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In memory of all those who lost their lives along the Mississippi River, especially those who took a chance on starting over but who found death instead.
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Introduction

Sickness and Death

Perhaps there is no river in the world, whose waters and borders witness as much sickness and death as the Mississippi.

—S. L. Latham, 18341

Late in the night of April 27, 1865, the steamer Sultana pulled away from Memphis and headed upriver. The boat was overloaded and dangerously crowded. Designed to carry 376 passengers, on this trip, the Sultana carried over 2,000, most of whom were Union soldiers eager to get home after being released from Confederate prison camps.

Around 2:00 a.m., one of the Sultana’s boilers exploded, then another. Fire engulfed the boat, which broke up and sank in a matter of minutes, killing more than half of the people on board. It is still the worst maritime disaster in US history, yet one that many people have never heard of. Few people today would even guess that the worst maritime disaster occurred on the Mississippi River.

The Mississippi occupies a big place in our cultural imagination. Stories of nineteenth-century steamboat life resonate so strongly with us that even today we build boats that transport us back to that era. These contemporary boats provoke feelings of nostalgia, but they do so without the dangers faced by people who traveled on the river 150 years ago.

While pictures of the opulent decorations on many of those old steamboats evoke images of elegantly dressed passengers relaxing in lounges and smoking cigars, people who boarded those boats were well aware of the risks. Debris floating in the river (limbs and trees called snags), fires, and boiler explosions happened far more often than we realize today. While everyone on board was vulnerable when a steamboat wrecked, the people who suffered the most extreme consequences weren’t the ones in the opulent cabins, but the passengers crowded on the deck who were seeking a new life in a new location.

If those nineteenth-century travelers survived the steamboat trip, they faced other dangers that people didn’t understand very well at the time. Diseases such as cholera, malaria, and yellow fever killed thousands of people in the Mississippi Valley. Steamboats sometimes carried infected passengers who spread those diseases to communities along the river. Once introduced into a local community, mosquitoes often transmitted malaria and yellow fever from person to person and transformed an isolated outbreak into an epidemic.

Floods, like disease outbreaks, wreaked havoc on communities and did so unpredictably. While the Mississippi typically rose and fell in regular, seasonal patterns, no one knew just how high the river would rise in any given year. Long periods of relatively minor spring rises created a false sense of security that led many people to build in areas that were within the river’s reach. As the Mississippi Valley’s population increased, more people lived in the bottomlands, so when the river reached unusually high levels, chaos and panic ensued. No Mississippi flood was more consequential than the Great Flood of 1927, which covered thousands of square miles and killed hundreds of people. We’re still dealing with the consequences of that disaster today. Other major floods (1965, 1993) have led to soul-searching about the wisdom of building so extensively in the Mississippi’s traditional floodplain.

Natural disasters along the Mississippi haven’t been limited to floods. The river cuts through a part of the country that experiences highly variable weather. Changes can sometimes happen in a matter of hours, as they did in 1940 when a blizzard unexpectedly developed over the upper Midwest and paralyzed big cities and stranded hundreds of hunters in desperate conditions. Spring storms occasionally spawn tornadoes that can destroy communities in the blink of an eye, like they did to the neighboring Minnesota cities of St. Cloud and Sauk Rapids in 1886. And, unknown to many people, the Mississippi Valley sits atop an ancient fault line that triggered some of the strongest earthquakes in US history when they shook the Midwest in 1811 and 1812.

Many of the disasters along the Mississippi, though, have been entirely of our own making. (Much of the damage from floods would fit in that category, truth be told.) A massive fire destroyed much of central St. Louis in 1849. When a mine shaft collapsed along the Mississippi River in northern Minnesota, forty-one men drowned. A busy interstate bridge over the Mississippi at Minneapolis crumpled during rush hour in 2007.

The river’s dense and isolated backwaters and islands are ideal places for nefarious activities. Prostitution thrived in river towns and on the river itself. Some brothels set up shop on barges and tied up on riverbanks just beyond the reach of local law enforcement. When they got in trouble, they just cut loose and floated to a more accommodating location. During Prohibition, the thick, isolated islands of the Mississippi were convenient places to hide stills and store liquor. The web of connected channels where the Mississippi River merges with the Gulf of Mexico was an ideal entry point to smuggle illegal booze into the United States.

