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Powerful Connections in Victim Voices
by Patricia J. Rettig

� Ňash Ňood raged through a constricted Colorado canyon one summer Saturday evening and eīected the 
enƟre United States. doday, more than ϰϬ years later, the voices of survivors and Įrst responders evoke the 
terror of that dark night and the eǆhausƟon of the recovery eīorts. 

͞dhe noise ǁas the thing that ǁas so impressive to me. tell, you can tell, of course, / knoǁ the river 
pretty ǁell, and it s͛ completely changed, and the big change is these huge rocks. �nd you could hear 
them at night, grinding doǁn through there ͙ ǁith this roar that you ũust can͛t even believe. dhese 
giant rocks rolling by underneath the ǁater. �nd, of course, toǁards the evening, ǁhy the trash set-
tled doǁn, and, oh, around tǁo or three o c͛lock in the morning there ǁeren͛t a lot of trees coming 
by͖ there ǁas sƟll an aǁful lot of ǁater, but the noise ǁas ũust really frightening.͟  ʹZichard ,uīsmith, 
Cedar Cove resident ;http://hdl.handle.net/ϭϬϮϭϳ/ϳϲϮϮϮͿ

Dore than eleven inches of rain falling in a matter of hours overǁhelmed a modest mountain stream, chang-
ingͶand takingͶlives. Kn :uly ϯϭ, ϭϵϳϲ, the state ǁas on the eve of its centennial, and the country had been 
celebraƟng its bicentennial all summer. dhe Klympics boosted naƟonal pride and the celebratory mood. 

/n the �ig dhompson Canyon, a steep, rocky stretch to the ǁest of >oveland, a toǁn ϱϬ miles northǁest of 
�enver, campers enũoyed a classic Colorado ǁeekend and tourists drove to or from �stes Wark, the toǁn 
topping the canyon, and its main attracƟon, Zocky Dountain EaƟonal Wark. Canyon residents ǁent about 
their lives, observing an early darkening due to loǁ, heavy clouds, and the start of some rain. Zesidents in 
small communiƟes like Glen ,aven, �rake, and Cedar Cove ǁould not be surprised by rainfall on a summer 
evening, but they took noƟce ǁhen it did not stop. 

͞zes, ǁe could see the ǁater as it came up higher and higher, and in fact, it looked like an ocean. �nd 
it built up to that volume so Ƌuickly, it ǁas almost like one minute it ǁas ũust rain, and then the neǆt 
minute it ǁas all this ǁater, and then things started going doǁn the river, like the Įrst one ǁas �rnie 
Conrad s͛ green bus, brand-neǁ, and some other cars, and some of them had their lights on and ǁe 
didn͛t knoǁ ǁhether the people ǁere in them or not, and all sorts of things started coming doǁn the 
river. �nd then / looked out, and there used to be a trailer house over there ... and it ũust sailed right 
across my yard, and ǁent doǁn, it took our ǁell ǁith it, and our propane tank, and it ũust disintegrat-
ed.͟  ʹ�orothy &erguson, Glen ,aven resident ;http://hdl.handle.net/ϭϬϮϭϳ/ϳϲϮϭϱͿ
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dhe rain shoǁers that covered the upper canyon started around ϲ:ϯϬ in the evening and really got going in 
the neǆt hour. tithin tǁo hours, the >oveland police received noƟĮcaƟon of dangerous road condiƟons in 
the canyon. �y ϵ p.m., mulƟple ǁarnings of Ňash Ňoods ǁere issued, but ǁith only one road through the 
canyon, evacuaƟons faced limitaƟons͖ the road folloǁed the �ig dhompson Ziver s͛ course. Eeighbors began 
phoning each other to urge movement to higher ground, ǁhile police and emergency personnel did ǁhat 
little they could. 

͞zou could see the ǁater and some of the debris splashing up on the highǁay. �nd ǁe hadn͛t even 
completed our U-turn, and it sounded like a freight train coming. �nd it hit us. /t s͛ very hard to de-
scribe the terror one feels at that point, because / recall myself being in hysterics.͟  ʹ:ohn DcDaster, 
>oveland �mbulance Service ;http://hdl.handle.net/ϭϬϮϭϳ/ϳϲϮϮϵͿ

Wanic and tragic scenes occurred along the length of the canyon, ǁhile at the mouth, people remained in 
disbelief about Ňash Ňood ǁarnings since they had not ǁitnessed any rainͶunƟl the ǁall of ǁater arrived. 
�uring the darkest hours of the night, foundaƟons ǁere ǁashed out from under buildings, and enƟre houses 
ǁere ǁashed aǁay. Some cars ǁere Ňoated oī of roads or driveǁays, ǁhile others ǁere completely obliter-
ated, discovered as mangled hunks of metal in the daylight. dhough the ǁorst of the rain ended overnight 
and the ǁall of debris-Įlled ǁater spent its fury before reaching the plains beloǁ, rescue eīorts took days, 
and recovery took years. 

