OLD PHILMONT #15 – FLOOD
By Charles R. Nichols

The year 1938 was not kind to Philmont. First the depression/recession was still truly
affecting the Village. Next the Philmont National Bank was robbed. Finally came the
Hurricane of September 21. The 1938 Hurricane is still one of the worst disasters in North
American History in terms of fatalities and property damage.
Upstate New York and the Hudson River valley were squarely in the path of the storm.
Torrential rains preceded the wind. The wind gusts in Philmont were not near the 115 – 120
MPH winds at landfall on the coast, but were sufficient, with the softening rain, to topple
many trees and power lines here. Most of the local streams overflowed their banks to some
degree. The Philmont Reservoir was full to the brim, with all the water possible going over
the dam, and through the sluice gates.
A sudden ‘wall of water’ came into the Reservoir and the water, with no where else to go,
cascaded over the lowest parts of the north shore. There has been much conjecture through
the years over just what caused the sudden rush of water. Down trees making natural dams
upstream; a barn falling into the stream with the same result; some problem with the ‘Upper
Reservoir’ dam, were among the possibilities offered.
The actual cause was different. The report of the Village Engineer produced after the event
said that the cause was the blockage of the water under the recently constructed County
highway bridge over the creek carrying Martindale Road, by Barton’s Mill, near Novapak.
The allowance for rising water under the bridge was deficient which, with the creek at flood
stage and debris collecting, caused a dam effect until the fill at the North end washed out.
This rush of water reached the bridge in Philmont carrying the Harlem Division of the New
York Central RR over the stream, washing out one abutment, and allowing the water level
of the Reservoir to rise dramatically.
There were two spots on the north side of the Reservoir which allowed the sudden rise of
water to escape. One, nearer the west end allowed some water to escape to Summit Street.
The other let the bulk of the flood water cascade down Ark Street.
In order to illustrate the path of the flood waters, I’m showing a map of the Village, and
noting by numbers and photographs how the flood waters progressed. The water followed
the path of least resistance in regard to the topographical layout of the Village.
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The water left the Reservoir (point #1), and made its way down Ark Street, across Main
Street, to (point #2) which is at the bottom of lower Ark Street by Montague’s Fuel
business. The rise in the ground in front of the water there caused it to turn left toward
Maple Avenue, (point #3). The stream became a bit broader there as it crossed the Avenue,
but then concentrated more as it approached Prospect Street (point #4). It continued down
hill across Prospect toward Garden Street (point #5) until it reached the bottom of the hill
which carries Highland Avenue (point #6) where it turned left down hill. From this point it
followed the contours of land from Block (point (7) and West Streets on to Main Street
(Route #217) until it rejoined the creek just below the Roxbury Road Bridge (point #8).
Next I’ll show many photographs of this calamity. All were taken on the 22 nd or shortly
after, and some are unique. All will be located in the proximity of a point on the map.
Many of the buildings are still in existence, some much changed, but should be
recognizable to any curious explorer !

The first photo is one of the bridge on Martindale road where the stream got blocked and
backed up. This photo is the only one not shown on the map.

