had
        to be built in very rugged country. The Riley road was completed in June
        1904, on time.
      

      
        In the spring of 1907, D.O. Osborn and sons formed the Loveland-Estes
        Park Auto Company, which proved to be very profitable. They started
        transporting tourists from Loveland to Estes with three five-passenger
        touring Stanley Steamers. The next year the company ordered some of the
        first of the nine-passenger Stanley Steamers and later the twelve
        passenger models. The Steamers were powerful and provided a nice ride,
        but frequent stops for water were necessary and it took a trained
        engineer to operate them. The company was purchased in 1916 by the Rocky
        Mountain Transportation Company who changed to the White, a gas-operated
        bus.
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        Devils Curve.
      
      
        The town of Drake, named for State Sen. William A. Drake, came into
        existence about this time. He represented the district from 1903 - 1907,
        and was instrumental in establishing the post office in 1905. Because
        the North Fork and the Big Thompson rivers meet at this point this area
        is sometimes referred to as the Forks.
      

      
        Until 1928 the road from Loveland to Estes Park was one lane, with
        turnouts for passing cars. The county continued making improvements,
        widening the road where they could and raising the low places. In the
        1930s, during the depression, work crews were kept busy. Earning 50
        cents an hour, the men worked in crews numbering from 20 to 45 men. Each
        man was allowed to work only two to four days a week depending on the
        size of his family. They removed dangerous ledges and widened sharp
        turns, making the road safer and easier to travel. In the spring of 1933
        there were 300 names on the waiting list for work on this project. A lot
        of roadwork was also done along the Big Thompson River valley east of
        the Narrows. Crews upgraded roads and built seven new bridges from
        Walt’s place to the Big Thompson School. This encompassed an area ‘just
        past the Loveland water tower, south of the plaster mill, and across the
        Orchard at Wilds’, and on to the bridge across the Big Thompson.’
      

      
        The State took over the road in 1934-1935. The State re-surveyed the
        entire route between Loveland and Estes Park in preparation for a paved,
        two-lane highway. Contracts were awarded from 1935 to 1937 and the new
        road was built. The new route went directly west from Loveland to the
        Narrows, bypassing the old roads along entire lower valley. The 14
        bridges in the upper canyon were reduced to seven so the road did not
        crisscross the river as often and had a more consistent grade. The road
        from Loveland Heights was three miles from Estes Park. After leaving the
        canyon, the road crossed the river and continued on the south side into
        the town. By crossing the high plain on the north side of the river, the
        visitor had a marvelous expansive view of the entire Continental Divide
        as he left the canyon.
      

      
        “When we first drove the new road, we felt a protest and expressed
          it. ‘Much of the beauty and thrill of the drive was gone.’ But common
          sense and experience in driving the canyon road these 25 years since
          have proved the engineers were right and the road is much safer and
          easier to drive. In 1962 the road was again improved by the addition
          of several three lane passing zones on some steep upgrades.
      

      
        Loveland Heights Roads to the Estes Park Region, unpublished history
          by Blanch Calvert Sanders in 1963
      

      
        The road was finished in 1937, but the dedication was put off until
        1938. Huge crowds numbering in the thousands celebrated at the
        well-planned function. The link between Estes Park and Loveland was
        finally firmly established.
      

    
    
      The Good Years 1938-1976

      
        Opening the ‘Gateway to the Rockies’ did exactly what the Loveland
        businessmen hoped. The highway from Loveland through the canyon to Estes
        Park was now well paved and continued on to Fall River Pass over Trail
        Ridge, making it the ‘highest paved through highway in the world.’ It
        drew tourists from all over the United States and created the new
        businesses to support them.
      

      
        The road never exceeded a six-percent grade, far different from the
        narrow, dangerous roadway of the past. What often took the traveler two
        days to travel could now be done in under two hours. Its varied scenery
        ranged from the hot dusty fields and pastures of the foothills, past the
        Marianna Butte. Passing the Devil’s Backbone, a rocky ridge of Dakota
        oil bearing sand with its famous ‘Keyhole,’ the road went on through the
        Narrows’ steep slopes with only room for the road and the river. It
        entered the mountain meadows with their rock-bedded river, the vast
        forests clinging to the precipices, and on up until dropping into the
        breath-taking valley that surrounded the Estes Park village. The Big
        Thompson Canyon was an area of enormous beauty, and from the North Fork
        through Glen Haven it was 37 miles of vacation wonderland enjoyed by
        people from all over the world.
      

      
        [image: Aerial view of a narrow road following a river through steep mountains]
        The early canyon road.
      
      
        With at least eight filling stations to service the cars and distribute
        maps and brochures vacationers found it easy to learn the special
        landmarks in the canyon. They enjoyed trout fishing, hiking, picnicking
        and horseback riding. Lookout spots and picnic areas offered pleasant
        places to stop and enjoy the majestic scenery and a place to splash in
        the cool rushing water.
      

      
        [image: A flat wooden bridge crossing a mountain river]
        The Thompson River at Glen Comfort.
      
      
        While cold and dark during the winter, the canyon came to life as the
        sun moved north and began to touch the lower slopes, melting the snows
        and causing the pasque flowers to bloom. From mid-May until
        mid-September the canyon filled with people enjoying nature at its
        finest. Motels, lodges and restaurants soon flanked the river. Homes,
        cottages, and camps were built in increasing numbers. Cabins were built
        as summer homes, with many owners ultimately planning to retire to the
        mountains year round. One popular structure was the summer cottage. It
        was one or two rooms, very basic in structure and amenities. Each was
        given its own name, such as ‘Dew Drop Inn’ or ‘Happy Hours’, and were
        the perfect place for guests, weekend getaways or honeymoons.
      

      
        The canyon became a popular destination for the people in the local
        communities as well, especially from Loveland, Greeley and points east.
        Many ‘day outings’ were made to the cool mountains, a pleasant relief
        from the hot summer on the plains. Visitors could stop at a cherry cider
        or ice cream stand run by some of the more ambitious summer people, or
        purchase prepared picnics at restaurants on the way to a shady
        riverbank. There were many large cherry orchards then in the Big
        Thompson valley. On the drive up to the canyon signs along the way would
        entice passers-by to ‘come pick your own.’ You brought containers that
        would be weighed before you went in and again as you left, but they
        didn’t weigh you or the kids. Many many pounds of ripe cherries were
        eaten and enjoyed on the spot.
      

      
        Cascade Falls served lunches and had a gift shop. Dances were held in a
        barn nearby on the weekends. The Dam Store moved to the entrance of the
        Narrows when the road came through in the 1920s. The falls created by
        the Big Thompson River flowing over the Handy Dam could be seen from a
        raised platform built by the early owners. In the 1930s and ‘40s the Dam
        Store carried every kind of camping or fishing need as well as
        souvenirs, much as it does today. It also sported a ‘modern’ filling
        station that offered complete service for the tourist’s automobile,
        lunches were served and cottages could be rented.
      