The Mississippi River has witnessed great human tragedy. In 1964, anglers stumbled across the remains of two African American men who had been murdered and dumped in the Mississippi. The family would fight for forty years to hold the killers responsible.

The Mississippi River is also the place where some individuals, lost in the dark of night and a haze of intoxication, met an untimely end. Between 1997 and 2010, nine college-aged men wandered into the Mississippi River and drowned after nights of heavy drinking.

These aren’t the stories we remember from Mark Twain’s books, but they were a part of his river, too. After all, townsfolk assumed Tom Sawyer had drowned. Huck Finn had to outmaneuver the race-based prejudices of his day. And Twain himself lost a brother to a steamboat accident. Samuel Clemens understood the power of the river to please and to destroy.

But let’s not get too carried away with these stories. Sure, the Mississippi River can be a dangerous place, although it’s not as dangerous as it once was. Every year, people still drown in its waters, usually because they failed to wear a life jacket, and sometimes because they consumed a little too much alcohol. So, yes. The risks are real. But the Mississippi is also an ecological marvel that inspires awe and wonder, a national wonder.

So, enjoy these stories. Remember them. But don’t turn down a chance to go out on the Mississippi. Just wear that life jacket. And pay your respects to the ghosts of those who found their end in its murky waters.












The Ground Rolled Like Waves


The New Madrid Earthquakes

The ground trembled in the middle of the night. People jumped out of bed confused and afraid. As the walls shook, plates crashed to the floor. People stumbled as they tried to get out of their homes, struggling to get a stable footing as the ground underneath them undulated. Noises as loud as thunder cracked the silence as one of the strongest earthquakes in American history rumbled in the night.

While many of us would naturally assume that this scene occurred somewhere in California, it actually happened in the middle of the United States near a small community named New Madrid, Missouri. The tremor that struck in the early morning hours of December 16, 1811, was just the first in a series of massive earthquakes that reshaped the Mississippi Valley and sent people scrambling for safety and explanations.

Brothers Francois and Joseph LeSieur opened a trading post in the early 1780s at the tip of a big oxbow along the Mississippi River during the period that the Spanish monarchy ruled the Louisiana Territory. The LeSieur brothers traded with American Indians who lived in the area. Kaskaskia Indians lived on the east bank of the river north of the trading post. A large community of five hundred Shawnee Indians lived near present-day Cape Girardeau in a place they called Chillicothe, while a group of Quapaw Indians called southeast Missouri home.

In the late 1780s, Colonel George Morgan set in motion ambitious plans for a town called New Madrid that would be the center of the economy for Spanish Louisiana. Around 1800, Francois LeSieur founded Little Prairie about thirty miles downriver of New Madrid. Within a short time, a hundred people of French descent lived there.
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New Madrid eventually grew into a multicultural town, with residents of French Creole, German, and American heritage. One of the early residents of New Madrid was Sergeant John Ordway, who had traveled up the Missouri River with Lewis and Clark. He bought land in the area in 1807 that grew into a thousand-acre farm that bordered the Mississippi River. In September 1809, his old boss, Meriwether Lewis, wrote his will during a stop in New Madrid.

By 1811, several hundred people lived in New Madrid and many more passed through town on flatboats. New Madrid wasn’t exactly an easy place to live, though. Residents regularly fought diseases like malaria, and the Mississippi kept eating away at the town’s foundation. Eroding banks swallowed three forts and three city streets in the city’s early years.

Still, the town had been built on relatively high ground, so at least folks didn’t have to deal with frequent flooding. Unfortunately, the reason the ground rose high in that spot was because previous seismic activity had pushed it up. The seismic zone had been quiet for centuries, but it wouldn’t be for much longer.


