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John Nichols’ Adventures in History

St. Francis Dam Disaster
through Samuel J. Alexander’s eyes

By John Nichols

Special to the Santa Paula Times
recently received an email

Ifrom Bob Orlando. We share
an interest in history. He told
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the script I was reading. On the
very last page, the letter was
signed Samuel J. Alexander. His
home was in Saticoy.
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Here’s what the first section
of the letter said:

The letter

Miss Elizabeth Black: Dear
Cousin, at 3 o’clock, Tuesday
morning, March 13,1928, I was
awakened by a most frightful
roaring notse. I thought theworld
was conming to an end and I
couldn’t imagine what caused it.

When daylight broke, we

L) BC0Z2)

Mohile Tx::mn Service

apk OF ,

Bricio Zaragoza Jr.

Matary Publac

Se Habla Espaiiol

orww, ZEragorArmehi e otaryservice s com

PO, Box 1008, Santa Pauls, CA 9306 <1008
Office: B05-626-0008 Cell: B05-81 5-908 |

Available 24/7

“ ..-.'} |

Confused? Just
smile and wave!

Charles F. Stewart, D.D.S.

and staff
General, Cosmetic & Implant Dentistry

132 N. Tenth St. « 525-7649

~EN~COMPASS

DESIGN TEAM
C~(818) 836-0472

Wm Ladd Skinner

“Team Captain”
Int. & Ext.
Architectual, Landscape,
Graphic, Stylist

We Are Essential And Open To Service Your Car!

Famous Auto Repair

You can find us at:

1055 E. Main Street

Nico, Owner, ~ NOW Offerln% owing And
Head Mechanic Roadside Assistance

OIL CHANGE WITH 27 POINT INSPECTION |
$ Includes: Up to § quarts of oil. Most cars & light trucks.
2 9 (Diesel & synthefic oils extra) ,
8 Dlsposa| Not Valid With Any Other Coupon * Expires 9-30-20

Hours: Mon.-Sat. 8:00 AM to 5:00 PM Closed Sunday

1055 East Main Street = 933-2500

Samuel J. Alexander’s letter to his cousin, Elizabeth Black, on April

could see Santa Clara River
coveredwithdeadpeople, horses,
cattle, sheep, swine, dogs, cats,
poultry,barns,houses, telephone,
telegraph, electric wire poles,
orange, lemon, walnut, apricot
and all kinds of fruit and forest
trees rushing to the sea.

Soon the air was full of
planes to the giant Saint Fran-
cis dam. They gave us the first
nformation that the dam had
collapsed as the wires were all
down and there was no other
communication.

Airplanes for days carried
passengers to see the ruins the
Jurious waters had wrought. We
live in the middle of Santa Clara
Valley within half a mile of the
river on land that slopes to the
river 75 feet above it, so we were
not in any danger.

Santa Paula, seven miles
east of us, was the worst hit by
the great disaster. 700 houses on
River Street were swept away
with their occupants.

174 persons lay sleeping in
the Edison Company's worker
house five miles below the dam
and all were drowned but Lloyd
Newell, a full cousin of my neph-
ew’s wife. He escaped by swim-
nung out of the flood. He is one
of Edison’s expert electricians.

I was acquainted with only
one who perished in the flood —
Miss Annie Mathews who was
our telephone girl in Saticoy.
She went up to Fillmore the day
beforethe flood to visit friends 20
mules east of Saticoy. She and her
Jfriends were caught by the flood,
and the next day her body was
Jound within 20 rods of her tele-
phone office with all her clothes
torn off, her body buried almost
beyond recognition.

Two days after the flood had
subsided, two boys nearly grown
were found on the river bottom
standing erect in mud and sand
to their necks, still alive. They
were taken to Ventura Hospital
and have fully recovered.

A large white lady was found
lying on her back on the river
bottommnear Saticoy coveredwith
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Atombstone, marking the deaths of four members of the Savala family killed in the St. Francis Dam Disaster
in March 1928. The tombstone is one of many marking the deaths of hundreds of people due to the dam
break. John and Leslie Nicols of Santa Paula happened upon this tombstone on a recent Sunday afternoon

drive to the Piru Cemetery.

sand, all but her face, and still
alive butunconscious,seven days
after the flood. She was taken to
Ventura Hospital and became
conscious at times for a few nmin-
utes but could not speak or tell
who she is. Hundreds have gone
there to identify her, but none
have been able to tell who she is.
Physicians say she will recover.

We have not heard of brother
Josiah since the flood, but feel
sure he is in Los Angeles with
his son Stanley. Considerably
of his 320-acre bean ranch was
swept away.