      
        The depression of the 1930s ended, the winds causing the dust bowl in
        the plains subsided, WWII ended successfully (all before television) and
        people were full of high spirits. A dance hall, run by Max Denter, was
        built near the Montrose Hotel at the top of the Narrows. Every weekend
        it was open to the public; no alcohol was allowed in the building. The
        Big Thompson Canyon Association, formed by the year round and summer
        people, used this building until they built their own building near
        Midway, a small community east of Drake. At the north end of the Canyon,
        in Glen Comfort, a large roller-skating rink was built and was a popular
        diversion for the kids. It later became an antique store. There even was
        a Red Cross first aid station at the Trading Post.
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        Small dinosaurs at the west end of the Narrows.
      
      
        Along the way, crafters of all sorts found a ready outlet for their
        arts, everything from glassblowing to wool spinning, woodcarving, rock
        shops, antiques, Indian artifacts and western wear. At Fort Namaqua for
        a number of years there were pony rides for kids. Hikers could get
        permission from Eldon Seamont to climb the Mariana Butte, and who could
        forget the eight or so almost life-sized dinosaurs that met the
        surprised tourist at the top of the Narrows during the early 1960s?
      

      
        Thousands of hummingbirds followed the lead of the summer residents and
        came to the canyon to summer-over. People who enjoyed gardening did
        battle with the deer and raccoons on a regular basis. The philosophy
        became, plant enough to share, and don’t expect huge yields. Fox,
        rabbits, skunks, porcupines and even an occasional mountain lion, bobcat
        or bear were cherished members of the environment, as were the many
        birds that were lured by the well-stocked feeders. The raccoons were a
        special delight, coming in every evening for handouts. Rattlesnakes were
        a bother, but the mountain rattlesnake, although dangerous, tries to
        give ample warning and prefers to be left alone. Ticks in the spring
        were a big problem, but they disappeared when the crickets started
        chirping, so by the time the summer folks arrived, the ticks were almost
        gone.
      

      
        From 1948 to the time of the flood in 1976 the Crosier and Drake
        Extension Clubs in the Canyon had the responsibility of establishing and
        conserving a mileage service that eventually became the address system
        for the canyon. This also included the Glen Haven valley. The addresses
        for the businesses and houses in the Canyon are actually mileage
        indicators that begin at the intersection of Colorado Street and Highway
        34 at the south end of Lake Loveland. The numbers represent the miles,
        and tenths of miles, from that point going west to the Olympus Dam.
        Every two or three years a new directory was issued.
      

      
        In 1956, the Drake Social Club took on a project headed by Edith
        Beechel, to place signs along the highway pointing out landmarks. Ten
        landmarks were featured, Marianna Butte and Devil’s Back Bone in the Big
        Thompson Valley. Alexander Mountain, bearing the name of the first
        pioneer family who settled at its base, overshadows the entrance to the
        Big Thompson Canyon and forms the northern edge of the Narrows. The
        Pillar of Hercules, a column of light colored granite wedged between
        great boulders, seen in the Narrows as you travel east. Not included was
        the Witches Face that can be seen on the south side of the mountain in
        the middle of the Narrows. Stone Mountain, known also as “Louie” or
        “Skinner,” extends from the Loveland Power House to Drake, a distance of
        about 3 miles on the north side of the canyon with Palisade Mountain or
        “Union Peaks” on the south. Palisade is split and gouged by gulches, the
        work of springs and flash floods. Sugarloaf Mountain, shaped like the
        cone shaped sugar molds of pioneer days, covered with Ponderosa and
        Douglas fir. Finally, you come to Mount Olympus, home of the limber
        pine. Olympus dam at Estes Park is its namesake. Facing west is a
        panoramic view that includes Meeker and Longs Peak, and the Mummy Range.
        It’s said that Storm Mountain, north of Glen Haven, causes the
        deflection of rain clouds from their course. The mountain is almost two
        miles above sea level, and its height serves to amplify sounds of
        thunder — hence the name Storm. There is a Ghost Town on its lower slope
        that can reached from Glen Haven. Crosier Mountain lies within the
        triangle formed by the Big Thompson and the North Fork rivers and the
        Devil’s Gulch roads. There are bridle paths and hiking trails leading
        from Glen Haven, Loveland Heights and the Glen Comfort areas. These were
        all areas pointed out to the tourists at that time.
      

      
        Floods occurred in the canyon during these ‘good years’. In September
        1938 a flash flood hit Cedar Creek and Dixon Gulch flooding through the
        Narrows into the Big Thompson Valley, taking out ten sections of the new
        State Highway. Again in June of 1941 and 1945 there was flooding. This
        time the storms were located between Drake and Cedar Cove and caused
        road and bridge damage and flooded into Loveland. In August 1951
        Loveland experienced the worst flooding to that date. Heavy rains in the
        Cedar Cove area and the breaking of the Buckhorn reservoir combined to
        cause $600,000 worth of damage in the Loveland area, and killed seven
        people. Again in 1965 the area along the Buckhorn flooded causing damage
        in the Big Thompson valley. It was just something that the people in
        these areas knew they have to contend with occasionally.
      

      
        By the end of the 1960s the mood in the country was changing, but the
        canyon continued to work its magic. People came from all over the U.S.
        and beyond to relax and enjoy its beauty. For many it had become an
        annual destination, grown children returning to the joyful places of
        their childhood. More of the cabin owners were retiring and fixing up
        their places for year around living. Restaurants and motels were being
        expanded and improved with each new owner. It was a wonderful place to
        be.
      

      
        The last weekend of July 1976 was a special time. The bicentennial of
        the U.S. had just been celebrated and now, this weekend was to be the
        celebration for Colorado’s centennial. Events were planned in both Estes
        Park and Loveland and the summer activities were already in full swing.
        Additionally the summer Olympics were on and the U.S. teams were doing
        well. That Saturday evening the long weekend was less than half over and
        everyone was in place for an exciting summer celebration.
      

    
    
      The Flood of 1976

      
        The Dynamics and Dimensions

        
          Plentiful moisture in the atmosphere, a strong means of forcing that
          moisture up, and an intense stationary cloud system were what was
          needed to produce heavy localized rain. The storm that devastated the
          Big Thompson Canyon was created by these three conditions as they met
          along the Front Range. Moisture lifted by towering thunderstorms over
          the Arizona desert, and blown by light winds drifted northward to the
          Colorado high country. Meanwhile cool Canadian air came down over the
          hot, muggy plains of Wyoming, Nebraska and Kansas, displacing moist
          tropical air from the Caribbean.
        

