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Living in Pennsylvania, I often heard stories of the great flood in Johnstown, but never
formally learned anything on this topic in school. I have always been interested in local history,
and I wanted to learn more about this significant event that occurred only two hours from my
house. I have also always been interested in medicine and humanitarian work. Therefore, when
my teacher gave me the book Ruthless Tide by Al Roker, about Clara Barton and the American
Red Cross’ impact on the Johnstown Flood, I was extremely intrigued. I wanted to learn more
about the involvement of the Red Cross in the flood and the tragedy of the flood itself.
Through Ruthless Tide, I found many primary sources, such as statements from survivors,
that gave me a starting point for my research. From this point, I visited the Johnstown Historical
Association’s website, where I discovered a massive archive of images of the flood. To delve
deeper into the Red Cross portion of my project, I read several of Clara Barton’s books and
letters. These sources, as well as the many articles I found about the relief effort in Johnstown,
helped me discover the role the Red Cross played in the rebuilding of the town. To conclude this
portion of my research, I emailed the American Red Cross and was able to speak with a
volunteer who clarified many ambiguities and contradictions I had discovered. Finally, I emailed
the curator of the Johnstown Museum to inquire about access to additional primary sources and
was invited to visit Johnstown to interview Robert Burkert, President and CEO of the Johnstown
Area Heritage Association. My visit was incredibly enlightening, as I had the opportunity to
observe the museum, exhibits, and historical sites, as well as speak to, and interview, several
experts on the flood.
I chose to portray my topic through a documentary, as I believed it was the most
impactful way to tell the story of the flood. The horrific images of the aftermath and relief effort
show how tragic the event really was and how many people it impacted. Using Final Cut Pro, I
combined music about the flood, photos and visuals from the time period, and my interview with
Mr. Burkert.
My topic heavily relates to the theme of triumph and tragedy. Tragedy is highlighted by
the devastation of the Johnstown Flood and the tragic deaths of 2,209 people. Additionally, in
the aftermath, over 25,000 survivors were left homeless and in need of great help. However,
through the tragedy of the Johnstown flood, the Red Cross triumphantly evolved into the
charitable and supportive organization it is today. During the rebuilding of Johnstown, the
American Red Cross gained national recognition for their peacetime work, thus proving the
value of Clara Barton’s American Amendment and officially and permanently adding peacetime
work to the portfolio of the organization. Triumph emerged from the tragedy of the Johnstown
Flood in the form of the development and evolution of the American Red Cross.
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22 Feb. 2019. This image of a sailboat on Lake Conemaugh was used to illustrate the
volume of water that was released with the destruction of the dam, as well as the
activities the wealthy families in the club used the man-made lake for.
"Scenes from a Red Cross Camps." Youtube, uploaded by Gilder Lehrman,
www.youtube.com/user/gilderlehrman. This footage of a Red Cross camp in World War I
was used to show the Red Cross in action during a wartime relief effort.

South Fork Hunting and Fishing Club. Johnstown Area Heritage Association, www.jaha.org/.
Accessed 25 Jan. 2019. This image of the South Fork Hunting and Fishing Club was used
to show the lavish lifestyle of the wealthy families who created Lake Conemaugh. It also
increased my understanding of the size of the lake that would eventually destroy
Johnstown by displaying the volume of water that was released when the dam broke.
Stone Bridge Fire. 1889. Johnstown Flood Museum, www.jaha.org/attractions/johnstown-floodmuseum/. Accessed 25 Jan. 2019. This illustration of the Stone Bridge Fire provided
insight as to what the fire may have looked like while it was raging. As no photographs
of the actual fire exist, this illustration by a survivor was used to explain the events that
occurred at the bridge.
Survivors of the 1889 Flood. 1889. Johnstown Area Historical Association,
www.jaha.org/edu/flood/story/img/survivors/pages/jt35a.html. Accessed 25 Feb. 2019.
This photograph of a group of male survivors in the wreckage was used to explain how
the survivors created committees and began the cleanup before any official relief groups
arrived.
Survivors Selling Food out of Their Tent. 1889. Johnstown Area Heritage Association,
www.jaha.org/edu/flood/story/img/survivors/pages/jt35a.html. Accessed 25 Feb. 2019.
This image of a family selling food out of a small tent showed how survivors began the
relief effort on their own. As seen in the image, even children involved themselves in any
way they could.
Trees Destroyed by the Flood. 1889. Johnstown Area Heritage Association,
www.jaha.org/edu/flood/rebuild/img/stereo-destruction/pages/jt17a.html. Accessed 28
Feb. 2019. This photograph of the aftermath of the flood was used to show how the water
picked up entire buildings and trees and carried them through town. It also showed how
the water was so forceful that it ripped entire multiple-story buildings in half.
Typical Scene after the Flood in Johnstown. 1889. The Red Cross in Peace and War, by Clara
Barton, Washington DC, American Historical Press, 1898, p. 164. This image of a
completely destroyed Johnstown provided a better understanding of what the town
looked like after the flood and how extreme the damage was. It was used to understand
the scene the Red Cross encountered when they came to town and was compared to after
pictures to illustrate the extraordinary work of the relief groups.
Walter, Ernest. Camp of Relief Corps. 1889. Library of Congress,
www.loc.gov/item/2008675501/. Accessed 14 Nov. 2018. This image of a relief camp in
Johnstown was used to show what the campsites looked like and illustrated the
conditions in which the Red Cross had to work and the survivors had to live.
Wealthy Pennsylvania Families. 1888, Johnstown Museum. This image was used to portray the
lavish lifestyles of the wealthy families that vacationed at the South Fork Fishing and
Hunting Club.
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