A Deafening Roar

On December 16, just after two in the morning, the folks in New Madrid awoke to a frightening event. “There was a great shaking of the earth this morning. Tables and chairs turned over and knocked around—all of us knocked out of bed,” George Heinrich Crist wrote. “The roar I thought would leave us deaf if we lived. It was not a storm. When you could hear, all you could hear was screams from people and animals. It was the worst thing that I have ever witnessed. . . . You could not hold on to nothing. Neither man or woman was strong enough—the shaking would knock you lose like knocking hickory nuts out of a tree. None of us was killed—we was all banged up and some of us knocked out for a while and blood was everywhere. . . . Everybody is scared to death.”1

Eliza Bryan recalled that “we were visited by a violent shock of an earthquake, accompanied by a very awful noise resembling loud but distant thunder, but more hoarse and vibrating, which was followed in a few minutes by the complete saturation of the atmosphere.”2 The air was frosty and increasingly heavy with a “vapour which seemed to impregnate the atmosphere, had a disagreeable smell, and produced a difficulty of respiration.”3

As people ran out of their houses (log cabins, mostly), they ran into the dark of night and tried to make sense of what was happening. One neighbor blamed the quakes on a collision between the earth and the moon. Another thought that the quakes signaled Judgment Day.

Smaller shocks rumbled through town the rest of the morning, then bigger quakes hit New Madrid around sunrise. Fissures opened in the ground that were as much as four feet deep and up to ten feet wide. One hole swallowed the contents of a cellar.

The trembling was felt far away. Vincent Nolte was riding a horse through Kentucky when one tremor hit. He recalled that “my horse, as if struck by lightning, suddenly stood still—the trees around us had for some reason exhibited a strange heaving and waving motion.”4

At New Madrid, residents huddled in encampments of fifty to a hundred people. “I never before thought the passion of fear so strong as I find it here among the people,” John Shaw wrote. “It is really diverting, or would be so, to a disinterested observer, to see the rueful faces of the different persons that present themselves at my tent, some so agitated that they cannot speak, others cannot hold their tongues. Some cannot sit still, but must be in constant motion, while others cannot walk. Several men, I am informed, on the night of the first shock deserted their families, and have not been heard of since.”5

The news wasn’t any better at Little Prairie. One traveler reported that “the face of the country has been entirely changed—Large lakes have been raised, and become dry land, and many fields have been converted into ponds of water.” As people ran toward open fields, they were blocked by crevasses that opened in the ground: “the earth continued to burst open, and mud, water, sand & stone coal were thrown up the distance of thirty yards.”6

People fled Little Prairie in search of safety, but they faced a daunting route to escape the chaos. The land around town had sunk and was wet. People had to wade through water up to their waists, not knowing if the next step would sink them in over their heads, and all while watching for snakes and other animals that were also fleeing and confused. When they finally reached New Madrid on Christmas Eve, they discovered a ghost town. Most of the residents had moved to temporary camps about two miles away.

A fifteen-year-old named Walker had left Little Prairie before the quakes to go hunting across the river with Jean Baptiste Zebon. They were camping next to a small lake in Tennessee when the trembling began. “The thoughts of being in a wilderness amongst wild beasts, and the terrors of the earthquake, ran in my head for nearly an hour,” he remembered. He had trouble falling asleep again, then later that morning the quakes returned.

“It was awful!” Walker recalled, “first, a noise in the west, like heavy thunder, then the earth came rolling towards us, like a wave on the ocean, in long seas, not less than fifteen feet high.” He watched trees bend and heard many crash to the ground. “The whole forest seemed as if an awful hurricane had completely destroyed it.”

The lake drained into the crevasses of the earth, and geysers of water and sand shot straight up from the ground. As Walker knelt to pray, Zebon interrupted and told him to focus on protecting themselves. The tremors had completely leveled their camp, and a crevasse had swallowed most of their supplies, including a gun, meat, ammo, flint, and blankets. They gathered what they could and walked back to the Mississippi River, which took most of the day.