Movrgues were established at
Newhall, Saugus, Piru, Fillmore,
Moorpark, Oxnard and Ventura
and all were full of the flood
victims the next day. Brother
Mac and his daughter Mary Al-
exander cooked and took a load
of food to the destitute of Santa
Paula the day after the flood and
went to the morgue to see if they
could identify any of the corpses
but were unable.

While there,a large dead lady
was brought into the morgue
with her right imb torn off at
its hip joint. Mary told me it was
the most shocking sight that she
ever witnessed and it haunts her
in her sleep at night. She wishes
she hadn’t gone to the morgue.

Brother Mac’s son Hugh has
been running a large tractor to
which large hooks are attached
to pull piles of debris apart in
search of dead people all along
the river for over a month and
has found quite a number.

487 dead bodies victims of
the flood have been rescued to
date and it will never be known
how many perished in the flood.
It renmunds me of the Johnstown
flood that occurred on the af-
ternoon of May 31st, 1889, in
Pennsylvania.
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Research

Then I stopped typing out
the letter because Samuel ]J.
Alexander started writing to his
cousin all about the genealogy of
their family and who had died
and when and where they were
buried. There was more about
the St. Francis Dam deeper into
the letter, but I decided to wait
to type out those parts.

I wanted to do some his-
torical research on Armstrong
himself instead. Armstrong was
writing so many details about
all the crops being grown and
how much they brought and
how much rain there was that I
assumed he was arancher some-
where in the Saticoy area.

Do you know what happens
when you assume? You make an
AssoutofUand Me.Ibrokeacar-
dinal rule of historical research.
I assumed that he was a rancher.

For my question about a his-
toric rancher in Saticoy, I asked
a rancher in Saticoy. I emailed
Chris Sayer to see if he knew
anything about arancher named
Armstrong. While digging into
Saticoy history, I came across a
researchprojectonthe web called
“Historic Resources Survey &
Context for the Town of Saticoy.”
Ithad been prepared for the coun-
ty of Ventura Planning Division
in 2014 by Mitch Stone and Judy
Triem of the San Buenaventura
Research Associates right here
in Santa Paula.

I didn’t find a listing for any
Alexander, but I did send that
reportonto Chris. He wroteback
to say that the name Alexander
was not familiar to him, but
John Madison, owner of Madison
Hardware, circa 1920, was his
great-great-grandfather. Madi-
son’s daughter, Lizzie, married
Harry Pardee. Their daughter,
Iola, married Don Petty Sr.

Chris still grows a lot of avo-
cados on that same ranch.

I went back to transcribing
the rest of the letter, but found a
new trick. I looked into “speech
to text” technology.

Thatis where youread aloud
into your computer’s microphone
and words get typed onto your
computer screen. I had been
learning about Google Drive re-
cently for working in groups and
storing information.

The Universalist Church in
SantaPaulais digitizing all its his-

toric records going back to 1890
and that involves photographing
the pages of the minutes books,
converting them into multi-page
PDFsand then transcribing those
into text files that can be cut and
pasted and searched.

Some of our members are
typing out each page of the
minutes books and I am experi-
menting with using the “Text to
Speech” feature in the Google
Docs app. I just hit the micro-
phoneicon with my mouse arrow
and start reading, and then hit it
again to stop.

After that, I proofread my
text and make a few corrections
asneeded.Italltakes alot of time,
but is rewarding in the end.

Here is an example of
“Speech to Text” I used for this
part of Armstrong’s letter that
contains more writing on the
disaster:

Alexander continues

TLhavereceived several letters
from eastern friend inquiring if
I was wn the flood or sustained
any damage by it in any way. I
have. My taxes are doubled, as-
sessed at $7,316.82 that I have to
pay for the refurbishing County
Bridges and concrete roads that
were washed away in the flood.

If the flood had fallen grad-
ually in rain over our valley,
it would have been a godsend
which s greatly needed and our
rainy season is past and we do
not expect any more rain until
next November when our spring
begins.

The prospect for a good crop
of anything don’t look very rosy
or promising. The newspapers
were filled with pictures and
descriptions of the flood, but they
gave only a faint knowledge of
how it devastated our valley. The
ruin had to be seen to compre-
hend its awful vastness.

After quarantinewas liftedin
Santa Paula, a party and I drove
up River Street to see the ruin. It
is indescribable.

Mpyr. Isaac Bustel refused
$185,000 for his crop of oranges
the day before the flood struck
his orange grove, and the next
day he didn’t have an orange on
tree left. It left his land covered 10
feet deep with gravel and rocks,
rendering it utterly unfit for

Dam break: Page 5
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Memorial plaque at Piru Cemetery.

agricultural purposes. His loss is
assessed by the committee at 2
million dollars, but he wouldn’t
have taken that much for his
ranches before the flood. Other
groves adjoining his were left in
a similar condition. Some men
committed suicide when they
realized their loss.

