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THE STORY OF FLOOD WEEK
IN MONTANA-—JUNE, 1964

For the first time since Gibson Dam was built on Sun River
35 years dgo, water came pouring over its top the night of Sun-
day, June 7. (See photo on cover)

The huge reservoir, swollen by heavy snow melt and pound-
ing rains, spilled its overflow down the face of the 200-foot-high
barrier into the Sun. The floodwcater tumbled downstream, chew-
ing <t roads, ripping out a campground and gathering more
water from smaller streams at flood stage.

This was the start of the flood that enveloped dll of the Sun
River Valley and « large area in West Great Falls, where the
Sun empties into the Missouri River.

This was not the only flood story in Montana in June, 1964.
Flsewhere in north central, northwestern and central Montang,
streams became rivers and rivers rampaged far beyond their
courses as the water rushed down out of the high country.

The second week of June, 1964, was Flood Week with «
terrible toll of life and property, an immeasurable amount of hu-
man anguish and suffering.

In this volume, The Great Falls Tribune-Leader tells the
story of Flood Week in Montana, in pictures and in words.










































































































































forces with the Swift Dam discharge making a river almost two
miles wide sweeping everything — alive or dead — before it.

Continuing rain sent water flowing over Eureka Dam, an
irrigation unit west of Choteau, and evacuation of the city was
begun. By this time, Augusta residents had banded together at
the high school while waters of the South Fork of the Sun River
stampeded through the town. Fears were expressed that the
earthen dam holding Nilan Reservoir near Augusta would go
out. Plans called for everyone to evacuate to the high ground
near the cemetery if the dam went, but it held.

Augusta was isolated. Bridges were out on two sides. Wter,
now at full flood stage, covered the roads on a third side and on
the fourth side was the mountains.

But Augusta wasn't the only community with troubles. Water
covered the road between Fairfield and Choteau and Deep
Creek took out a bridge at Choteau. North of Choteau small
streams surged with new strength, sweeping away bridges and
approaches.

Dupuyer was under onslaught from Dupuyer Creek which
sped northward to join the already swollen waters of Birch Creek
where the 50-year-old concrete and earth Swift Dam had given
way, loosing its lethal wall of water,

Valier residents first realized the scope of the disaster which
was knifing its way across the farm land to the north. School
officials began setting up an evacucation and rescue operction
despite dwindling communications and worsening trattic con-
ditions.

Air Force helicopters were airborne making surveys of the
extent of the flooding and, with each succeeding report, the situa-
tion grew more grave.

While the citizens of these outlying communities were iso-
lated geographically, a common bond of purpose was estab-
lished throughout the stricken area. Wheels began to turn. The
Red Cross established evacuation centers to handle the expected
numbers of persons seecking a respite from the ever-rising water.
Civil Delfense forces moved smoothly into action and a host of
agencies, organizations and ordinary citizens stepped forward—
ready to be counted.

By Tuesday of that fateful week, President Lyndon B. John-
son had declared Montana a major disaster area with Cascade,
Chouteau, Teton, Glacier, Pondera, Toole and Flathead counties
bearing the brunt of the flooding. Disaster relief experts from all
parts of the nation arrived to help.

The Middle Fork of the Flathead River slashed the Great
Northern Railway's main line west of Summit, leaving steel rail
dangling high in the air. At the same time U.S. Highway 2 was
eaten away, blocking all traffic over the Marias Pass into the
Flathead county.

Evacuation centers were set up in Browning. People were
evacuated from the main town to the Country Club in Choteau.



Needed supplies were being carried by helicopter and other
aircratt.

Information on the Birch Creek disaster continued to come
in — a bit here, a bit there — and all bad. Unconfirmed reports
told of families lost; livestock, buildings and vehicles swept
away, and large trees uprooted and stripped naked by the
torrent.

As Tuesday wore on, minutes became hours and West
Great Falls girded itself for the savage blow it was about to re-
ceive. Homes were evacuated by those who heeded the advice
of flocd officials. Others couldn't believe that such a thing was
going to happen and did almost nothing.

Upstream from Great Falls, Simms and Sun River were in
trouble and Vaughn was making ready. Except for a few showers
here and there, the rain had stopped. Sandbags were being
filled; trailer houses were being moved; frucks laden with house-
hold possessions streamed steadily to the Montana State Fair-
grounds where storage space under the watchful eyves of guards
was offered.