Once on the banks of the river, they could see that Little Prairie had been destroyed and abandoned. One boatman who passed Little Prairie around that time remembered that riverbanks there “were all broken to pieces and huge masses were, at short intervals, tumbling into the river.” Walker and Zebon tried to build a raft to cross the river, but it drifted away before they could get on it. As they were losing hope of being found, they spotted someone on the other bank. It was Walker’s father. He paddled a canoe across the Mississippi to pick them up.7



Nature Was in State of Dissolution

Life wasn’t any easier for the people who were on the Mississippi River. After the first quake, Daniel Bedinger noticed that the Mississippi “appeared to be much agitated. It was suddenly covered with a thick froth. It rose at least 18 inches in a few minutes time.”8 Boats bobbed around in the water even though there was no wind.

Another traveler, probably on the same boat as Bedinger, saw “a boiling motion in the water, which brought up sawyers and planters, as well as small fragments of wood, bark, leaves, etc. and numerous air bubbles—the water was very muddy and frothy.”9

“Large trees which had lain for ages at the bottom of the river,” William Leigh Pierce wrote, “were shot up in thousands of instances some with their roots uppermost and their tops planted; others were hurled into the air; many again were only loosened, and floated upon the surface. Never was a scene more replete with terrific threatenings of death.”10

As Bedinger’s boat floated downriver, he saw “Many acres of land . . . had sunk to a level with the surface of the river, and some much lower leaving only the tops of the trees above water. Where the banks did not immediately tumble in, vast rents or fissures were made in the earth to an extent unknown.”11

Water roared out from the fissures. Banks caved along the Mississippi “in such vast masses, as nearly to sink our boat by the swell they occasioned,” naturalist John Bradbury wrote.12 “The crash of [trees falling and banks caving], mixed with the terrible sound attending the shock, and the screaming of the geese, and other water-fowl, produced an idea that all nature was in a state of dissolution.”13

At a portion of the river known as Canadian Reach, “A great portion of it [the west bank of the river] was sunk beneath the surface of the river so that the tops only of some of the tallest trees were to be seen, and many of them shattered and prostrated by the concussion.”14

John Davis had been at Island 25 when the first quakes hit, along with forty other boats. The banks caved in near them, and trees fell into the river. They raced to get away as the water began rising around them. They floated thirty-five miles to Flour Island, passing through a river so full of driftwood that it “gave the appearance of timbered fields.”15

The extent of the devastation became more obvious at daybreak. Canoes and flatboats floated down the river with no one on board. Bradbury stopped along the Chickasaw Bluffs, where he encountered a group of twenty people praying. One person believed the earthquake had been caused by a comet that had appeared in the sky a few months earlier, “which he described as having two horns, over one of which the earth had rolled, and was now lodged betwixt them: that the shocks were occasioned by the attempts made by the earth to surmount the other horn.”16

The comet was first visible on March 26, 1811, and remained in the night sky until mid-August 1812. It was a giant with a double tail that was hard to miss. Many considered the appearance of the comet an omen of ill times.

The first round of earthquakes echoed east. They woke up President James Madison and First Lady Dolly Madison some eight hundred miles away in Washington, DC. The tremblers triggered landslides in North Carolina and created Big Lake on the Missouri/Arkansas border. But the December earthquakes were just beginning.



The Earth Was in Continual Agitation

The ground returned to relative calm for a few weeks, then a big tremor on January 23, 1812, ushered in the most tumultuous period, when “the earth was in continual agitation, visibly waving as a gentle sea.”17 Another massive tremor shook the area on February 7 and hundreds of aftershocks followed.

The naturalist John J. Audubon was traveling near present-day Hickman, Kentucky, when the second round of earthquakes hit. His horse froze suddenly and “fell a-groaning piteously, hung his head, spread out his four legs, as if to save himself from falling, and stood stock still, continuing to groan.” Audubon looked around and “saw a sudden and strange darkness rising from the western horizon. . . . I heard what I imagined to be the distant rumbling of a violent tornado [and] at that instant all the shrubs and trees began to move from their very roots. The ground rose and fell in successive furrows like the ruffled waters of a lake.”18

Two hundred miles north of New Madrid, the new stone house of Daniel and Rebecca Boone shifted a few inches off its foundation and nearly came apart. In St. Louis, chimneys fell from buildings. The quakes continued to reshape the land. Prairies sunk and filled with shallow ponds. Fissures opened up and shot out water and sand. Some areas became dotted with sand hills from the eruptions. When the land shifted along Reelfoot Creek, a dam formed that created Reelfoot Lake, which still exists today in northern Tennessee.

