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eople who lived in Johnstown, Pennsylvania, 
were used to flooding. The town was built in a 
river valley and often flooded after rain. 
Residents simply moved their belongings to 
higher floors and waited for the floodwaters to 
recede. When heavy rains struck in May 1889, 
no one was too worried. They had no idea that 
disaster was about to strike.

P
Devastation in Johnstown, Pennsylvania, after the flood
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About 14 miles (22.5 km) upstream 
from Johnstown, Lake Conemaugh 
was bordered by a dam. Workers 
tried everything to keep the dam 
from breaking after it started leaking, 
but it was no use. At about 3:00 p.m. 
on May 31, the dam collapsed.

A 40-foot (12-m) high flood roared 
toward Johnstown with the force of 
Niagara Falls. By the time the water 
hit the town, it carried locomotives, 
houses, barns, and bodies of people 
and animals from upstream.

CHAPTER ONE
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Disaster Without warning

Fallen power lines and debris from destroyed 
buildings cover the main street of Johnstown after 

floodwaters roared through the town.
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Residents struggled to stay alive. Anna 
Fell Maxwell was one of the survivors. 
According to the Johnstown Area 
Heritage Association, Maxwell said, “The 
water rose and floated us until our heads 
nearly touched the ceiling . . . . It was 
dark and the house was tossing every 
way.” Maxwell’s husband and seven 
children were among the 2,209 people 
killed in the flood.

Bodies of victims were found as far 
away as Cincinnati, Ohio, more than  
350 miles (563 km) from Johnstown. 
Other victims were never found. The 
Johnstown Flood showed the world just 
how powerful and how deadly water  
can be.

CHAPTER ONE
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Disaster Without warning

People walk around the remains of a destroyed 
house after the Johnstown flood.
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