Alittle farther into the letter,

Armstrong returned to talking
about the flood:

Brother Mac and his daugh-
ter Mary Alexander called on us
today. I gave her your letter to
read. She said if you had seen
the Santa Clara River break over
its south bank and rush through
the beautiful apricot, lemon and
walnut groves andwipe them out
of existence below Saticoy, you
would not think the flood had
spent its fury before it reached
Saticoy. She had been to see the
ruined section shortly after the
flood.

Sunday drive to Piru

Itookabreakfrom transcrib-
ing and Leslie and I decided to
take a Sunday afternoon drive
to explore local areas we had
not visited in a long time. I drove
down to the gas station to fill up,
and on the way home, I stopped
at a garage sale.

Craig Held was there just
ahead of me asking if the sellers
had any local history stuff. Craig
isresponsible for the greathistory
archive at the California Room
at the Blanchard Community
Library. Heis a greatresource on
local history.Itold him about the
letter I had and the St. Francis
Dam comments and the Saticoy
connection and told him I would
email it soon.

LeslieandItookalittle-known
route from the McKevett Heights
to Lake Piru.We went out over the
12th Street Bridge and out South
Mountain Road past Grimes
Canyon and to Balcom Canyon
and then over to Guiberson Road
and east to the road that crosses
the Santa Clara River and goes
into Piru.

Hundreds of people were
playing on off-road vehicles along
the river’s edge and the wind was
blowing up lots of dust. We poked
around the new developments off
Main Street and eventually hit the
roadupto Santa Felicia Dam and
Lake Piru. It must have been 20
years since we last saw the lake.

On our way back into down-
town Piru, I took a side road
past the elementary school and
library to a dead end at the Piru
Cemetery. We could park in the
middle of the road and open the
gate and walk around the graves
that overlook the Santa Clara
River Valley.

Most ofthe tombstones were
old, but off to the west was a new

memorial with some plastic flow-
ers and a plaque.The plaque was
in honor of the victims of the St.
Francis Dam Disaster.The Santa
Paula Cemetery has a similar
one and plans are in place to
build a new memorial by the St.
Francis Dam National Memorial
Foundation at the site of the dam
near Santa Clarita.

As we looked at the graves,
Leslie noticed that a whole row
of tombstones was for people
who had all died on the same
day. Headstone after headstone
had the date of death as March
13, 1928. That was the day the
floodwaters flowed down the
valley and killed more than 450
people. A similar row of head-
stones can be found in Santa
Paula and Ventura.

Alexander's story

Whenwe gothome,there was
an email from Craig Held about
what he had found about the
St. Francis Dam Disaster letter
writer Samuel James Alexander.

“He was born July 30, 1843
in Pennsylvania. By 1876, he was
livingin Saticoy,andin 18791living
in Santa Paula, and finally moved
back to Saticoy in 1880. He died
on Dec. 21, 1928, at age 85.”

Thatallmeans hisletter to his
cousin was written about seven
months before his death.

Craigalso sent along an obit-
uary that appeared in the Santa
Paula Chronicle:

“Samuel J. Alexander, 85
years of age, died yesterday at
his home inWest Saticoy. He was
one of the first schoolteachers in
this section. Years ago, he was a
trustee for the Briggs school. He
was born in Pennsylvania and
came to California in 1872. He
was unmarried.”

Now I knew that he was not a
rancher, despite alot of mentions
ofagriculture topicsinthatletter.
He was a scholar and a teacher
and a very good writer. I could
see how he must have had a lot of
connections with Santa Paula, as
SaticoyissortofbetweenVentura
and Santa Paula.

In 1920, Ventura had a pop-
ulation of 4,156 and Santa Paula
had 3,967. Santa Paula had as
much or more to offer than
Ventura in those days.

I also found out from a book
on Saticoy history that Craig
mentioned, “Tumbleweeds,”
by Marion Catlin Maxon, that
Armstrong lived on the corner
of Saticoy Avenue and Hender-
son Road, not on a ranch. It now
makes sense thata teacher would
live in town to be near his school.

Craig also mentioned two
more long letters by Armstrong
that appeared in the Winter 1974
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Samuel J. Alexander’s obituary in the Santa Paula Chronicle.