The solid, dependable ground that everyone took for granted had become liquid and terrifying. On February 8, 1812, George Crist wrote in his journal: “If we do not get away from here the ground is going to eat us alive. . . . We are all about to go crazy from pain and fright.”19

Like much of New Madrid’s population, John Shaw had moved to a tent camp after the quakes started rumbling again in early 1812. He noted an ecumenical enthusiasm for prayer among the refugees as “Catholics and Protestants, knelt and offered solemn prayer to their Creator.”20

The quakes attracted evangelists, who descended on the area and urged people to repent. “It was a great time of terror to sinners,” one preacher commented.21 While some people gave up their vices (at least temporarily), most didn’t change.

Amid the panic from the second round of earthquakes, Shaw was one of the few people who kept his wits about him. Betsey Masters had suffered a broken leg during one quake, so she wasn’t mobile. Her family had left her behind in their cabin in New Madrid when they fled to the hills, leaving her with a supply of cornbread and water. Shaw was the only person willing to go back and check on her. He found her in decent condition and stayed long enough to cook for her. She recovered.



All Nature Appeared in Ruins

James McBride passed by Little Prairie on a flatboat and stopped to tour the remains. The spot where he tied up turned out to be a cemetery, but it had been partly submerged in the river and some coffins were exposed.

McBride walked two miles from the river. “The surface of the ground was cracked in almost every direction and stood like yawning gulphs, so wide that I could scarcely leap over them. . . . All nature appeared in ruins, and seemed to mourn in solitude over her melancholy fate.”22

The earthquakes had wiped out Little Prairie. A smokehouse, granary, and two houses had disappeared into a crevasse and some of the town had slipped into the Mississippi. Most everyone had fled.



The Mississippi River Ran Backwards

The tremors had a curious effect on the Mississippi. “At first the Mississippi seemed to recede from its banks,” Eliza Bryan wrote, “and its waters gathering up like a mountain leaving for a moment many boats, which were here on their way to New Orleans, on the bare sand, in which time the poor sailors made their escape from them. It then rising fifteen or twenty feet perpendicularly, and expanding, as it were, at the same moment, the banks overflowed with a retrograde current, rapid as a torrent—the boats which before had been left on the sand were now torn from their moorings, and suddenly driven up a little creek, at the mouth of which they laid, to the distance in some instances, of nearly a quarter of a mile.”23

Firmin LaRoche was on the Mississippi. He woke up when he felt his boat being tossed around. He cut the boat loose from its moorings, then “so great a wave came up the river that I never seen one like it at sea. It carried us back north, up-stream, for more than a mile, and the water spread out upon the banks, even covering maybe three or four miles inland. It was the current going backward.”24

For several miles between Islands 8 and 10, the earthquake had altered the elevation of the Mississippi enough to temporarily force its waters to flow north. Vincent Nolte was sitting at a table on his flatboat and sketching late at night “when there came a frightful crash, like a sudden explosion of artillery, and instantly followed by countless flashes of lightning; the Mississippi foamed up like the water in a boiling cauldron, and the stream flowed rushing back, while the forest trees, near which we lay, came cracking and thundering down.”25 Nolte was among the lucky ones. He had tied up with twenty boats at New Madrid. All of the other boats were lost to the Mississippi.

The earthquake-altered Mississippi had one more surprise waiting for boats traveling near New Madrid. William Shaler related a story from a flatboat captain who encountered a waterfall above New Madrid “at least six feet perpendicular, extending across the river, and about half a mile wide.”26 Eight miles below New Madrid, another set of falls had emerged and thundered loudly enough to be heard in town. The captain waited five days for the falls to erode down to rapids before continuing downriver.

