
T he Pacolet River flows south from the
Blue Ridge Mountains, becoming a slow-
moving river that meanders through

pleasant valleys in upperstate South Carolina.
There it mixes mountain water with the red
clay and heavy sediment of the Piedmont and
takes on a brown coloration. It slides over
rocky shoals here and there, but, generally, it is
a river that rolls rather casually to its ultimate
meeting with the Broad River.

On the morning of June 6, 1903, however,
the Pacolet became a river of danger, destruc-
tion and death for some communities along its
banks. Swollen by several days of rain and a
concluding cloudburst, the river tumed into an
immediate and violent threat to all those living
and working nearby.

The Clifton Manufacturing Company com-
munities, situated along the river to take ad-
vantage of its water power, ironically suffered
precisely because of that proximity. Clifton was
directly in the path of the rising, raging
waters. The result was the most devastating
event in the community's history. By the time
the Pacolet retumed to its normal tempera-
ment several days later, more than 50 lives had
been lost in the river valley; and the property
damage total was several million dollars.

Dozens of homes, stores and other buildings
were washed away in the torrent. All three
Clifton mills were heavily damaged. In the
weeks after the disaster, the makeup of the
community changed as many residents moved
to other areas to find work and housing.

The first person to experience the power of
the flood at Clifton apparently was W.H.
Rhinehart, a night watchman at Clifton Mill
No.3, built along the river on the west bank at
Converse. Several days of rain already had in-
creased the river's volume significantly, but a
downpour upstream would have an even
greater effect during the dark hours of that
Saturday moming.

At 3 a.m., the river was about 10 feet out of
its banks, and rising rapidly. According to
newspaper reports, Rhinehart was standing in
a comer of the mill at 4:30 a.m. when a large
tree floated over the dam and plunged through
the boiler room roof. The machine shop and
boiler room were flooded within seconds, and
the horror had begun.

The dam burst seconds later. The power-
house was swept away, and a corner of the
huge mill began to crumble.

Then, according to a report in the Spartan-
burg Herald several days after the flood, "Mr.

Streetcar tracks and assorted debris at No.1 bear witness to the fury of the Pacolet River floodwaters.
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House rests askew near the No.1 dam the
day after the flood.

water roared, slamming into three mills at
Pacolet and causing heavy damage.

Machinery, timbers, bricks, iron rails and
cotton-hundreds of bales of cotton-were
picked up by the churning waters. The Clifton
mills lost about 700 bales; others were saved
because they were on higher ground. The bales
became lifesavers for people who were able to
reach them in the river and hold on until they
were rescued.

Many people were saved by the efforts of
heroes whose names may never be known. For
many others, however, the waters were too
swift, too deep, too deadly.

The Spartanburg Journal reported that spec-
tators witnessed "the body of a woman cold in
death, being carried down stream by the tor-
rent. Near the woman and clinging to the
wreckage was a little boy who called loudly for
help as he passed before the eyes of the gazing
but helpless crowds watching the flood. An at-
tempt was made to reach the child, but no one
was able to brave the fury of the waters and

Rhinehart ran up the bank to get a safer and
better view of the scene and upon turning saw
the smokestack go down with a crash. In 10
seconds after this and about 10 or 12 minutes
from the time the dam broke, the magnificently

..50,800 spindle mill was washed from
foundations, crumbled and the wreckage

.down Pacolet river."
The collapse of the Converse dam left the

of the valley in serious jeopardy. The force
the water had incredible power, and its

nature multiplied as it picked up
its way downriver.

The water destroyed houses on the riverbank
the Converse mill, ripped bridges away at

.land slammed into the mill, causing
damage. Houses between River Street

the river were easy targets, falling into the
current like tiny toys. The electric railway, or
streetcar, tracks running from No.1 to Con-
verse along the riverbank were uprooted and
twisted like pretzels.

The force of the water crumbled the riverside
corner of the No.2 mill, causing severe
damage. Riverside homes at No.2 also were
carried away in the current, along with the
post office and the two-story company store.

Jesse Thornton, now a resident of Cedar
Street at Clifton No.2, was two years old on
June 6, 1903. His family-parents John
Thomas " Jack" and Fannie Thornton and five

children-lived in a house near the river at No.
2. Thornton remembers being told what hap-
pened in the Thornton home that morning.

"1 woke Daddy, up to get me some water," he
said. "Daddy got up to get me some and saw
that the flood water was already up on our
porch. He got us all up and brought us out over
on the hill. Then he went back and got a fellow, was tangled in chicken wire and brought

out. The house washed away not long after
got out. Everything along where our house

down the river."
At the settlement of Santuck, below No.2,

deaths occurred as the water struck
I hou~es near the river. On down the valley the

I The raging river left trash and debris scattered among the remains of the Converse Mill. The house at right has
been moved from its original site by the waters.
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Devastation describes the scene at No.2 mill after the flood. The dummy line tracks lead into the damaged
mill. At left is the debris from the destroyed company store. More remains rest against the mill at the end of the
dummy line tracks.

was awakened by the raging water. With no
other means of escape, he climbed to the roof of
the building, then was dumped into the water
when the building collapsed. Near the mill he
grabbed a tree and managed to hold on, but he
was trapped there in the current without any

clothing.
A woman who was stranded in a tree nearby

threw her apron to Stribling. He stayed in the
tree most of the day, along with a large snake,
and later was rescued when a baseball pitcher
from Converse tied string to a ball and threw it
to him. The string was tied to a rope, and Stri-
bling finally was pulled to safety.

Another who survived the flood was an eight-
year-old boy named G .M. Hill. Hill, who later
would move from Clifton to Spartanburg and
would serve in the South Carolina House of
Representatives, lived with his parents,
Thomas and Mary Hill, on River Street. In an
interview 63 years after the flood, he remem-
bered the terror of that morning.

"If it wasn't for a bean stick, I wouldn't be
here today," Hill said. He said the members of
his family were awakened by someone running
up the street and yelling for them to leave their
houses. "My mother had my little brother and I
grabbed the bean stick," he said. "She told me
to hold on until she could get to the bank. My
first cousin, Miss Dolly Holland, pulled me out.

the little fellow was carried down stream call-
ing pitifully for help."

The Spartanburg Herald reported that the
greatest loss of life occurred at No.2, where it
estimated that 40 people were killed and 60
houses were destroyed. According to a Herald
story on June 9, "James Elders, Bud Emory,
Oliver Johnson and Lige Hall were caught on
the roof of the cotton warehouse. They went
down the river and a great concourse of people
watched anxiously but could not aid. They
finally went down with the exception of James
Elders, who grabbed the limb of a tree and Lige
Hall, who was found yesterday near Pacolet."

The swift, swirling waters claimed 11 mem-
bers of one family.

The life-and-death drama occurring on the
river had its effects even on those who sur-
vived. "1 tell you, mister, I will never forget till
my dying day the cries of the people as they
floated down the river," one woman told the
Herald. "1 hear the cries now, I hear them as I
go to sleep, and I am sure I will hear them as
long as I live."

Some amazing stories came from the ex-
periences of those who cheated death. Perhaps
the one repeated most often is that of Hickman
Stribling, who was a clerk at the No.2 com-
pany store along the river. Stribling slept on
the second floor of the store and apparently
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