        
          Thunderstorms broke out in Kansas and southern Colorado during the
          afternoon along the front, and around 5 p.m. they began to erupt
          around Denver and Boulder. Finally the unstable air mushroomed into
          huge thunderheads. The weak upper air disturbance coming up from
          Arizona helped to initiate the storm. Thunderstorms moved north into
          the foothills to feed on the strong flow of moist, unstable air being
          forced into the Larimer County foothills. Those listening to the Fort
          Collins radio about 5:30 p.m. that Saturday night might have heard
          Vincent Scheetz warn that there was potential for flash flooding. He
          cautioned people to stay out of low areas and washes in the mountain
          canyons in Larimer County and suggested they monitor their radio for
          any new developments. At 9 p.m. the National Weather Service warned of
          possible flooding in the Big Thompson Canyon and the first real flash
          flood warning came at 11 p.m. By that time the flood was in the
          Loveland area. It was later learned the NWS had an equipment
          malfunction that delayed the warning.
        

        
          Around 7 p.m. very strong winds blew through Grand Lake overturning
          sailboats and blowing down trees, and at the same time people on the
          eastern side of the foothills noted that strong winds were coming from
          the east — an unusual weather pattern. By 7:30 p.m. this system
          towered over 60,000 feet — 12 miles in height — and stalled near
          Hague’s Peak. Torrential rains began to fall into the upper area of
          the Big Thompson Canyon. From 6:30 to 10:30 p.m. the rain fell, and
          radar estimates indicated the storm was producing 2 - 4 inches of rain
          an hour with peak rainfall of near 5 inches an hour around 8 p.m.
          Almost 12 inches of rain fell near the Glen Comfort area in four
          hours, and a large area of the North Fork watershed from Glen Haven
          north received eight inches of rain.
        

        
          As the main part of the storm settled just east of Glen Comfort, the
          normally dry gulches and ravines quickly eroded to bedrock and poured
          into the main river. Dry Gulch, which usually lives up to its name,
          enters the river just below Estes Park. It reached a peak of nearly
          4,500 cubic feet a second (cfs) and washed out a portion of the toe of
          Olympus Dam. The gray replacement rocks can still be seen as a
          reminder of the power of the water even at that point. In Drake the
          flooding from the North Fork River was about 8,700 cfs while the peak
          flow of the Big Thompson river was 28,200 cfs. Fortunately the peaks
          didn’t hit Drake at the same time. The two surges of high water were
          about one and a half hours apart. The river drops some 2000 feet in
          the 20 miles between Estes Park and the mouth of the canyon and the
          velocity was severe, estimated at 15 miles per hour in the Narrows.
          The normal flow of 200 cfs at the mouth of the canyon increased to
          31,000 cfs during the night and was still ten times normal by morning.
        

        
          The flood waters dropped most of its load of silt and debris on the
          Big Thompson Valley and Loveland before moving on to Weld County,
          causing more damage to bridges and flooding crops before joining the
          South Platte River in the plains southeast of Greeley.
        

        
          Information tabulated by the Interfaith Taskforce gave us these facts.
        

        
          In the 25 miles through the Big Thompson Canyon, 149 of the year round
          homes were destroyed and 140 were able to be repaired. The summer
          homes fared even worse; 103 were destroyed and only 42 could be
          salvaged. Twenty-six of the businesses survived, but 16 were lost.
          These losses came to close to $20,000,000 ($19,793,626.51 actual) in
          damages.
        

        
          Many of the houses that remained had a loss of 50% to 100% of
          household goods and personal belongings. Sixty percent of the
          residents sustaining heavy loss were over 50 years old, and many of
          them were retired. It was estimated that 190 full-time resident
          families were displaced and in need of at least temporary housing.
          Fewer than 30% of the dead were canyon residents and about 33% of them
          were vacationing from out of state.
        

        
          Ages of those killed

          
            
              
                	Age
                	#
                	%
              

            
            
              
                	0 - 10
                	10
                	7
              

              
                	11 - 20
                	19
                	14
              

              
                	21 - 30
                	23
                	17
              

              
                	31 - 40
                	7
                	5
              

              
                	41 - 50
                	12
                	9
              

              
                	51 - 60
                	25
                	18
              

              
                	61 - 70
                	25
                	18
              

              
                	71+
                	11
                	8
              

              
                	Unknown
                	7
                	4
              

            
          

        
        
          Ages of injured requiring medical aid

          
            
              
                	Age
                	#
                	%
              

            
            
              
                	0 - 10
                	31
                	5
              

              
                	11 - 20
                	72
                	13
              

              
                	21 - 30
                	25
                	4
              

              
                	31 - 40
                	39
                	7
              

              
                	41 - 50
                	75
                	13
              

              
                	51 - 60
                	138
                	24
              

              
                	61 - 70
                	121
                	22
              

              
                	71+
                	68
                	12
              

              
                	Total survivors
                	569
                	
              

            
          

        
        55% were Women • 45% were Men

        Economic Loss: Larimer Co., $35,498,100

        
          Weld Co., about $45,000 due to road and bridge damage
        

      
      
        Myths and Facts

        
          One of the myths of the flood is that people died because they chose
          to live there. The fact is that people died because they were in the
          path of the flood. Only 41 of the 144 people who died were residents.
        

        
          Another fact that emerged was that it was better to have a passenger —
          a friend — with you in the car if you were driving in the canyon.
          These people were more likely to make you stop the car and climb to
          safety.
        

      
    
    
      The Next Two Years

      
        Tales from survivors began to pour out of the canyon Saturday night, but
        it wasn’t until the next day as most of them were rescued or managed to
        leave on their own, that the magnitude of the story began to unfold.
        Survivors told of huddling on the mountainside in cold driving rain,
        clinging to trees and debris in the river, or huddled in neighbors
        homes, safe, or being trapped in their broken homes. They gathered at
        the center set up at Loveland High School to check in as part of the
        living. No longer were they missing, but they did have a story to tell —
        of the horror of watching civilization being flushed down the river, of
        narrow escapes, the smells, or the shear awe of listening to the storm
        and rampaging river reclaim the valley floor. The lightning had flashed
        like a strobe light, searing the visions of horror and destruction into
        the minds of the stunned witnesses who survived, but feared for friends
        or family or neighbors.
      

      
        Rescue efforts were underway by early Sunday morning. Search and rescue
        people were flown in, and helicopters began flying out the injured and
        those who needing medical attention. Sunday morning three thousand
        leaflets were dropped asking people to mark letters in the mud to
        indicate their needs; A – medical, F – food, W – water or OK. An
        estimated 850 stranded people were flown out that day. In the first few
        days, the Army, National Guard, and Air Force sent approximately 90
        rescue helicopters and the National Guard sent in 160 soldiers to help.
        Monday morning rain began again, and the helicopters were grounded for a
        time, but good weather followed. In the following weeks bodies were
        flown out, and food and fuel were flown in to support the search teams
        and the people remaining in the canyon. Considering the number of
        helicopters flights, and the number of hours flown in the difficult
        canyon, the pilots did a remarkable job maintaining a near perfect
        safety record. Good job!!
      