Mathias Speed was also on a flatboat lashed to a willow bar during the second round of earthquakes. After the earthquake, the bar started sinking, so they cut loose. As they floated downriver with little control over their direction, the swells were so big that they stuffed blankets into the boat’s oarholes to prevent water from coming in. Shortly after that, they “were affrighted with the appearance of a dreadful rapid or falls in the river just below us.”27 Speed thought the cataract was comparable in size to the Falls of the Ohio. He was among the lucky few who rode a boat over the temporary falls and survived.



A Changed Land

The New Madrid area experienced over two thousand earthquakes in five months. February and March 1812 were the most active periods. Large aftershocks continued for another ten years after that.

The earthquakes wiped out five villages, several American Indian communities, a few islands, and Fort Jefferson. Shawnee Indians abandoned Chillicothe and moved to western Missouri. The force of the tremblers rearranged the land, wiped out forests, created lakes, and erased streams. Reelfoot Lake emerged from a forest of cypress and deciduous trees. The quakes broke up the Pemiscot River into smaller bits of discontinuous bayous and swamps.

The quakes emptied New Madrid. Most folks moved away to central Missouri, Arkansas, or other parts of the Midwest. Sergeant Ordway lost almost everything to the quakes. He died a poor man around 1818.

On November 21, 1820, Audubon stopped at New Madrid and found an “almost deserted Village [that] is one of the poorest that is seen on this River bearing a name; the Country Back was represented to us as being good, but the Looks of the Inhabitants contradicted strongly their assertions—they are Clad in Buckskin pantaloons and a Sort of Shirt of the same, this is seldom put aside unless So ragged or so Blooded & Greased, that it will become desagreable [sic] even to the poor Wrecks bear it on.”28

New Madrid eventually came back, but the city is now located about a mile from the original village site. Little Prairie is long gone. Caruthersville, Missouri, is close to its original site.

Most accounts of the New Madrid earthquakes assert the quakes caused few deaths, but there was no systematic effort to count casualties. David Stewart and Ray Knox reviewed the evidence and estimated that the earthquakes killed five hundred to one thousand people, including flatboatmen, American Indians, and people who lived in the towns. For an area with a population of fifteen thousand, that’s a heavy toll.



What We Know Now

The New Madrid earthquakes reverberated over a million square miles of North America. In contrast, the well-known quakes that have ravaged California typically impact about thirty thousand square miles. The New Madrid quakes unnerved people in Savannah, Georgia, and Charleston, South Carolina. The tremors rang church bells in Boston; woke a sleeping President and First Lady in Washington, DC; rattled St. Louis; and shook New Orleans and Natchez.

There’s no way to know how strong the New Madrid earthquakes were by contemporary standards. The best guesses initially put them around a magnitude of 8.0 to 8.5, but more recent studies suggest that the biggest tremors were more likely between 7.3 to 7.5. (The 1906 earthquake in San Francisco registered a 7.8 magnitude.) Those are still big quakes, though, enough to level entire neighborhoods in today’s cities of the Mississippi Valley.

The seismic zone remains active even today, but it hasn’t produced a major tremor since October 31, 1895, when a 6.5-magnitude quake struck east of Sikeston, Missouri, and damaged Cairo, Memphis, and other cities nearby. In 1990, climatologist Iben Browning released an analysis he conducted that suggested a high probability of another major tremor on December 3 of that year. It didn’t happen, but his prediction served as a wake-up call for a region that was completely unprepared for a major earthquake, despite its history.













Deadly Winds


Tornadoes

The Mississippi River cuts a path through the middle of the Great Plains, an area known for wild variations in weather and violent storms. No storm is more notorious or feared than tornadoes. They were impossible to predict for a long time and even today they can form with little warning. And when that funnel cloud drops from the sky, it can change a person’s life in a matter of seconds.

People who live along the Mississippi have experienced their fair share of life-changing moments from tornadoes. Two of the three deadliest tornadoes in US history struck Mississippi River towns.


All Is Swept Away

In the years before the Civil War, Natchez was the busiest port on the Mississippi River between New Orleans and Cairo, Illinois. Boats of all shapes and sizes left the banks of the city’s river district, known as Natchez-Under-the-Hill, loaded with bales of cotton and products from around the world.