Sun River flood bulleting were issued in a steady stream
as the crest of the flood from Gibson emd Diversion dams rolled
onward toward Great Falls. High water, spilling into the Missouri
River from the Dearborn River, was expected to send the Mis-
souri upward in the Great Falls carea but officials at Canyon
Ferry closed down that dam to a virtual trickle so that the Dear-
born surge would be shortlived after its Great Falls arrival. Thus
they allowed the swirling waters of the angry Sun River to roll
unimpeded into the course of the Missouri.

The crest of the Sun River flood passed Simms and an old-
timer, who homesteaded in the area and who had seen the flood
of 1908, said he had never seen anything like it in his life.

Helicopters were flying from doawn to dusk. People were
picked off rooftops, from bits of high ground, out of trees and
from the tops of vehicles. At the same time, members of law en-
forecment agencies were alerting the people, diding in the evac-
uation of the ranchers, their possessions and livestock.

Within Grect Falls, volunteers were doing everything pos-
sible to offset the anticipated damage of the rapidly advancing
flood.

Floyd E. Dominy, commissicner of the Burecu of Reclamation,
and Philleo Nash, commissioner of the Bureau of Indicn Affairs,
arrived on the scene to gather first-hand information regarding
the situation so that knowledgeable decisions could be made for
the restoration emd rehabilitation of the area.

Thev conferred with Walter Wetzel, chairman of the Black-
foot Tribal Council and president of the Congress of American
Indicms, and pledged their help. Wetzel earlier had alerted Sen.
Mike Mansfield in Washington, D.C., by calling him direct dur-
ing the early stages of the flood.

With everything physically possible being done, the only
thing left to do was wait for the advancing menccing mass of wa-



ter. The countdown was under way. As night fell in Great Falls
Tuesday, urgent calls were issued for anyone with a boat of any
kind to help evacuate persons who thought they still had time—
and didn't.

The water level climbed rapidly on the official gauge on the
Fourteenth Street Bridge which had long since been closed to
traftic. At 12:45 Wednesday morning, the water reached its peak
at 24.6 feet — 9.6 feet above ilood level of 15 feet and 5.5 feet
higher than the 1953 flood.

Wednesday dawned with the wrathful Sun River still flood-
ing but withdrawing slowly. A few hours before the arrival of
the Sun River peak, a crest of flood water sent down the Missouri
River by the Dearborn River, reached Great Falls. The Missouri
fell after this crest passed as the gates of Canyon Ferry Dam had
been almost closed as an additional aid to embattled West Great
Falls.

Stories of heroism were myriad on Wednesday and residents
ot the flooded area stared in shocked disbelief at the sheer
strength and savagery of the Sun River which, during the sum-
mer months, ambles lazily into town from the mountains.

Some homes were washed away. Others were damaged
beyond repair. All in the flood area suffered heavy damage and
were covered by a pall of silt. Livestock were drowned; crops,
ruined.

More news came in from the Birch Creek area and all of it
was bad. Officials were announcing totals of known dead, mis-
~ sing and presumed dead, and missing.

All-out efforts were made to re-establish communications
and with each succeeding report, damage figures soared to stag-
gering sums.

By Thursday the death list had grown to nine officially dead,
twelve missing and presumed dead and nineteen missing. Of-
fices of Emergency Planning opened in Great Falls and all
agencies of relief and rehabilitation were working in high gear.

A cloudburst north of Shelby caused failure of cn earth-
filled dam holding part of the city’'s water supply and sent tor-
rents of water spilling into that city’s north side. Other dams in
the immediate area held to forestall another possible tragedy.

A congressional committee, appointed to make a flood sur-
vey arrived and conferred with Gov. Tim Babcock and Mayor
Marian Erdmann along with a host of Bureau of Reclamation,
Forest Service and other governmental agency officials.

Congressmen making up the committee included Fred M.
Clark of Pennsylvauia; Arnold Olsen of Montana, and Don H.
Clausen of Cdlifornia. Congressman James Battin of Montanda's
Fastern Congressional District, accompcnied them. The Birch
Creek toll stood at 10 dead; 22 missing, presumed dead, and
three missing.

Interior Secretary Stewart L. Udall, who had a speaking en-
gagement at East Glacier Park Friday night, made an aerial












SUN RIVER ON THE SUN

The fown of Sun River, 20 miles west of Great Falls, lies under the waters of
the river from which it takes its name. As the water begon io recede towns-
people straggled back to begin mopping up. Tribune photo.
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