      
        No matter how prepared we try to be we can never fully anticipate all
        aspects of such a major disaster. However, we were blessed with a brave,
        caring and generous community. Loveland had also been hard hit by the
        flood, its water supply jeopardized, roads made impassable, debris along
        the riverbanks, and bodies of some of those killed found deposited by
        the river in town. Loveland quietly cleaned up its own disaster while
        much of the focus was centered on the Canyon. Plans were quickly put
        into place to handle different areas of need. Temporary morgues were set
        up. Deputy Coroner Gene Green’s garage in Estes Park was set up to keep
        the bodies until they could be sent to Loveland for identification. In
        Loveland the mortuary filled rapidly, so the old Loveland Hospital was
        also used as a temporary morgue for the next six weeks. Coroners Michael
        Charney and Patrick Allen took over the difficult job of identification.
        Loveland’s water supply had been compromised, so fresh water was brought
        in from the surrounding towns in 5gallon containers. In both Loveland
        and Estes Park the Red Cross brought in emergency supplies for the
        survivors who lost or had to abandon their belongings. A collection area
        was set up at the Cloverleaf Dog Track by Interstate 25 to receive and
        disperse items needed by the hundreds of families who had been
        displaced. KLOV network handled close to 10,000 personal messages in the
        following days.
      

      
        A center was set up at Loveland High School where people came for
        information and to put their names on a ‘survivors list.’ Support people
        were there to help with the next steps they would need to take, letting
        them know what help was available. There they could leave a number where
        they could be reached, wait for friends or family to pick them up, find
        temporary lodging, or find a ride to the airport. Mountain Bell
        installed three phone banks so survivors could contact friends and
        family, Western Union Telegraph set up an office, and CB operators were
        on hand. Three ham radio stations were put in place: one for emergency
        inquiries, one for instate calls, and the other to keep in contact with
        Estes Park. With the phone lines down Estes Park had lost contact with
        the outside world.
      

      
        Initially, thousands of names were put on the missing list. From around
        the U.S. friends and relatives inquired about those vacationing in
        Colorado, not aware if their loved ones had been in the canyon that
        night. Radio stations sent out a message for all vacationers in the
        state to call home, and the missing list began to shrink. For some the
        calls brought wonderful news, like that for the families in New Albany,
        Indiana. A busload of 35 teenagers and nine adult counselors were in
        Colorado on an annual outing to scale a 14,000-foot mountain. The bus
        was on its way up the canyon Saturday night so the group could attend
        the rodeo in Estes Park the next day. At 8:45 p.m. driver Jim Shoots
        noted the river was rising, decided he didn’t like the looks of it, and
        turned the bus around in the canyon and headed back down. It is
        estimated the wall of water hit the area where he turned around at 9:00
        or 9:15 p.m. Jim got a hero’s welcome back in New Albany.
      

      
        By midweek the weather had started to clear. Many of the residents made
        it back into the canyon to survey the damage and to see how their
        property survived. Some signs of ‘life as it was’ sat in stark contrast
        to the destruction they witnessed: A little cherry tree sitting just out
        of the flood’s reach, the birds helping themselves to its plump red
        fruit; a small bird still tended her young in the nest in a tree, even
        though a house had slammed into that tree a few nights earlier. There
        was an apple orchard along Highway 34 with beautiful fruit ready to
        harvest. Harvest was easy as so much silt had been deposited around the
        trees they became apple ‘bushes’ and you could stand and pick apples
        from the very top of the tree.
      

      
        The people of the canyon are resourceful and largely self-sufficient.
        They know what they have, what they need, and are able to adjust to
        continually changing circumstances. Their strength was severely put to
        the test. As soon as possible they returned to their homes and
        properties to assess the situation. For those who still had homes there
        were many decisions. There were questions about how to clean debris and
        silt from basements, if car engines could be cleaned out, if washing
        machine motors could be salvaged, or if furnaces could be repaired. They
        took inventory of household items left, they worked to clean grime out
        of clothing, linens and carpets, checked photographs for salvageability
        and tried to get the smell of propane and dead fish out of the walls —
        everything needed to be done right away. What a blessing when the
        Mennonites and the Interfaith people started walking over the hills,
        shovels in hand, ready and willing to do what needed to be done. The
        Interfaith was founded to contribute to the mending of lives, community
        and the environment. They brought their own food and sleeping bags and
        stayed wherever they could in homes, churches or community buildings.
        What labor needed to be done, once determined, the Mennonite or
        Interfaith offices set up work crews to help each resident. They were a
        major part of the recovery.
      

      
        The Big Thompson Action Group, Interfaith and the Department of
        Technical Journalism at CSU, as a means of sharing practical information
        in rebuilding, set up a publication. The publication gave advice on
        flood insurance, FmHA loans, taxes and where to buy new propane tanks.
        It supplied information and updates on what was happening with the
        roads, bridge districts, tree planting, and the volunteer efforts. It
        also gave profiles on the county commissioners and other people whose
        decisions were directly affecting the lives of the canyon people.
      

      
        Politics quickly entered into the scene, and for the canyon people it
        put a cold chill on the recovery efforts. The beleaguered people now had
        to do battle with bureaucrats who thought they should take this
        opportunity to implement a new flood plan. After a year into the
        recovery process, at a thank you dinner for all the work put in by the
        Big Thompson Action Group, Reg Keirnes read this poem.
      

      
        Oh … Give us a home Where no bureaucrats roam and flood zoning
          may soon fade away. Where never the word B’ Alternative is heard and
          ‘Districts’ are not needed today.
      

      
        Oh … Give us a home With no S.B.A. loan, but where WE have the
          power to pay. Where neighbor helps friend Yet, no fences to mend And
          united, we know we must stay.
      

      
        Oh … Give us a home, for each family — it’s own Where our
          children are safe as they play. Where seldom is heard an unfriendly
          word And our hearts are not troubled all day.
      

      By Phyllis Hershman

      
        Some of the politicians were won over by the strength of the people.
        Commissioner William Lopez on seeing the frustration of the people
        trying to put their lives back together again said, “It’s tough when you
        want to help yourself, and government says you can’t do it.” He became
        one of the champions for the people. Warren Wolaver said, “It’s one
        thing to invoke a flood plain regulation on a river where there has been
        no building or subdividing. That you can prevent, but this is a
        community of long standing. People have tied up everything they have,
        their whole lives are tied up in those pieces of property, and it is
        fairly unreasonable to say that that doesn’t exist.” The canyon people
        heartily concurred. Warren Wolaver continued to work for the canyon
        people even after his term of office was over.
      