͞Zeally, at that point, there ǁere, in the morgue, only tǁo or three policemen, a couple of the coro-
ners, and the rest of the people ǁere essenƟally the Dental ,ealth people. Kn observing the battered 
and unrecogniǌable condiƟon of most of the remains, it became pretty darned apparent that iden-
ƟĮcaƟon ǁas going to be a most important process in this͟ ʹ:ames �ooney, >arimer County Dental 
,ealth Clinic director ;http://hdl.handle.net/ϭϬϮϭϳ/ϳϲϮϱϴͿ

/ncluding the Įve people never found, the Įnal death toll came to ϭϰϰ men, ǁomen, and children. Knly one 
third ǁere local residents, the rest visiƟng from locaƟons both ǁithin and beyond Colorado. Eo one had been 
prepared, as visitors never eǆpected disaster to hit, and residents had not eǆperienced such a Ňood for Ϯϱ 
years. �ǆtending beyond local impact, the devastaƟon touched deǆas, /oǁa, and Georgia, through both loss 
of human life and contribuƟons to recovery. dhrough media coverage, the ǁhole country paid attenƟon.

dhe ongoing poǁer of the ŇeeƟng storm and of the intense personal eǆperience resides in the ǁords of the 
survivors. dhe emoƟon emerges unmistakably in the recorded voices. Krdinary ciƟǌens ǁho eǆperienced an 
eǆtraordinary, uneǆpected event shared their ǁords, emoƟons, and stories at the invitaƟon of an oral histo-
rian, �avid DcComb ;ϭϵϴϬͿ, a history professor at nearby Colorado State University. dhe voices, from very 
diīerent perspecƟves, are among more than forty DcComb captured in the aŌermath of the �ig dhompson 
Ňood, Colorado s͛ ǁorst natural disaster. 

Dore than a standalone local history proũect, the voices DcComb recorded add up to a vicarious eǆperience 
for those not there. Zeading or listening to these personal perspecƟves on a communal catastrophe today 
provides a method of Ɵme travel. Eo one desires a Įrst-hand eǆperience ǁith a devastaƟng Ňood or other 
natural disaster, yet it is a universally imminent risk. Dentally standing in someone else s͛ ǁaterlogged shoes, 
yard, or home shoǁs us the impact of unpreparedness. dhe recordings humaniǌe history, giving a voice to the 
past, taking listeners in the present to a parƟcular event ǁith Ɵmeless eǆperiences. 

dhough Ňoods are typically eǆamined in terms of numerical dataͶrainfall, stream level rise, deaths, mone-
tary lossesͶthe human voice telling a narraƟve story best inspires true understanding and empathy. then 
oral historians such as DcComb focus not on numerical or scienƟĮc data but rather on factual and conteǆtual 
data through insighƞul eyeǁitness intervieǁs, they can impart knoǁledge from various human perspecƟves 
across the enƟre event Ɵmeline. �etter than the data collected and economic tally, superior even to aŌer-
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math photographs or instantaneous media coverage, human voices sharing stories convey ǁhat ǁe ǁould 
all ǁant to avoid. te can learn from them, from the ǁhole eǆperience, hoǁ to better prepare and hoǁ to 
recover. dhe lessons connect each successive learning eǆperience back to a Ɵme before.
&or the future, scienƟsts predict more freƋuent Ňoods and other types of naturalͶand human-causedͶdi-
sasters. dhese disasters eǆpose society, laying life bare and shoǁing the vulnerabiliƟes of human-created 
systems and cultures in ǁays that everyday acƟvity does not. �Ōer such events, some communiƟes go back 
to normal, to status Ƌuo. Kther communiƟes change. then disasters cause change, they become historical 
events ǁorthy of documentaƟon and study. dhe �ig dhompson Ňood had naƟonǁide impact by improving di-
saster ǁarnings and communicaƟons, recovery procedures, and local Ňoodplain regulaƟon ;Grunƞest ϭϵϴϳͿ.
soices of Ňood vicƟms hold poǁer. Survivors share eǆperiences unknoǁn and unimaginable outside the dev-
astaƟon. &irst responders reveal the challengesͶlogisƟcal, physical, and emoƟonalͶthey encounter. dhese 
human voices connect us across Ɵme and space not only to those people and their speciĮc Ňood eǆperiences, 
but also to the knoǁledge of ǁhat could happen to us and our communiƟes. then combined ǁith media 
coverage and scienƟĮc study, amateur photographs and home movies, vicƟm voices complete the historical 
reŇecƟon and retelling of disastrous events. 
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