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To mark the 75th anniversary of the
“Great Flood” of 1937 last month, Neigh-
borhoods asked readers to tell us about
their memories of the widespread, pro-
longed disaster. We received many re-
sponses and have published them
throughout this month. For more informa-
tion about the “Great Flood,” go to
www.courier-journal.com/1937flood

Harold Pifer, 83, Okolona, 40219
Pifer was the oldest of three sons of

Harold and Loretta Pifer, who lived at 811
E. St. Catherine St., where water came up
as high as the first step of the house. “Our
father spent many days and nights mov-
ing stranded people. He and a cousin used
a rowboat to move them. I remember
only two or three nights in all that time
that he would come home and check on
us, then he'd go back out the next day do-
ing relief work,” he said. Pifer said they
wondered if they would see their father
again. “He never talked about what he
saw, although he did say that he fell from
the boat,” he said.

Ephraim Lawrence, 94, Hikes Point
area, 40218

Lawrence lived at 1331 S. Second St.
and was a senior at Manual High School
when he walked to City Hall and volun-
teered for flood duty the Sunday before
the river crested. City officials sent vol-
unteers by boat to a rescue station on
West Broadway between 18th and 26th
streets. There were two volunteers in
each boat. One would get out and wade to
the house and carry the residents to the
boat to take them back to the rescue sta-
tion. “I preferred to get in the water while
the other guy stayed in the boat because it
was warmer in the water than the cold
air,” Lawrence said. Back at his home,
water got up to the front, trapping the
eight members of the Lawrence family
for seven days.

Winnie Hepler, 84, St. Matthews,
40207

Hepler’s family had no heat at their
home on St. Matthews Avenue because
their brand new furnace was under wa-
ter. She recalls water rationing and food
being scarce at grocery stores. But “ev-
ery afternoon Plehn’s Bakery baked deli-
cious butter cookies, which were a won-
derful free treat for everyone,” she said.
School was canceled for many days be-
cause the heat also was out at Greathouse
School, then located at Shelbyville Road
opposite the intersection with Browns

Lane. Hepler said refugees were housed
in the Bethel Evangelical Church gym.
“My brother, nearly 16, and other mem-
bers of ROTC at Male High School were
recruited to help in the mayor’s office, re-
laying messages by boat and running er-
rands. He stayed downtown for several
days before returning home,” she said.

Mildred Bailey, 85, Middletown,
40243

Bailey lived at 1385 S. Floyd St. near
Magnolia Ave. with her parents, Floyd
and Mayme Wheeler. Water came close to
their back porch and the bottom of front
steps but didn’t enter the house. Her
grandparents lived at 316 E. Ormsby St.,
and both floors of their home were flood-
ed. “My grandmother brought her ca-
nary in a cage on the boat ride to our
house,” Bailey said. “It wasn’t a hardship
to me, it was almost fun.” Her aunt, uncle
and two cousins lived across Floyd Street
but no one could cross the street because
of rushing water.

Helena Mink, 80, Highlands-Douglass
Mink’s family lived across from Palm-

er’s Florist near 25th and Broadway dur-
ing the flood. Her parents, Mr. and Mrs.
Walter Jacobs, and the family fled in
their Model T Ford. “We had a difficult
time getting out as so many streets were
flooded,” she said. “We finally got up to
Lexington Road where we stayed with
my aunt and uncle” who was attending

the Baptist Seminary. They were allowed
to run one tub of water a day, but the wa-
ter first had to be boiled. Returning home
after the flood, her parents “found a dead
horse at the top of our steps against the
front door,” she said.

Pat Clements, 85, Upper Highlands,
40205

Clements’ family lived at 31st Street
and Elliot Avenue when floodwaters
started coming up over the curbs of their
street. Nearby Falls City Brewery sent
flatbed trucks to rescue residents, and
they were then taken by train to the Indi-
ana University campus in Bloomington.
“Dad put canned goods in a pillow case
and told me to sit on it” in the railroad car,
recalled Clements, who was 10 at the
time. “I couldn’t see anything. People
were stepping all over each other. I was
upset because people were stepping on
me and tearing up this cape that I loved.”
She and her mother and the two younger
boys were put up in dorm rooms, while
her father and two older boys were taken
to a basketball arena. An uncle from Kan-
sas came to pick up her family group
from the dorms, and they stayed for a
couple of weeks in Wamego, Kan.

Janet Cook Meredith, 75, Pleasure
Ridge Park, 40216

Meredith’s parents lived near North-
western Parkway and moved in with sev-
eral other families into the upstairs of an-

other home during the flood. Meredith
was born Jan. 28, after her mother, who
was ill with pneumonia, was taken by
rowboat to the old U.S. Marine Hospital
in Portland. Her dad was with the Army
Corps of Engineers. “The doctor who de-
livered me had never delivered a baby,”
she said. The hospital didn’t have a crib,
so she was put in a banana box, Meredith
said. She was the first baby to be born in
the hospital, and the hospital staff asked
if her parents would name her “Marine.”
She was given the middle name of Ma-
rine.

Etta Rae Hirsch, 75, Bancroft, 40242
Hirsch, who has worked at Cave Hill

Cemetery for 33 years, was two months
old when her family was forced to leave
her parents’ grocery, Sofan’s Market, and
their home at 22nd and Dumesnil streets.
Their white Spitz dog, Snowball, went
too. Her family lived above the store, and
her mother told her that she watched as
“pork chops floated out the window and
down the street. The water came up so
high that it destroyed everything. It
broke her heart.” Hirsch’s family stayed
with friends in the Highlands before re-
turning to the site. “They started all over
again, started from scratch,” Hirsch
said.

Dolores Nevitt, 82, St. Matthews
40207

Nevitt’s family lived on Clay Street in
a shotgun house. Her parents and sister
evacuated with her grandparents and
other family members, who lived on Gar-
den Street, now Chestnut Street. “Our
family went to the train station on Broad-
way and boarded a train to take us to An-
chorage where they were setting up dis-
placed families in a school,” she said.
“Soon after we arrived, Mrs. Bickle,
whose husband owned the Bickle Coal Co.
located on Garden Street across from my
grandparents house, arrived at the
school with her chauffeur and station
wagon to see what she could do. Mrs.
Bickle and my grandmother had become
friends through the years, and she imme-
diately had our entire family moved to
her family home located at Taylorsville
Road and what is now Hurstborne Lane.”
The house was moved nearby when
Shane Jewelers bought the property dec-
ades later, Nevitt said.

Reporter Charlie White can be reached at
cwhite@courier-journal.com or (502) 582-
4653. Reporter Martha Elson can be reached
at melson@courier-journal.com or (502)
582-7061.

Louisvillians aided many stranded residents

Peter Schlaug, 333 S. 42nd St., improvised a cook stove from an old washtub as his wife
beat river mud from clothes during the 1937 flood. The Schlaug children warmed their
hands as their uncle kept an eye on them. ASSOCIATED PRESS FILE
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