      
        One good the flood accomplished was the destruction of many old septic
        systems; new ones had to be installed. Some old systems leached into the
        river, but the cost in upgrading them was prohibitive — until the
        floodwaters made it a moot point.
      

      
        In October of 1976, as a special project, the National Institute of
        Mental Health set up the Big Thompson Human Service Project under the
        direction of Allen Drum. Rather than a ‘see us if you need us’ attitude,
        an outreach program was formed. Four areas were set up with a local
        residents hired as Project Community Workers within each area. Joan
        Schneider/ Sylvan Dale, Dorothy Wisdom/ Cedar Cove, Mary Lou Faiella/
        Glen Haven, and Glen Floyd / Drake visited each of the residents
        personally, and two members, Nancy Miles and Will Edwards, worked in
        different schools. Their job was to see how everyone was coping with
        their recovery and to offer assistance if it was needed. What helped
        most of the people was sympathetic listening, for someone to acknowledge
        and share their individual experience.
      

      
        The business communities were equally hard hit. Those who could get
        cleaned out and opened were faced with a lack of customers. Three weeks
        after the flood a full-page ad came out in the paper listing the
        businesses along Highway 34 west of Loveland that were now open,
        cautioning that debris clean up was still in progress. With the constant
        news of disaster and the pictures in the papers, it was hard to convince
        people that it was safe to come and do business. But most enterprises
        eventually prevailed.
      

      
        Clean up gave way to recovery. Eighty-eight days after coming down, the
        9-foot siphon framing the entrance of the Narrows was replaced and water
        flowed again to Horsetooth reservoir through the Hansen Feeder Canal.
        The Colorado-Big Thompson Project, though crippled by the flood, still
        functioned. Water was diverted from the Olympus Dam through Pole Hill to
        Pinewood Lake, and it wasn’t until the middle of June the next year that
        water was finally released into the Big Thompson River from the Olympus
        Dam. The only water in the canyon that first winter was from its own
        watershed. The release of water was a relief for the residents, as well
        water was low and the water’s quality was bad. The county set up a
        Bridge District to put in 23 bridges serving the residential
        communities. The new bridges are constructed so during a flood they will
        not cause the damming problems that took place in 1976. In the event of
        a flood they will be pushed off their footings and break up or sink. By
        summer the bridgework was about done and the tourists arrived. It was
        refreshing to have water in the river again. Finally the river could be
        stocked, although would be five years or more before fishing in the
        Thompson was rewarding. It took even longer for the river to get
        comfortable in its new bed. For many years after the flood, during high
        water, the heavy sound of rolling boulders could be heard.
      

      
        In the spring of 1977 it was time to plant the trees needed to establish
        the banks for future generations to enjoy. First, the State Forest
        Service came in and marked and removed almost a thousand dead and dying
        trees, giving the canyon residents some of the wood for firewood. Almost
        80% of the trees that withstood the flood eventually had to be taken
        down. In April the seedling trees were ready. Residents and groups were
        able to plant hundreds of little trees along the banks — reclaiming our
        river and planting a vision for the future. Boy Scout, 4-H and Girl
        Scout troops came up to help plant trees as part of their service
        projects. In May two Thompson Valley High School history classes spent a
        weekend in Glen Haven helping with the clean-up. The Landowners
        furnished the tools and trucks and pitched in with the students to clean
        the debris from along the streams. Recovery in the canyon was truly a
        community effort.
      

    
    
      Life in the Canyon Now

      
        It is easy to forget the canyon’s past. The splendor of the Big Thompson
        Canyon with its tumbling river is awe inspiring any time of the year,
        but fewer people are taking time to appreciate its beauty. The drive
        between Loveland and Estes Park is gorgeous once again, but it takes
        less than an hour to drive between the two cities. For the most part the
        canyon is no longer the destination, but the means to a destination.
        Loveland has grown and Estes Park is no longer a village, but a city.
        Estes is a wonderful draw for the tourists and with Rocky Mountain
        National Park at its back door it is still a very popular place to bring
        the family or out-of-state company. What the businessmen envisioned 100
        years ago has taken place. The canyon road is a ‘Gateway to the
        Rockies,’ but what they had no way of knowing is the advances that would
        be made in transportation. Traffic is faster, except for the motor
        homes, and there are passing lanes to get around them. It is difficult
        to go slow enough to see the sights, there is always someone behind you
        in a hurry. Too, it is hard to slow down and find a good place to picnic
        when there are four or five cars pressing you to move faster as they
        commute. Because the road has made access into the mountains easy, more
        people are making permanent homes along its slopes and in the meadows
        and valleys. Homes are built high into the surrounding areas, away from
        the river, but more residents add to the traffic year around. The worst
        scenario, and a possibility as the region becomes more populated, is the
        road can become gridlock with traffic, slowed by density with traffic
        lights regulating its flow. Perhaps then a picnic lunch might be in
        order as you sit alongside the river while you wait for the traffic to
        clear a bit.
      

      
        It takes a long time to grow a good-sized tree when the bottom of the
        canyon is shaded from sun by the steep cliffs in the winter. The river
        follows a channel in several places now, with its banks lined with
        rip-rap instead of the natural rocks and earth. The hope is that the
        banks will be more stable, discouraging erosion, and keep the river from
        its wandering ways. But, we all know that these rocks will just add to
        the rubble when Nature decides to reclaim the canyon once again. Many of
        the hotels and cabins where visitors used to stay were washed away or
        torn down, never able to be replaced. There is no longer any need for
        the filling stations that gave out the maps and brochures. Fewer than
        half of the businesses remained, but those that are left are proud of
        their ‘survivor status’ and are wonderful places to stop and visit.
        There are fewer little summer cabins with their wonderful names like
        ‘Dun Romin’, or ‘Our Gang’s Inn,’ but the names are beginning to
        reappear, especially in the upper reaches of the canyon. It’s still a
        delightful place to linger during the summer.
      

      
        The Narrows has taken on a new look. In order to raise the elevation of
        the road and to prevent the undercutting that eroded much of the roadbed
        during past floods, a new system using concrete slabs and steel beams
        were installed. As in the 1930’s there was a ‘feeling of protest’ by the
        people who drove the canyon, but they were quickly won over. The new
        road is attractive. You can still see the river as you drive through the
        winding canyon, and it should be much safer. The one drawback is that it
        has limited fishing to only the most adventuresome and dedicated
        fisherman, as access to the river has become a challenge.
      

