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The towns location, author Joann
Green Byrd pointed out in her
book “Calamity: The Heppner
Flood of 1903, turned out to be ‘a
natural bulls-eye for flash floods.”

Disaster

Continued from A1

Heppner is proud of its proximity
to the Blue Mountains, embracing the
nickname “Gateway to the Blues”

In 1903, that gate swung the wrong
way.
Willow Creek emerges from the
Blue Mountains southeast of Hep-
pner. In the summer theres usually
not much water in the creek, which
winds through the town. It trickles
and meanders. Typically, notes The
Oregon Encyclopedia, it “runs only
ankle-deep by mid-June”

Spring had been particularly warm
and dry in the region that year. So
while “cloudbursts” were known to
occur in the semi-arid area during
the summer, no one on Sunday, June
14, 1903, expected the skies to sud-
denly darken and then open up with
rain and — despite 90-degree weather
— hail over an area “of at least 40
square miles and continuing with the
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The Oregonian

A dam now helps protect Heppner from flooding. The death toll from the 1903 disaster is somewhere between 238 and 251.

utmost intensity for more than hour”
Water and debris roared down dry,
overgrazed rangeland and poured
into Willow Creek, speeding it toward
Heppner. The result, the Heppner Ga-
zette later reported, was a “foaming
wall of water” hitting the prosperous

county seat at 5 oclock in the after-
noon.

The town’s location, author Joann
Green Byrd pointed out in her book
“Calamity: The Heppner Flood of
1903, turned out to be “a natural
bull’s-eye for flash floods” (A dam to

head off flooding was finally com-
pleted in 1983.)

Devastation from the flood on
that broiling Sunday was apocalyptic.
Trees and telegraph lines fell. Houses
crumpled and floated away. All es-
cape routes, survivors said, had disap-

Northwest
disasters

The Pacific Northwest's deadliest
natural disasters, along with the
just-ended heat wave, include

a 1910 avalanche in Wellington,
Washington, that killed 96 train
passengers and rail workers, the
1980 Mount St. Helens eruption that
took 57 lives, and the 1962 Columbus
Day storm, which killed 46 in Oregon
and Washington.

peared in an instant. The roar of the
water and debris blotted out towns-
people’s cries for help.

The death toll from the disaster
ranges in accounts between 238 and
251 — in a town of about 1,400 peo-
ple. Three of the victims were former
Morrow County sheriffs.

The day after the Heppner flood,

a correspondent for The Oregonian
arrived to survey the scene. The re-
sulting account called Heppner “a city
of the dead” and described rotting
corpses strewn about the town and
washed miles away.

“Meantime,” the reporter added,
“Willow Creek, as if to mock the dead,
has returned to a purling brooklet”

Tropical storm barrels toward Florida; Cuba evacuates 180,000

BY ANDREA RODRIGUEZ
Associated Press

HAVANA — Cuba evacuated
180,000 people amid fears Sunday
that Tropical Storm Elsa could un-
leash heavy flooding after battering
several Caribbean islands, killing at
least three people.

The Cuban government had
opened shelters and moved to protect
sugarcane and cocoa crops ahead of
the storm. Most of those evacuated
went to relatives’ homes, while some
people sheltered at government facili-
ties. Hundreds living in mountainous
areas took refuge in natural caves that
had been prepared for the emergency.

The storm’s next target was Florida,
where Gov. Ron DeSantis declared
a state of emergency in 15 counties,
including in Miami-Dade County
where the high-rise condominium
building collapsed last week.

On Sunday afternoon, Elsa was lo-
cated about 40 miles south-southeast
of Cabo Cruz, Cuba and was heading
northwest at 14 mph. It had maxi-
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au-Prince, Haiti, on Saturday. Elsa brushe
fore taking aim at Cuba and Florida.

mum sustained winds of about 60
mph, according to the National Hur-
ricane Center in Miami.

d past Haiti and the Dominican Republic be-

The center said the storm is ex-
pected to gradually weaken as it
moves across Cuba on Monday.

Joseph Odelyn/AP
Antony Exilien secures the roof of his house in response to Tropical Storm Elsa in Port-

“After Elsa emerges over the Florida
Straits and the southeastern Gulf of
Mexico, some slight restrengthening
is possible;” it said.

The storm killed one person in St.
Lucia, according to the Caribbean
Disaster Emergency Management
Agency. Meanwhile, a 15-year-old boy
and a 75-year-old woman died Satur-
day in separate events in the Domin-
ican Republic after walls collapsed on
them, according to a statement from
the Emergency Operations Center.

Elsa was a Category 1 hurricane
up until Saturday morning, causing
widespread damage in several eastern
Caribbean islands on Friday as the
first hurricane of the Atlantic season.
Among the hardest hit was Barba-
dos, where more than 1,100 people
reported damaged houses, including
62 homes that completely collapsed
as the government promised to find
and fund temporary housing to avoid
clustering people in shelters amid the
pandemic.

Downed trees also were reported in

Haiti, which is especially vulnerable to
floods and landslides because of wide-
spread erosion and deforestation.

A tropical storm warning was in ef-
fect for Jamaica and from the Haitian
capital of Port-au-Prince to the south-
ern border with the Dominican Re-
public. A hurricane watch was issued
for the Cuban provinces of Camaguey,
Granma, Guantanamo, Holguin, Las
Tunas, and Santiago de Cuba. Some of
those provinces have reported a high
number of COVID-19 infections,
raising concerns that the storm could
force large groups of people to seek
shelter together.

Elsa is the earliest fifth-named
storm on record and also broke the
record as the tropic’s fastest-moving
hurricane, clocking in at 31 mph on
Saturday morning, according to Brian
McNoldy, a hurricane researcher at
the University of Miami.

It is forecast to drop 4 to 8 inches
of rain with maximum totals of 15
inches across portions of southern
Hispaniola and Jamaica.