Natchez was the center of social life for the South’s genteel planter class. They built mansions on top of the bluffs from the profits they gained from the labor of enslaved Black people who toiled in their cotton fields. Natchez-Under-the-Hill, in contrast, was a spirited place where people from all over the place—including some planters—filled gambling halls, brothels, and bars.

Natchez residents were accustomed to unsettled weather in the spring, so it wasn’t unusual when lightning rolled across the sky and heavy rain fell on the night of May 6, 1840. The next day dawned steamy like many May days, but by noon, dark clouds had returned and the staff in dining rooms ran around lighting candles. While people enjoyed lunch, winds grew stronger, and the Mississippi River stirred.

Outside of town, a massive funnel cloud had formed. It touched down about twenty miles southwest of Natchez, then raced toward the city along the Mississippi River. The winds uprooted ancient trees, then spit them out. Waves on the Mississippi rose as high as fifteen feet. As the tornado reached Natchez, a ferry, the Vidalia, was midstream. The tornado ripped it to shreds and killed everyone on board.

The tornado then blew directly into Natchez, where it laid waste to the river district. It hit boats tied up along the riverbank first. The steamboat Prairie and a wharf boat called Mississippian took direct hits. The Hinds was badly damaged and presumed sunk. Of the 120 flatboats tied up at Natchez, all but four were destroyed.

On land, the tornado leveled all but two buildings in Under-the-Hill, including the busy Steamboat Hotel. Writer Timothy Flint and his adult son James were among the lucky ones pulled out alive from the hotel ruins. Beams fell over them and had shielded them from debris. A local newspaper lamented that “all, all, is swept away and beneath the ruins still lay crushed the bodies of many strangers.”1

The tornado rose onto the bluff and continued on its destructive path. It blew the Planter’s Hotel off the bluff and into the river, killing all the registered guests. It destroyed homes, churches, and businesses in the central part of town.

Officials counted 317 dead, most of whom had been on the riverfront. It’s likely that far more people died, however, as there were reports that many enslaved workers had also been killed on plantations near Natchez. No one counted their deaths.

For days after the storm had run its course, debris from damaged buildings floated down the Mississippi River past Natchez. And a few days after the storm, a badly damaged steamboat drifted into Baton Rouge, Louisiana, 130 miles south of Natchez. It was the Hinds, or what was left of it. Inside its wrecked shell, Louisianans found the remains of fifty-one people.



Flying Horses

Twenty years later and 1,100 miles upriver, the good folks of Camanche, Iowa, and Albany, Illinois, were enjoying a warm, late spring day in 1860. A ferry across the Mississippi River connected the two towns, and residents of each community—about a thousand in Camanche and six hundred in Albany—felt bullish about their future. Sunday, June 3 began warm enough so that “the whole town of Camanche lay steeped in Sunday torpor,” one writer noted.2 As the winds picked up and ominous clouds rolled in, that listlessness would transform to terror.

Around 6:30 in the evening, the first wave of the storm hit Camanche. Many folks initially welcomed the rain and the cooler air. The mood changed, though, when large chunks of hail fell from the sky and broke windows around town. Half an hour later, people heard a loud roar “as of a heavy train passing over a bridge.”3

A funnel emerged from the clouds that looked like a “cloud of murky blackness, with the appearance of a thin white vapor revolving around it.”4 Everyone scrambled to find shelter. Debris flew around the town, including “a horse . . . flying through the air at about twenty feet from the ground, followed by a cow at about the same height.”5

The tornado next swept into the Mississippi River, where it upended a raft carrying twenty-six men. Only three survived. A local man who worked as a steamboat pilot, Wes Rambo, saw “two thirds of the bottom of the river swept clear as the floor before a tidal wave swept back, lifting everything, including the log raft.”6

After crossing the river, the tornado wreaked havoc in Albany. A hundred buildings—most of the structures in town—disappeared in the blink of an eye. Even though folks in Albany could see the storm coming from their homes on the bluffs, there wasn’t time to get out of the way. Five people died, and another forty-three were injured. The tornado caused more death and destruction as it continued eastward before finally petering out.

