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"A Wall Of Water Pouring Over The Railroad Tracks-- "
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By N. A. Leach, Portland
As a boy of .seventeen I moved

with my parents to Morrow
County (then Umatilla County)
in March 1K84. We settled on a
bunch grass farm of 320 acres in
Blackhorse Canyon. I attended
school and worked at the carpen-
ter business for a number of years
and in 1803 I entered the me-

rcantile business with my brother-in-law- ,

11. A. Nichols. I also
bought wheat on the Heppner
branch for Kerr Gilford & Co., Port-

land exporters. In 1903 I was of-

fered a job as manager of the
warehouse and county agents,
with headquarters at Walla
Walla.

All of our household effects
were shipped to Walla Walla by
train, and on Sunday, June 14,
1903, we were visiting with rela-tie- s

at Lexington, who Jived on
the west side of Willow Creek,
near the railroad tracks. '

It was a hot and sultry day, so
in the late afternoon I decided to
go outside to get some fresh air.
On leaving the house I heard a
terrible roaring sound coming
from the direction of Heppner. I

had never heard anything like it
before, so I ran up on the railroad
track where I had a straight view
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up the creek for about two miles.
From this point I could see a

wall of water pouring over the
railroad tracks. Nothing like this
had ever happened before, to my
knowledge, so I knew we were in
for trouble .... lots of it. I

rushed back to the house and
succeeded in getting my family
and friends out and on the high
railroad grade that passes
through this part of town.

By this time the water had be-

gun to back up behind the rail-

road bridge that crosses the
creek at the south end of town.
It was only a few minutes until
the weight of the water snapped
every piling in the bridge and on
came the rushing water.

Our little party passed on up
the track and onto higher ground.
Just as we reached this point
someone said, "Here comes two
men on horseback."

It was Les Matlock and Bruce

Kelley on their famous ride. They
wanted to know how long it had
been since the water passed, and
I recall it, I told them about fif-

teen minutes. They immediately
left for the Reaney place below
town, as one of their horses was
about fagged out.

It was about 1:00 in the morn-

ing before I could cross the creek
on the rails and a few ties of all
that was left of the railroad
bridge at the lower end of town.
We had constructed a barbed
wire telephone line from our store
to the J. W. Beckett farm in the

HEPPNER AS IT LOOKS TODAY, 50 years after the great flood 'took the center out of
town. This picture was taken about four years ago and shows how the years
have healed all the scars of that tragic June 14, 1903. Careful inspection of this
photo will show some of the latest additions to the town missing among them the

Pioneer Memcrial Hospital which is now located on the point of the hill at the
right center of the picture. The years have a way of changing the face of any
town, and only a picture taken today, could be strictly up to date. But, in general,
this is Heppner in 1953.
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up. We sent three or four bodies
back to Lexington, but by 10:00
in the forenoon, the mad leading

"The Cloud Overhead Was
As Black As A Stove"Eightmile country. I took our to Heppner was lined with horse- -

telephone and some dry batteries, 'drawn vehicles of every kind and
hooked it up to the wire fence 'description. Most of them had
and talked to Mr. Beckett at the been traveling all night. Monday; flood Experiences as Remember
other end of our line. There was Was a terrible hot day, about 100 ed by Mrs. Belle LeFort.

"We never knew what onea similar telephone line from the jn the shade, so we decided to ask
Beckett far to Heppner and he some of these people to drive in

clay would bmg forth," Mrs
tola me mat ne naa jusi uitm anu take two or mree names wan !Belie LCporto wh0 now lives

of days.
"It looked like two-third- s of

the town was gone when I went
down inthe morning. It was a

wreck of animals, barbed wire,
houses and debris. Terrible things
had happened, almost past the
imagination, and everybody went
to work as in a dream."

Mrs. LeFort helped in the mor

talking to someone at tieppner them to Heppner, as they had to wth her daughter, Mrs. John Bros
and was tola that tney esumaieu g0 there anyway, i sent one oi
about 500 people had lost their the boys out to the road, but no
lives in the flood. one he talked to would volunteer.

At a very early hour Monday, NoW( in my arty was a Scotch-mornin-

we met at the town hall namc of Char,cs Val.

nan on Little Butter Creek, said
in recalling the fateful Heppner
flood.

"The cloud overhead was as
black 'as the slove and in a half

gue where they laved the bodies!in iAmgiuii aim u.e..".-- u t. r rwil ,.f 'h,, it r,V ,n I nowr
lief party. I was elected captain on boards over bathtubs and - -- J . Z i r 9 i J i i r. '

Iwire cutters and told him to go;" it rain before or since, Mrs. .l "of the party and given a horse to cleaned and washed them as well; .
as they could. The undertakersout and stop the first party that ,1"" saiu. "My neignoor, Mrs.

Orin Farnswortli, and I called tocame along with room in the ... .
, Mr;ride, so we immediately startea

out tip the creek.
D.. tun urotnp VinH all

thnm in rcUot and thm'! .... - i
ha ennh a Inrk nr snrin(T earn oiner dui couiun i see cacn,'- - ". - sumwere buried, in most cases with- t - JBy umi llllic u.c " " .. . ."'nth,,, in .ho HarUnncK Hup hnm.