2

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipiscing elit, sed diem nonummy nibh euismod tincidunt
ut lacreet dolore magna aliguam erat volutpat. Ut wisis enim ad minim veniam, quis nostrud exerci
tution ullamcorper suscipit lobortis nisl ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. Duis te feugifacilisi.
Duis autem dolor in hendrerit in vulputate velit esse molestie consequat, vel illum dolore eu feugiat
nulla facilisis at vero eros et accumsan et iusto odio dignissim qui blandit praesent luptatum zzril
delenit au gue duis dolore te feugat nulla facilisi. Ut wisi enim ad minim veniam, quis nostrud exerci
taion ullamcorper suscipit lobortis nisl ut aliquip ex en commodo consequat. Duis te feugifacilisi per
suscipit lobortis nisl ut aliquip ex en commodo consequat. Duis te feugifacilisi. Lorem ipsum dolor sit
amet, consectetuer adip iscing elit, sed diem nonummy nibh euismod tincidunt ut lacreet dolore
magna aliguam erat volutpat. Ut wisis enim ad minim veniam, quis nostrud exerci tution ullamcorper
suscipit lobortis nisl ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. Duis te feugifacilisi. Duis autem dolor in
hendrerit in vulputate velit esse molestie consequat, vel illum dolore eu feugiat nulla facilisis at vero
eros et accumsan et iusto odio dignissim qui blandit praesent luptatum zzril delenit au gue duis dolore
te feugat nulla facilisi. Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipiscing elit, sed diem nonummy
nibh euismod tincidunt ut lacreet dolore magna aliguam erat volutpat. Ut wisis enim ad minim
veniam, quis nostrud exerci tution ullamcorper suscipit lobortis nisl ut aliquip ex ea commodo
consequat. Duis te feugifacilisi. Duis autem dolor in hendrerit in vulputate velit esse molestie
consequat, vel illum dolore eu feugiat nulla facilisis at vero eros et accumsan et iusto odio dignissim
qui blandit praeent luptatum zzril delenit au gue duis dolore te feugat nulla facilisi.
Facilisis at vero eros et accumsan et iusto odio dignissim qui blandit praesent luptatum zzril delenit au
gue duis dolore te feugat nulla facilisi. Ut wisi enim ad minim veniam, quis nostrud exerci taion
ullamcorper suscipit lobortis ni. Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipiscing elit, sed diem
nonummy nibh euismod tincidunt ut lacreet dolore magna aliguam erat volutpat. Ut wisis enim ad
minim veniam, quis nostrud exerci tution ullamcorper suscipit lobortis nisl ut aliquip ex ea commodo
consequat. Duis te feugifacilisi. Duis autem dolor in hendrerit in vulputate velit esse molestie
consequat, vel illum dolore eu feugiat nulla sl ut aliquip ex en commodo consequat. Duis te
feugifacilisi.per suscipit lobortis nisl ut aliquip ex en commodo consequat. Duis te feugifacilisi.
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipiscing elit, sed diem nonummy nibh euismod tincidunt
ut lacreet dolore magna aliguam erat volutpat. Ut wisis enim ad minim veniam, quis nostrud exerci
tution ullamcorper suscipit lobortis isl ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat.
Duis te feugifacilisi. Duis autem dolor in hendrerit in vulputate velit esse molestie consequat, vel
illum dolore eu feugiat nulla facilisis at vero eros et accumsan et iusto odio dignissim qui blandit
praesent luptatum zzril delenit au gue duis dolore te feugat nulla facilisi.ipsum dolor sit amet,
consectetuer adipiscing elit, sed diem nonummy nibh euismod tincidunt ut lacreet dolore magna
aliguam erat volutpat. Ut wisis enim ad minim veniam, quis nostrud exerci tution ullamcorper suscipit
lobortis nisl ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. Duis te feugifacilisi. Duis autem dolor in hendrerit
in vulputate velit esse molestie consequat, vel illum dolore eu feugiat nulla facilisis at vero eros et
accumsan et iusto odio dignissim qui blandit praesent luptatum zzril delenit au gue duis dolore te
feugat nulla facilisi.
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The next series of photographs will be located from point #1 to point #2 on the map. They
show the damage done by the water running down Ark Street. The first photo shows the
view looking down Ark Street to Main Street. The Catholic Church is on the right.

The next photo shows the same street view, taken a bit higher up on Ark Street. The
following photo shows a view taken up Ark from Main, Catholic Church on the left
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The next series of two photos were taken on Main Street at the intersection of Ark, the
first looking up Main, and the second looking down Main Street.

The corner house showing damage was owned by a family named Palmer. The current
house number is #136 Main Street.
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The next two photos show the lower part of Ark Street; the first a view up toward Main,
and the second a view looking down. The home is the Palmer house at Main and Ark.
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The next photo shows the bottom of Ark Street where the water turned toward and across
Maple Avenue. Point #2—#3 on the map. It hit Maple Avenue about where a house stood
between street numbers 7 and 11. This house was torn down during World War II

The next stop was Prospect Street—Point #4 on the map, shown as Prospect Ave. on this
early map. The next three photos are taken from Prospect St. The first is #44 Prospect, at
the corner of Ames St., called then the ‘Needle Shop’.
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The next two photos show the damage done on both the left, and right sides of the Needle
Shop on Prospect St. The right side shows the path of the water down to Garden Street,
Point #5, with the hill having Highland Avenue in the background.
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The next two photos are taken from below Prospect St, looking up toward the street. The
first shows the damage below the Needle Shop, the second damage to homes along
Prospect street.
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Points #5 & #6 on the map trace the water flow from Garden Street to Church Street, below
Highland Ave.
Photo #1 shows the path of water from below Prospect to Garden St. Photo #2 shows the
view from Garden St. toward Prospect. Photo #3 of this series shows the water flowing
down Garden Street.

11

This third photo shows the house (now #3, Highland Ave) at the end of Garden street at
Church Street.
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The next two photos relate to point #7 on the map. When the water turned away from
Highland Ave., it crossed over Church St. between Block St. and West St. The house shown in
the photos belonged to Grace Toof, and is now numbered #50, Church St..
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The flood waters then went from point #7 to #8 on the map .The water went from Church
Street, toward West Street, and came out on Main Street—at that point Route 217 , where
the road starts down the hill toward Mellenville. It then flowed back into the creek below
Roxsbury Road at point #8 and created a large wash out there., The first photo shows the
washout from Rt. 217, the second photo looking up toward Rt. 217

The question about a recurrence of the flood is sometimes asked. Since the only two
suggestions that the Village Engineer had to prevent this were: first to improve the sluice
gate to better regulate the flow of water—and this has been done—and also build a dike
several feet high along the road by the Reservoir, now Lakeshore Drive. This last was
considered not to be a viable undertaking. So, I guess that the answer is that given the exact
same set of circumstances, I suppose it could happen again, however it seems very unlikely
that it will .
The final photo shows a clean up crew working. A familiar sight in the village for many
months.
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