In many ways it seems only yesterday that the Mississippi River entered the streets of Clarksville.  In other ways it feels like something that happened to someone else,

somewhere else, some other time.  Last January/February, as thousands of Clarksville guests observed more than 600 Majestic Eagles flying in the sky overhead 
I began to believe that I had dreamed the whole Flood Event of 2008.

From June 10 to June 23, 2008 Clarksville experienced one miracle on top of 

another and I was privileged to observe most of them.  It may sound strange that I 

reference the events of those few days as miracles, but I cannot find a better description 

for what happened.  I don’t recall identifying the tasks involved at the time, as privileges, and I am not sure that I recognized each miracle as it arrived, but I know now.

Early in the Spring of 2008 I received calls from the Corps of Engineers cautioning me to be aware of the possibility of flooding.  In City files I found a small amount of records involving the Flood of 1993.  I questioned residents who lived in Clarksville at that time, I searched the internet for flood information, read emergency management  and DNR manuals relating to flooding and put together thoughts and ideas for action, just in case.  
In May we had water in the Park and some additional caution was provided.  The water went down and we had a wonderful Chili Cook-Off event early in June and there was a short lived sigh of relief.  The cautions ultimately became warnings and the warnings became declarations and you know the rest of the story.

I can identify the moments when I began to realize that this emergency was real.  
The water was above the steps to the Mississippi.  Two sections of terracing steps all the way to the floor of the River. One section is handicapped accessible for baby carriages, walkers and wheel chairs and the other for all kinds of gatherings, especially for FISHING.  However, it was to be a different kind of summer.
On June 11, around 11:00 p.m. after nearly 5 hours with approximately 12 people filling and laying sandbags, 3 wide on either side of concrete barricades and one row deep covering a single block, I stood up an looked south at the low point of the street where the water was beginning to lap and I KNEW that we could not possibly win this battle alone.
Without guidance from Flood Defense 101, I went to my office and my roll-a-dex and

started through the names of those who had put a card in my hand sometime following my election to become Mayor, with the familiar comment, “If I can ever be of help, here is my number”.   I used those numbers, and those emails.  I quickly typed a paragraph and I called every newspaper, radio and T.V. station I could find and asked for help.  Some suggested that I send a fax, some taped my plea on the spot, still others allowed me to immediately speak on air.  The response was generous and amazing to say the least.

Personnel from the Army Corps of Engineers were some of the very first persons who arrived and they never left our side.  They quickly recognized the necessity to move with speed and determined that another method of defense should be employed.  One load of one inch minus rock on top of the next was unloaded for the entire length of the block, with a height goal of eight feet. Once accomplished, inmates from the women’s prison covered the wall with plastic, filled sand bags and ENCASED the entire plastic covered wall.  It held like none other!!!

The water was rising with amazing speed and the work intensified, 24 hours around the clock. 1400 meals per day for several days were provided and water and ice were made available with assistance from the Convoy of Hope.  The temperature soared and it rained and it rained and the water inside the wall had to be pumped back into the River.

The sand was located 8 miles north of the City.  However, highway 79 north was under water and thus a 40 minute round trip was required for each load of sand.  The sand bags were in Illinois, just across the river but highway 79 south was under water and again an elongated trip was required to secure sand bags.

Supplies needed were not just small items but HUGE pumps were required for this job and persons of authority were the avenue to find them.  One immediate response occurred when Colonel Setliff of the Army Corps of Engineers came, saw the need and pumps were delivered.  

Companies introducing flood walls of all kinds arrived and we were allowed to use some of them.  “Metalith”, one such company, provided a number of these easy up wall sections.  They worked great going up ….coming down was another story for another day.

From my perspective, prayers were answered with the National Guard.  When those men and women arrived, I got it!  This was indeed a miracle for Clarksville.  It provided the first moments when we felt like we could fight the battle effectively.  Having special equipment available and personnel to use it encouraged us to begin to believe in success.
The walls continued to grow.  The water continued to rise.  Main Street was nowhere to be seen.  It did not stop.  The water just kept coming from underneath our feet, through the sewer systems and down from the sky. We watched as the Museum and the Post Office went under and then as houses began to disappear from sight. The Great Wall of Clarksville was holding.  The struggle to save homes choosing to sandbag was enormous.

Finally there was the waiting for the crest and ultimately the success.

Lessons Learned from the Flood Event of 2008

Adequate preparation is an unknown.  We had prepared!  8000 sand bags sounded like a large number of sand bags, but paled when the count turned out to be in excess of one million.  We had approximately 5 truck loads of sand in Clarksville and it sounded like and looked like a large amount of sand, but also paled to the 9000 tons of sand purchased for the event.  Regardless of preparation there is never enough labor and likely not enough supplies on hand and ready for use. 
Could we have benefited from more specific records involved in the 1993 flood?

Absolutely!  Would we have done things differently had we been involved in

the 1993 flood in Clarksville?  Perhaps.   But any way you look at it, this was a different
time. Not one of the businesses on Front Street had been in business there in 1993.  It was a totally new ball game for them.  Beyond the downtown area there were several businesses open in 08 that did not exist in 93.  There were locations that chose not to sandbag in 93 but who chose to sandbag in 08.  Places that did not see water in 93 did have flooding in 08 because sandbagging these additional locations caused water to be directed differently than in 93.  Then too there is the SNY levy on the Illinois side of the River that was raised another four feet, defending Illinois farm land and sending yet more water toward Clarksville.
Thus, I would suggest that total preparation is likely NOT to be the order of the day for any such event.  Recognizing that, may prevent  those involved from using time to chastise themselves for lack of knowledge or preparation. 
--Knowing when to ask for help, who to contact, and what form is to be used to seek assistance, equipment and other resources is essential.  
--Record keeping is not a waste of time as it just may make the necessary difference the next time around.  
--Keeping in contact with and up to date on changes in personnel in the agencies you may need is also key.

--Knowing the face of the person on the other end of the phone when you are issuing the

SOS is tremendously helpful.  

Lessons learned or perhaps re-learned would include the following:

  We NEED each other.

  Volunteerism is alive

            Miracles do happen

  Asking for help is a good thing
  Some answers may be beyond our reach

  A smile and a handshake are powerful

  Beyond the worst situation, something wonderful happens

  Such effort is worth it!

WHAT do you do after the crest is reached?

WAIT for the water to recede.


Remove one million sand bags containing 9000 tons of sand at a cost of $59,000

Clean, sweep, mop and return inventory to all shops and buildings

TRY to heal!!!

What did Clarksville do?


Finished construction of the New Water Plant.


Generated a Master Plan for the future

Continued River Front Park renovation to include a walking path along the
 Mississippi, new trees and sod, new benches and more



Determined to move ahead stronger and better.

AND working with the Corps of Engineers, continue with plans to build a
 Courtesy Harbor to welcome all boaters who now have to pass us by.

The Park Entrance STANDS waiting to welcome you
AND if you come during Eagle Season, the Eagles will greet and amaze you!