The tornado left behind some mind-boggling scenes. It blew a chimney off a house, then set it down on the ground ten feet away but upright and unbroken. The first floor of a building near the river had somehow been blown out, then the second floor dropped into the vacated space nearly intact.

A few survivors raced on horseback to the nearby towns of Clinton and Lyons to secure help. The devastation shocked those who hurried to help. “The ruins strewed around, the hideous distortions of the dead, the mangled bodies of the living, the multitudes of eager, grimy workmen, the peaceful summer night and the clear moonlight overhead” became permanently etched in one person’s memory.7 The tornado had devastated Camanche and Albany, and it had done all that damage in five minutes.

Folks in Camanche placed the remains of their twenty-nine dead in coffins that were stacked in front of the bank. The dead, some too badly wounded to be reliably identified, were buried in a single, mass funeral that attracted two thousand mourners, who grieved among the ruins of Camanche. It would take the town decades to recover from the destruction wrought by the tornado of 1860.



A Sullen Roar and Ceaseless Whirl

North of Minnesota’s Twin Cities, St. Cloud and Sauk Rapids grew up next to each other around a stretch of the Mississippi River that is shallow, narrow, and punctuated by occasional rapids. The cities were built around sawmills, granite mines, and railroads. By 1886, St. Cloud was home to several thousand people, while another thousand lived in Sauk Rapids.

April 14, 1886, was a Wednesday like any other, just hotter and more humid than a typical April day. Around four in the afternoon, two funnel clouds dropped near North Star Cemetery “the lower [funnel] writhing along the earth like a serpent, gathering within its fold everything in its path; the upper, a tongue-like cloud, which soon united with the lower monster.”8

When one resident saw the dark clouds on the horizon, she told her family, “Children, come in the house, we’ll have to pray, it’s the end of the world.”9 The world did end for St. Cloud’s Nicholas Junnemann, the tornado’s first victim. His wife, Angeline, suffered terribly—both of her arms and legs were broken—but she survived, as did all nine of their children.

[image: ]
Photo 2.1. A man and child survey tornado damage in Sauk Rapids, Minnesota, after the tornado of 1886.
Benton County (MN) Historical Society

P. H. Washburn had just left the Manitoba freight depot when the tornado swept through and leveled it. Woodstoves flipped over in buildings around the city, which ignited multiple fires. The tornado raced on to the northeast and toward the city’s cathedral, then set its sights on the other side of the Mississippi River and Sauk Rapids.

Peter Daubanton saw the tornado approach the city “turning what had been a black mass of clouds and wreckage into a white swirling mass.”10 As it moved over the Mississippi River, it sucked enough water from it to expose the mud river bottom. The winds slammed into the Mississippi River bridge at Sauk Rapids and wiped out the eastern span.

J. A. Senn left his Sauk Rapids office that afternoon and stepped into an airborne eddy of timber, boards, and other flying debris. The tornado “with a sullen roar and ceaseless whirl . . . moved slowly and unsteadily forward, as if uncertain at times which direction to turn.”11 People scrambled for cover. Girls marching out of St. Mary’s Catholic school dove into a ravine for safety.

The winds picked up a flour mill and dropped it back down. They ripped a hole in the courthouse. Winds lifted Thomas Van Etten, who weighed around three hundred pounds, then dropped him in mud. He survived. A pharmacist named Schulter wasn’t so lucky. He was sucked into the blackness of the swirling winds. No one ever saw him again.

The tornado totally wiped out the Nieman printing plant in Sauk Rapids. The building was painted an unusual shade of yellow, yet no one found a single fragment of the building. “It is not any one section of Sauk Rapids that has gone,” Harper’s Weekly reported, “it is not the north end or the south end; it is the whole town.”12

Around St. Cloud and Sauk Rapids, people did whatever they could to survive. Lulu Carpenter was outside when the storm roared through. She picked up her baby sister, then desperately clung to a tree. Flying debris fatally wounded Lulu, but she lived just long enough to safely hand off her baby sister. Little Harry Ziebol was six years old. He had just walked into his house when it collapsed around him. The winds carried him to a pile of lumber, where a neighbor later discovered him. Remarkably, Harry wasn’t hurt. Still, it took two days to
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