      
        The county acquired land in the floodplain after the flood and developed
        three parks. At the top of the Narrows is a park where the flood removed
        several residences, and at southeastern edge of Drake there is the Forks
        Park where 11 nice homes once stood. Sleepy Hollow Park near Estes Park
        also was developed after the flood. These parks have occasionally been
        open to the public. The city of Loveland had a lot of work to do in
        reestablishing the power plant and rebuilding the beautiful Viestenz-
        Smith Mountain Park, and the small lake created by the Idlwild Dam has
        become a popular and assessable fishing area. In the Big Thompson
        Valley, Mariana Butte now sports a golf course as well as many homes.
        Fort Namaqua State Historical Park is a part of the City of Loveland
        Parks system, as is the beautiful Glade Road Park south of Glade Road
        along Highway 34.
      

      
        During the first few years after the flood many government agencies and
        university classes conducted tours to study the recovery process. Today
        only an occasional group might tour the canyon to see if the signs of
        the disaster are still visible, or if recovery programs brought success.
        There are still little tattletale signs. As you drive east down the
        canyon from Estes Park look for the large trees near the river. If they
        are part of the 20% of the trees that survived both the flood and the
        axe you can see the debris scars where the bark was torn away several
        feet up the trunks.
      

      
        There will always be hazards in the canyon as there are anywhere else in
        the world where people choose to live. In August of 1993, Highway 34 in
        the Narrows was covered by a rockslide with rubble 50 yards long, 20
        feet deep. The road was closed for five days, and the State Highway
        Department spent many more days drilling and pinning the remaining cliff
        in an attempt to stabilize it. In the spirit of the canyon people the
        mail carrier packed a picnic lunch, picked up the mail in Loveland and
        drove up through Lyons to Estes Park to deliver the mail to the canyon
        all week. With the road closed it was nice to hear the canyon noises for
        a while without the drone of traffic on the canyon floor. A few years
        earlier a massive boulder rolled onto a home at Waltonia killing its
        residents. The winding road also lures some drivers to try their skill
        with speed. The speed, along with drinking and curving roads has proven
        to be a very bad combination. One hazard you won’t find, however, is
        people talking on their cell phones as they drive the canyon due to no
        or poor reception.
      

      
        The hummingbirds still come for the summer. The beaver that attracted
        the early trappers and hunters now live in the high country, safe for
        the time being in Rocky Mountain National Park. The wildlife in the
        canyon contends daily with the fast moving traffic. The deer population
        is tightly monitored. During the mid 1980s almost all the raccoons died
        off from disease, but they are back, and again a welcome part of our
        landscape. Driven back by the congestion of human activity along the
        river in the summertime years ago, the mountain lions and bears had
        other places to go. Now people occupy much of what was once their range.
        As a result residents are seeing them more often, especially bears in
        the fall. Mountain sheep were reintroduced to the area in 1985 and have
        been a fine addition to the area. Tourists often stop to take pictures
        of them perched along the cliffs in the Narrows. The sheep are good
        neighbors for the residents too, as they stay in the hills and don’t
        bother yards and gardens, as do the deer.
      

      
        The canyon will be different in the future. Man has a firm hold on it
        now, and it will bend to his will, but it’s like having a wild pet. You
        can care for it, admire it and share your life with it, but you can
        never fully trust it. As people familiar with the ‘old canyon’ drive
        through, they still see ‘in their mind’s eye’ all the cabins and houses
        that were once there—now just open fields along the river; but that was
        the past. The future of the Big Thompson Canyon rests with the people
        who love the canyon now, and are willing to keep a vigil as its
        caretakers. Perhaps now with greater respect for the wild area it will
        always be, the people and the canyon can once again co-exist.
      

    
    
      
        Information for this section was written using the following reference
        materials:
      

      
        	
          Big Thompson - Profile of a Natural Disaster, David McComb, Pruett,
          Publishing Co. 1980
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          Estes Park Remembrance: Early Day Tales by Colorado Pioneers, © Abner
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          Insurance Administration, Dec. 1976.
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          1976.
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      Bighorn sheep in the Narrows.
    
  
    
      A Tribute to the People

      
        
      

      
        To some life has no meaning until it is in the hands of others or being
        taken away, then we desperately want to hold onto it.
      

      
        Work on this book started in the spring of 1995. We thought we would do
        a few stories to preserve the history of the flood in our area. Fall
        came and we had only a few stories. Then we asked a few more people who
        lived in the canyon at the time of the flood for their stories. That’s
        when something unexplainable happened. These wonderful people whom we
        had known for so long started opening up their hearts to us, sharing
        their stories and the grief that had been trapped inside for many years.
        We had no idea the effect it would have on them and on us. It was a time
        for healing.
      

      
        Everyone was busy taking care of their own needs, yet you knew there
        were those who had suffered and lost so much more, but you had no idea
        as to what they had endured. We all got on with our lives, pushing back
        all the thoughts and feelings we no longer had to deal with, not
        realizing they were still with us.
      

      
        Doing this book has made us feel very humble, as if we were holding a
        fragile art crafted egg shell that could fall and crumble if not held
        securely, yet ever so gently. We want to thank everyone who helped make
        this book a reality from the bottom of our hearts for allowing us to
        enter into your private world of grief. We hope that your personal
        stories will help others who have experienced disaster in their lives —
        as well as those who never fully understood the full trauma we all went
        through during the flood of 1976.
      

      
        Our hearts go out to those of you who still have bitterness. Our prayer
        is that as you read “Reflection on the River” you will finally be able
        to release some of the anger you have held for so long, and that you
        will realize that life itself is all that really matters.
      

      
        A special thank-you to our husbands who sacrificed a lot of their time
        allowing us to do this book; their understanding, love, and support made
        this very rewarding.
      

      Thank you all. May God’s blessing give you Peace and Assurance.

      
        
          Barbara Anderson
Sharlynn Wamsley
        

      

    
  
    
      Introduction to the Stories

      
      
        
        
      

      
        The stories of this book tell a multifaceted story about the night of
        July 31, 1976. The stories are mostly first hand accounts written by the
        people themselves. There are common elements throughout the stories
        experienced by most everyone. The ‘facts’ may differ from story to story
        simply because of the way different people see the same event. Each
        story is a brushstroke in the total canvas depicting the events that
        took place that night and in the years that followed.
      

      
        For each person the flood was a unique experience. For some it was by
        chance that they were there that night; they simply became entangled in
        the flood. Others were residents or vacationers who had come to enjoy
        the beauty of the canyon on the weekend. For the businesses and the
        people that lived in the canyon, their world was turned upside down. For
        the families of some vacationers, at first not wanting to believe what
        might have happened, and then having to go to the temporary morgue to
        retrieve their family, it was a painful ordeal. For those who lost their
        lives it was a story that must be told.
      