On March 19th Santa Paula honored
with one of the most impressive
memorial services in the history of
Ventura County 64 of its dead of the
Saint Francis dam disaster. We brought
30,000 persons to the cemetery two
miles west of Santa Paula.

edition of the “Ventura County
Historical Society Quarterly.”
I had that issue in my research
library and found it and scanned
theletters.There were twoletters
written to his niece, Jennie Alex-
ander, back in Pennsylvania. He
wrote about family matters and
agriculture, but since they were
written in 1890, nothing about
the dam disaster.

In the introduction to that
Quarterly, it said: “Jennie Al-
exander did come to California
to attend Los Angeles Normal
School and teach; she married
GeorgeWillett, and they lived for
many years in Wheeler Canyon.”

The manuscripts were col-
lated by Linda Jordan who had
previously done the “Rodaway
diary.” Since Samuel Alexander
was ateacher,he was encouraging
his niece to become one also, and
she came to California and did
just that. She married a Willet,
so that might be the mysterious
source of the handwritten Alex-
ander letter.

Since I now knew that Alex-
ander lived in town and was 85
years old and had connections
with friends and family inWheel-
er Canyon and Santa Paula, his
perspective on the aftermath of
the dam disaster has more va-
lidity. He personally lived it; he
did not just read about it in the
newspapers.

Here’s what he had to say
about the memorial service for
the victims at the Santa Paula
Cemetery:

Flood victims’ burial

On March 19th Santa Paula
honored with one of the most

— Samuel J. Alexander

impressive memorial servicesin
the history ofVentura County 64
of its dead of the Saint Francis
dam disaster.We brought 30,000
persons to the cemetery two
miles west of Santa Paula.

It was here that the Los An-
geles Bureau of Power and Light
purchased a beautiful plot that
is to have perpetual care and
whence many of the victims will
be buried.

Services started promptly
at 2 o’clock with the tolling of
church bells throughout the city.
Every store and business house
in Santa Paula closed its doors
Jor the hour the services were in
progress. Flags stood at half-staff
and the main street of the city
appeared deserted.

The funeral procession,
headed by an honor guard of
motorcycle police, started from
the morgue where the bodies
had been prepared for burial.
The hearses were followed by
hundreds and hundreds of au-
tomobiles,and slowly proceeded
west on Main Street to the burial
grounds.

As the cortege neared the
cemetery, the road on either side
was hned solidly with people.
Traffic police on duty had diffi-
culty clearing a path.

Inside the cemetery, the
procession of hearses drew up
near sixty-four graves and laid
the caskets on the grass and then
eachwas loweredinits sepulcher.

This plot adjoins that in
which my brother Josiah's wife,
Rosie Bell Alexander, was bur-
ted on Sunday, July 21st 1907.
A beautiful marble monument
marks her grave and it is given
perpetual care. She was aged 37

years. Brother John and I drove
from the lower to the upper end
of San Francisquito Canyon a
distance of 30 mules. It is a dark,
rugged narrow canyon.

We passed through it on Sat-
urday, May 23rd 1896. We never
dreamed a dam would be built
there 32 years after that would
be the means of destroying our
beautiful valley.

After afew more paragraphs
on family and agriculture, the
next part of his letter had to do
with Tony Harnischfeger. This is
obviously information he culled
from the newspapers:

If only

Tony the watchman at Saint
Francis Dam telephoned to Will
Mulholland, chief engineer of
the water department of Los
Angeles City, that the dam was
leaking badly and he feared it
would go out.

Mulholland went up inmume-
diately and inspected the dam
and pronounced it safe, then
laughed at Tony for his fears.

Less than 10 hours after
Mulholland left the dam for his
home, the dam broke and Tony
was the first person drowned.

Mulholland was brought
before court for investigation.
He wept and said he wished he
was dead and with Tony now.
If he had taken Tonys advice
and informed the people living
below the dam in time for them
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to escape to higher ground, there
wouldn’t have been any of them
drowned. Many say Mulholland
ought to be hanged. It was he
who managed the construction
of the dam on a poor foundation.
The dreadful catastrophewas the
Jault of one man.

Precautions taken

A couple of pages later was
another commenton the disaster
that was also obviously culled
from newspaper articles or local
gossip:

Since the St. Francis Dam
Disaster, people lLiving below
dams in California have become
greatly excited fearing they will
break,too,and drownthem. They
have asked Governor Young to
have the authorities to draw off
half the water to half their depth
and thus relieve the pressure on
the dams, which is being done.

He wrote another page on
family, deaths, burials, and mar-
riages and then:

I'll close this letter with my
Jondest wishes for your future
welfare.

Most sincerely, your aged
cousin, Samuel J. Alexander.

— John Nichols of Santa Paula
is a gallery owner, photographer and
author. He wrote “The St. Francis Dam
Disaster;’whichwas publishedin 2002
by Arcadia Publishing.
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