... r

out funeral services. It was days.
hefore all the bodies were found
and the ones found in the drifts!.,
of hail were well preservcl. The'
body of Mrs. Jirp Jones was the I
first fo be brought in, about 9
o'clock in the morning.

massed bv and only a small. wagon, ino one waniea to unvr-- "- ",,
stream in the bed of the creek tin, saying that they had relatives were on the upper Mam stree

friends in also that hil and after i cleared we could'orremamed About a half a mile Heppner;
had nothing to cover the look down and see the houses

above town we picked up the they
remains of Mrs. Robert Hynd and bodies with or nothing to put sailing like ships down Main

and then fall to pieces,a short distance a boy by under them.
Robefts-lprobab-

ly
the night I was busythe nam of "Well," Charlie said-"it'- s or-- .'"During

old. I do not dors. You must take them." jwith my two girls Zetta and
reca" a thfs tfme who the others They did. I assure you it wasilpha. and a neighbor girl who

were but of them were well not a pleasant thing to do, but if was vis .rig hem en the flood
AH three were sick to the'i andhot somethingm oI our was very hadjStruekrrTL:. -- m. hiah.l t.--. he rW and there was no other all through the night.

Most of the houses then were
built along the creek bank, with
the back porches jutting out on
the creek, easy targets for the
raging water. The steam laundry,
located on the creek in the upper
end of town, held th logs, posts,
animals and other flood debris
for a sdcII and then crumbled.

The lights and the water went off,
but they were restored in a couple

PROBAELY THE EEST-KNOW- PICTURE of the Heppner flood is this photo of the T. W. Ayors house
which stood on Chase street a few lots south of the corner of May street. This picture has been
used meny times by newspapers and magazines to illustrate articles on the flood. What net too

many persons, except those who lived here prior to 1903, know is that the upper story ol this house,
minus the cupola, and considerably remodeled, still stands on Chase street and has been sheltering
families for most of the 50 years since the flood. We wonder how many of the present residents of

Heppner can locate it without help from some old-time- It is also reported that there was once a very
popular billiard room in the upper floor cf this house.

top shoes and long hair. Other-- , way. Our party found practically
wise there was no clothing of no small children or babies,

any kind on the bodies we picked So far as I know, the only body

carrying all of the laundryman's

from Heppner that passed
through Lexington was that of
Mrs. J. Keithley. She was found
on the Summers place, about two
miles below Lexington.

There was no actual loss of life
at Lexington, but there were some

family, who lived on the second r
story, to death. then changed direction and went

The laundry owner, a Mr. Krug,',iown half a block. Mrs. Barthol-- j

was downtown at the time and ,. cinH n hr.rfi.r nr Kistner.i
From the Oregonian, June

16, 1903.
was so distraught with shock andverv close calls. A number tciokt .... .M ..'- -
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were taken out of the upstairs,
window when the house lodged

on the next street.

Strangly enough, throughout

refuge in trees or upstairs. Thev Rriei mat ne, nimseii aiea a aay
were badly frightened, but lived or two later after wandering up
to tell the story. an'l down the creek searching

"OTF Mr N. A I.enrh now lives hopelessly for his family.
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where the bridge crosses to the
Courthouse. Luckily he managed
to grab onto a tree which he
climbed and where he remained
in safety until the water had sub-

sided. Fortunately it was a solid
tree, for many were uprooted by
the heavy, rushing water.

The flood ended Mrs. Sigsbee's
career as a dressmaker. Having
no place to stay she returned to
the ranch of her parents, Mr. and
Mrs. W. G. McCarty, at Sand Hol-
low. The following year she mar-
ried Mr. Sigsbee who was in the
process of buying Mike Gallo-
way's studio at the time of the
flood. Both of the men took many
pictures of the flood.

Superintendent J. P. O'-

Brien of the O. R. & N., last
night issued the following
notice:

The Oregon Railroad &

Navigation Company will
handle and carry all supplies
sent to the Heppner flood
sufferers free of charge.

By order of Superintendent,
O. R. & N. Co.

in Portland where he is still In another instance, a Mr. Ins- -
)ne ride, it never jarred the piano

connected with Kerr Gifford & ' working with a .crew of men enough to tip over a vase of flow- -

Co.. Inc., Lewis Building, Port- - on a pile of debris remarked, ;ers that was on it. i

land, Oregon. Mr. Leach was "Wouldn't it be strange if I were Evervone pitched in and did
the first one to see the oneom- - standing on my own daughter." 'their share afterwards, Mrs. Le-in-

flood of water at Lexing- - The next day her body was found Fort saj,. The women helped-to-

and also the only one who riht near the spot where he had Qmy an(j those with homes took
talked to Les Matlock and been digging. care of the homeless. We tried to
Eruce Kelley when they reached The Bartholomew house was forget it and go on living as be- -

Lexington. He was also an lfcated on Main street near the fore.
early day settler in Morrow bridge. Two trees in front of the And at midnight, the day of
County, having arrived some house toppled, the house moved the flood, the town clock struck
two years before there was a out on them as though they were 24 times instead of 12. It was
Lexington and about twenty ; a raft. Then it sailed up one block, said the weight of the water made
years before the flood, ;turned the corner for a block, it strike twice.,

WRECKAGE WAS SCATTERED as far as the camera's eye could see.
taken from somewhere in thenorthwest and wasThis is looking

vicinity of Main and Baltimore streets.