      
        For those who were not able to make it up the mountainside there was no
        one right way to escape. What worked in one instance did not save
        others. Some were saved by getting on top of a building, for others the
        building collapsed into the floodwaters. Some wisely left their cars and
        climbed to high ground; some stayed in their cars and were safe; others
        were washed away in their vehicle. There is no one story that gives the
        full picture of the flood and its aftermath.
      

      
        The stories begin at the top of the canyon — as did the flood. These
        were the people who first encountered the intense rain and dangerous
        rising waters. Lower in the canyon it wasn’t raining yet and many went
        about finishing up their evening. Though they were aware of a storm in
        progress near Estes, they had no idea of its intensity or potential for
        their destruction. For many it was the warnings by phone calls from
        friends living high in the canyon, who were witnessing what was
        happening, that expressed to them the urgency to seek high ground.
        Warnings by neighbors, or patrolmen with their sirens and speaker horns,
        saved many lives. For those living further from the road, the warnings
        were indistinct, and not heard over the ‘white noise’ of the river. For
        people passing through the canyon that night the condition of the river
        caused them to make both good and bad decisions. The river rose quickly
        above Drake, but below Drake the rise was quite dramatic. Possibly
        because the debris building up against bridges creating temporary dams
        until they gave way, the flood came almost as a wall of water in some
        areas. The stories reflect this difference in the way the flood occurred
        in different parts of the river’s path. For those in the valley it was
        not safe to flee to town. Highway 34 crosses the river three times
        before reaching Loveland.
      

      
        [image: Heavy erosion visible on the Olympus Dam]
        Olympus Dam.
      
      
        From the top of the canyon the stories are in geographical sequence to
        Waltonia, followed by the North Fork to Drake and then Drake to the top
        of the Narrows. The map in the back of the book identifies the location
        of places mentioned, as some of the names are the traditional names the
        canyon people have used and are not found on other maps. The flood
        continued its devastation after leaving the canyon and those stories are
        in the Big Thompson Valley. An important part of the story concerns
        those who helped during and after the flood and they are put together in
        their own section.
      

      
        Many of the stories told before Drake tell of warnings that the Olympus
        Dam had broken or was in danger of breaking and that they should again
        seek high ground as a second flood was coming. The dam did not break but
        a wide section of its footing was indeed washed away by waters pouring
        down from the normally dry Dry Gulch, and in the beginning it was
        perhaps not known if it would fail. Because of its timing however, it is
        likely the warning was a hoax. Most of these stories tell it as an after
        event, choosing not to express the added frustration this created,
        considering the night they had just experienced.
      

      
        We have been told that this is either a book that you can’t put down, or
        a book that is too emotional to read very much at one time. In either
        case we trust you will gain a greater understanding of the Big Thompson
        Canyon flood of 1976 and how it affected the lives of thousands of
        people who loved the canyon.
      

    
  
    
      To Teach Us...

      
        
      

      
        In retrospect, many of the actions taken by those in the flood may seem
        inappropriate, though less kind words have been used. Before you pass
        judgement, put yourself in their place. Certainly if they had climbed to
        higher ground immediately, many more would have survived. While there
        had been floods in the canyon since the time it had been settled, there
        was no precedent for a flood of this magnitude and ferocity. Most people
        began taking action as any responsible person would do with the
        expectation of high water — move cars, irrigation pumps and portable
        belongings away from the river.
      

      
        Above the Forks, it was dark and stormy and the flood came rapidly with
        little or no warning. Below Drake there had been no rain at all, and
        even with warnings, it was hard for residents to imagine the urgency of
        the impending catastrophe. Imagine you live in the valley above the
        Narrows: The lights go out, and you search for a lantern, unaware that
        just a few minutes away is a monster that will rip your home from its
        foundations.
      

      
        Who could comprehend amid the darkness, noise and confusion how little
        time remained before total destruction hit. It is all too easy for us,
        now that we have learned the lesson, to pass judgement upon those who
        had not. There had been nothing to teach them the lesson of the canyon.
        Certainly this canyon, and most others like it, were formed by torrents
        such as this. We can be sure it will happen again. Let us hope that we
        and future generations of residents and visitors do not forget what
        these victims paid so dearly for us to learn. The old adage of George
        Santayana “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat
        it” is most appropriate.
      

      
        Gary Wamsley

      

    
  
    Part I: Estes Park to Waltonia on the Big Thompson Canyon Road

    
      
    

    
      Jim and Rae Shuford

      September 2000

      
        My wife, Rae, and I had decided to take one of our weekend get-a-ways to
        our homeaway-from home in Estes Park the weekend of July 30, 1976. I had
        been going up to Estes with my family for many years, and Rae and I were
        in love with Estes and began going up as a couple as often as we could,
        staying at all the different cabins that the area had to share. I even
        proposed marriage to Rae in Estes, as it was a magical place for both of
        us.
      

      
        We were planning on staying in a little cabin on Devil’s Gulch in Glen
        Haven on Saturday evening. It was a little bed and breakfast; I think it
        was called DunRaven Inn. The owners had a cute little cabin across the
        street that they would rent; it was absolutely wonderful and peaceful
        and one of our favorite places to stay.
      

      
        We had made our reservations for Saturday night, but Rae wanted to spend
        an extra day so we decided to go up on Friday afternoon after work
        instead. We were unable to stay at the cabin in Glen Haven both nights,
        and instead Rae, found other accommodations for both nights at the
        cabins of Am-ah-am-i above Estes Park. These cabins were also a favorite
        of ours. That small change in plans may have dramatically changed our
        lives forever.
      

      
        We drove up Friday evening after work as planned. As we were driving up
        through the Big Thompson Canyon, the river seemed to be unusually muddy
        and murky. After the trip up, we got settled into our cozy little cabin
        right on the Big Thompson River above the town of Estes Park. We enjoyed
        Saturday in town and headed back to the cabin in the late afternoon for
        a barbeque. After we had finished our barbeque, Rae and I stood by the
        river to listen to the sounds of the water that had always comforted and
        calmed us and brought us the peace that only nature brings. As we were
        watching the river on Saturday night, it was beginning to rain.
      

      
        As the evening wore on, the storm began taking on unusual
        characteristics, unlike any storm we had ever seen. The clouds rolled in
        and stopped. They seemed to just settle in, and they were the darkest,
        most ferocious, churning clouds that gave us an eerie feeling. The
        lightning storm was lighting up the sky and the ground, and the thunder
        was so powerful it was unbelievable. We weren’t sure it even sounded
        like thunder anymore. It almost sounded like explosions, and the storm
        continued and wouldn’t move out. We decided to try and get some sleep,
        at least to lie down and rest even though the storm was pounding
        everything outside. As we tried to get some rest, we were very worried
        about this raging storm. The vibrations of the thunder were so intense
        that the bed was actually moving, and water was beginning to find its
        way into the cabin and the floors were wet. We tried to sleep that night
        but we were nervous due to the hard driving rain, the continuous
        lighting up of the night sky, and the thunderous booms that we could
        feel from outside. We have both lived in Colorado all of our lives, and
        something seemed terribly wrong; this didn’t feel like any storm we had
        been in.
      

