Chapter 3

DAY OF DISASTER

On June 6, 1903, the waters of the Pacolet brought death and destruction

r I ‘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 turned 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 returned 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 morning.

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 corner 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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