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Background: 
The strong mayor, large council framework of Municipal government:
Two terrible disasters in SD history: 
The Wounded Massacre in 1890 
The RC flood, l972
Short Term issues: Friday evening and night, June 9th, l972 and the first day of recovery, June 10th, l972
1. The Municipal Water Treatment Plant, Massively Damaged

2. Three missing RC Fire Department personnel. Feared dead

3. Bridges: 15 crossed Rapid Creek at 5:00 PM 6-9-72, Seven (7) were operational by nightfall on 6-10-72

4. City Hall: Flooded: power, phone, and water services were “out.”

5. The Missing persons list: 4,000 names were on the list by Sunday evening by 9-11-72

6. 5,000 damaged or destroyed automobiles

7. Funeral Homes: RC had four, and one was partially damaged.

8. Mobile Home Parks: Several were near the creek; all were damaged. Need to provide replacement sites for 1,100 federally purchased mobile homes to be used by the disaster survivors.

9. Grief: City in shock: Did we have over 1,000 bodies to find? More? or Less?  Nobody understood the magnitude of the disaster

10. Replacement Housing: Short term and long term.

11. Meals for the survivors: The City Auditorium: Salvation Army and Red Cross (Mrs. Joy Medley, local commander of the Sal Army)

12.  Coordinate the federal response:  Debris removal:  Complex accounting and rules and regs. A most urgent part of the recovery

13.  MY job: Coordinate the best use of 400 municipal employees

14. The Pennington County Civil Defense Board: Coordinated the disaster (NOT the City): So urgent to understand this point)

15.  The Council and I.  Restore municipal services PDQ.
16.  Keep politics out of the recovery: Successful
                   Long Term Issues and Long Term Public Safety: 
Two most serious challenges:
A.  Financially help the survivors:  
B.  Develop a plan to prevent a similar flood from occurring again within the Urban Floodplain in RC- -  from “Here to Eternity.
1.    Potable Water: My highest concern: Repair the pumping systems at all city wells and the same systems at the City Water Galleries.
2.    Temporary Housing:  1,100 mobile home sites: New mobile home parks. Urgent Point: Not even remotely close to Rapid Creek!!!!
3.    Meals: Served at the City Auditorium by the Sal Army until October
4.    Charities: wonderful and generous
5.    Fairness for the Native American Community: Successful
6..   Learn to speak in “Federaleze” and federal abbreviations.  Complex federal programs. To maximize federal investments in RC and our recovery.(For and by all city department leaders)  Very complex
7.    Coordinate the RC Area Disaster Foundation and the Church Disaster Response: Both of these functioned with independent Boards of Directors.
8.    Manage the media: Local, State, National, and International
9.    Coordinate constantly with the Pennington County Civil Defense Board. The County managed the Disaster; Not the city! 
10.   Coordinate with SD Congressional Delegation: Keep politics out of the recovery. 
11.   The City Memorial Service, Sunday, 8 full days after the flood. Role of Mrs. Nixon (A gracious and kind lady, real statesmanship.)
12.  Possible themes of Recovery:  

Ask the FEDS to finance and built a large DAM at the base 

of Dark Canyon: not economically feasible.  


Repair the homes near the creek and try to forget the terror 
and destruction during the l972 flood:  



Evacuate (purchase and relocate 1,500 homes and 120 

business) within the Urban Floodplain and
expand the City     
park system that would be 5.5 miles long and 4-5 blocks 

wide (lineal park system), to protect future 
generations). 

This Process required six years to complete. 

Questions and Open Discussion:

17. What was the total federal investment in this recovery? $278 million dollars in the l970s. Some experts  estimate the total expense would be in the range of one billion dollars in today’s dollars.

2. Other Floods along Rapid Creek within Rapid City during the 20th century: 

Yes. Six floods and four of these resulted in casualties before l972.


The l907 Flood. The largest 20th Century Flood: Remember: This massive flood involved the entire Black Hills region and was within the Rapid Creek drainage corridor. This was before the construction of Deerfield Dam in the l940s and Pactola Reservoir during the l950s. High waters raged through RC for two full weeks during this flood.The hay meadows along Rapid Creek were used for hay production, and NOT  residential developments.

3.    Did the floodplain evacuation program permanently destroy 20% of the RC tax base?

No. Within two years, the RC tax base was as strong as it was in June of l972; RC and the four country disaster area enjoyed a massive building boom during the l970s; the Tax Base of Rapid City expanded rapidly with new home construction and new commercial developments, far distant from Rapid Creek.  

4.   The Price:  238 casualties, due to bad zoning and weak city planning from l878 to l972( some of these mistakes were on “my watch.”)  It is my hope that future generations will maintain the lineal park system in RC for the safety of future generations.
5.  Quality of Life: The $48 million floodplain evacuation program remains a model for future flooding recovery events throughout the USA. It saved the federal taxpayer a great deal of money. Now, 48 years later, the city has not applied for federal funding to recover from localized flooding events.  Nobody can put a value on the human lives saved during post-flood generations in our city.
Native American lore and legend:  
A question was asked to tribal leaders at the Rosebud and Pine Ridge Reservations later in the summer of l972: 
“Did the tribes hunt and camp at the present location of Rapid City and Rapid Creek before the arrival of the white man?
Answer:  “NO!  There were too many floods and too many bears in this area of Paha Sapa (the Black Hills).”
Thank you very much.  DVB
Don Barnett, 11-13-2020
Question from the Seminar attendees:
Statement of Fact: 
The recovery after the RC flood in l972 was envisioned and managed by the ten members of the City Council. Throughout the entire history of RC, this generation of citizens who served on the city council were the most far-sighted and progressive in city history. During the past 48 years, I have given the full credit for this recovery to these wonderful men and women. The mayor simply did not have the power to initiate and execute these comprehensive and historic policies alone. It was the foresight and wisdom of the council that enabled our city to recover.
The people usually receive the quality in local government affairs that they deserve. Our citizens in RC deserved the best; these men and women provided that wisdom. I remain extremely proud of these friendships.
To the attendees today, please consider service on the local levels of government in SD. Each community requires well educated, well motivated, and highly skilled citizen participation in “Freedom’s Business.”
If you don’t participate, don’t complain!
Please ignore the political poison that is advocated by some (far too many) political leaders in SD. “Everything about government is bad, criminal, and not worthy of public support.” These reactionaries have never uttered one single suggestion to solve even one public issue. Their nonsense is rubbish of the highest caliber! DVB.