      
        The long night was finally over. As soon as we walked out of the cabin
        door, we could see the water over the river’s banks and up to the cabin
        door. The Am-ah-am-i’s manager, I believe her name was Rose Marshall,
        was there to greet us with a concerned look on her face. She had just
        been speaking with someone we thought was a forest ranger. She asked if
        we were all right. Upon realizing that we were OK, she began to tell us
        that the storm probably had caused a lot of damage. There were reports
        of flooding in the canyon and people were trying to find out exactly
        what had happened. We were concerned, confused about what was happening
        and wondering what we could do to help.
      

      
        We got into the van and went into town to see if we could help. With the
        van we could help transport supplies, or move people — anything to
        assist those who were in need. We didn’t have any ideas; we just thought
        that maybe we could help in some way.
      

      
        As we drove into town, it felt deserted with little traffic and few
        people on the streets. We decided to go to Glen Haven to see if we could
        help. We started to drive onto Devil’s Gulch Road and were shocked to
        see the road gone, chunks missing, and mud everywhere. We drove down as
        far as my van would take us and still we couldn’t find anyone to speak
        to. If only I had had a 4-wheel van, perhaps we could have done
        something.
      

      
        We decided to go to the police station to offer our assistance. From
        this point forward, our memories are truly confused and scrambled. As I
        recall, we wandered the halls of the police station, but never found
        anyone to speak with. According to recollections from my mother, Irene
        Shuford Vanderpool, we telephoned her from the police station early in
        the morning to let her know that we were OK. She says we told her we
        were only allowed one brief phone call. She said she remembers it so
        well because of the relief and thankfulness she felt when she had heard
        from us. To this day, neither my wife nor I recall making that call or
        even seeing anyone at the police station.
      

      
        We left the police station, wandered through Estes and finally found
        someone who told us what happened. We found out that the damage and
        destruction was not only to the roads, but there were reports of people
        trapped in the
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          Terry (Belair) Sandoval
Connie Hays
        

      

    
    
      Lafferty Family
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        Pat and Mildred Lafferty.
      
      
      
      
      
        [image: A stone cabin with severe washout to the right. There is an X drawn on the photograph to the right of the cabin in an empty area.]
        X marks where the #2 cabin was.
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          Hester Goddard
Richard Goddard’s mother
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          [image: Aerial view of a group of building nestled between a mountain river and narrow road]
          
            The Glen Comfort Store and the Antique store along the river.
          
        
        
          [image: A largely collapsed building with heavy machinery nearby]
          
            The Antique store that once was the roller rink and dance hall after
            the flood.
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        Ted and Ed Morton.
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        [image: A river dammed with tree and rock debris with an intact home in the background. A collapsed car is visible among the debris]
        
          Cedarmont Bridge where cars and debris littered the riverbank. Ed
          Morton’s car, high in the debris near the bridge.
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        Frank and Anita Butler home after the flood.
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      Ralph and Zelma Dines

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          Frankie & Leland Rimer - Host & Hostess Denver, Colorado

          Adolph & Marion Miller - Glen Comfort

          Joy Valentine - Rockford, Illinois

          Lorraine Wikstrand - Denver, Colorado

          Jerry & Vicki Bauman - Denver, Colorado

          Ralph & Zelma Dines - Denver, Colorado

          Clarence & Kendalyn Sherman - Rockford, Illinois
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          Mrs. Kendalyn Sherman
May 3, 2001
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        Stock-Dale Motel before and after the flood.
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        Nihart Motel after the flood.
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          Ed Renner
Written September 15, 1976
        

      

    
    
      Julius and Hawk
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        Going through the wall and up to the roof.
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          Lois Julius and Sharon Julius-Hays
        

      

    
    
      Jones Family

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          Kay Jones, Shawn Jones, and Norma Wazelle
        

      

    
    
      Frances Mangnall, Cedarmont Motor Lodge
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        The Cedarmont Motel.
      
      
      
      
        Frances Mangnall

      

      
      
        
          Mary Fisher, a friend of Frances
        

      

    
    
      Osborn Family
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          What used to be the road in front of the Osborn cabin.
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        Jumbled mass of a car up-stream from the cabin.
      
      
      
      
        [image: Heavy machinery along a dirt-packed road next to the river]
        
          A few days later when the highway department began rebuilding the
          road.
        
      
      
      
      
        Madalyn Osborn

      

    
    
      Metheny Family
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        Sandy Metheny
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          Lucille & Del Metheny
For Sandy in memory of Tena.
        

      

    
    
      The Elfering Family
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        Joanne and Noel Elfering
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        Other Related Stories:

        
        
        
        
        
          [image: The ruins of a mangled van sit on the side of the road. The frame has been nearly ripped from the chassis]
          Jeff Miller’s van.
        
        
        
        
      
      
        
          Phyllis & Bob Bauman & Larry Gesick
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          Billie North
Sleepy Hollow manager
        

      

    
    
      Bein Family

      
      
      
      
      
        Tom Bein

      

    
    
      Winslow Family, Rabbit Gulch Area

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        Al and Vena Winslow

      

    
    
      Willey Family, Our Gang’s Inn

      
      
      
      
      
        Betty M. Willey

      

    
    
      Shannon Family

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        Virginia and Bill Shannon

      

    
    
      The Watts Family

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        Deborah K. Watts

      

    
    
      Lowell Watts

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        Lowell Watts

      

    
    
      Butch Hutchens
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        Road bed west of Waltonia.
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    
    
      Lorence Family

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          As recounted by Dewey Breese and DeLene Woodring, 
Phyllis
          Lorence’s brother and sister
        

      

    
    
      Nancy Deal
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        Nancy and Ervin Deals awaiting rescue.
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        Nancy Deal

      

    
    
      Karen Deal Robinson

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          Karen Deal Robinson
August 8, 1996
        

      

    
    
      Robert Heiser

      
      
        [image: A group of people, mostly adults with some children, stand waiting where the road used to be. One man leans against a car along the side of the road]
        
          A group of people at the turnoff the morning following the flood.
        
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        [image: A line of cars and one camper along the road, some with car doors and trunks open. People stand outside the car to retrieve items from the trunk]
        
          Evacuations on August 1st near Hwy. marker 72. Spitfire in the
          foreground.
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        Stranded vacationer being evacuated.
      
      
      
      
      
      
        Robert Heiser
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