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Mississippi. Almost every river feeding
the Mississippi from the West was out of
its banks for eight weeks or more. Many
rivers were a mile or more out of their
banks for several weeks. Many levees col-
lapsed and many threatened to do so
for several weeks. Homes along smaller
rivers re-flooded as many as seven and
eight times. People who never were
flooded remained out of their homes
for several weeks because of threatened
levee breaches.

Farm crop damage was estimated in
the billions of dollars. For many, an
entire season’s crop was lost. Fortu-
nately, 1994 produced almost ideal crop
conditions.

Role of the American Red Cross

The American Red Cross (ARC) partici-
pated in this disaster as they do in all
disasters. Since 1905, the ARC has been
charged by Congress with responding to
America’s disasters. For this flood, three
headquarters were established by the
ARC to respond to the floods: Betten-
dorf, lowa; St. Louis, Missouri; and
Kansas City, Kansas. Some 250 ARC
Chapters were affected. It was estimated
that more than 60,000 families were
impacted by the floods. More than
28,000 families were served by the Red
Cross.

My experience was in Iowa in July and
August and in St. Louis in December
and January. In Iowa, it began as service
to families in about two dozen counties
in Iowa and Hlinois. Eventually, all 99
counties in Iowa, one county in South
Dakota, and 12 counties in Illinois were
served from the Bettendorf, Iowa ARC
headquarters.

The Mississippi River crested in Bet-
tendorf 15 feet above flood stage on 09
July 1993, and remained above flood
stage until late in August. Many rivers
feeding the Mississippi crested on

repeated occasions. The Red Cross pro-
vided family assistance, physical health,
and mental health services throughout
the affected areas.

Differences from Other Disasters

Differences between the Mississippi
Floods and other disasters were many.
My experience spans more than 30 dis-
asters; including hurricanes, tropical
storms, coastal storms, a hail storm, a
gas explosion, tornadoes, and many
flash floods. Most other disasters come
and go, and recovery can begin.

However, the Mississippi Floods con-
tinued for many weeks. Water stood in
most areas continually. In other areas,
the water left, recovery began, water
returned, left again, perhaps recovery
again began, and then water returned.
Stll other flooding was caused by levee
collapses. Additional water threatened
the collapse of levees, yet never flooded.

Part of the Red Cross’s damage assess-
ment is based on the height of water in
homes. Minor damage is at one level;
major damage at another. These stan-
dards are based on relatively quickly
receding waters. In these floods, minor
damage became major because of the
lingering waters.

The delays in recovery were obvious.
When jobs were lost because of the
flooding, there was almost nothing to
do for many long weeks. Security of
property continually concerned victims.
Evaluation of disaster needs was sus-
pended for weeks, awaiting receding
waters.

Emotional Response

The Mississippi Floods caused emo-
tional responses both alike and different
from other disasters. Response was simi-
lar in terms of the many stresses created
by abnormal conditions. Also alike were
the post-traumatic stress responses

(PTSR) suffered by many victims, dictat-
ing interventions in an attempt to avoid
the possible development of post-trau-
matic stress disorder (PTSD). Further
similarities included all the problems
and responses dictated by any disrup-
tion of usual daily routines.

Differences in emotional responses
included the “waiting for the other shoe
to fall” by those whose homes were re-
flooded, or whose homes were under
the threat of failing levees for several
weeks, or people having absolutely noth-
ing to do to help themselves for weeks
on end, or working many long hours
sandbagging to protect property only to
have the efforts fail.

I returned to the flooded areas in
December to assist Red Cross workers
who were finding that families were
unable to assist themselves in recovery
because of the belief that Spring would
bring the same series of rains and cause
the same problems. Discouragement
and depression in victims were well
beyond what experienced Red Cross
workers had found in past disasters.

A particular problem for families was
the “government buy-out system” and its
establishment during recovery from
these floods. Whole towns were being
considered for movement to higher
ground. The decision date for the buy-
out was delayed several times. Hopes for
recovery were put on hold, and then
postponed again and again. After the
government decision was made, each
family had to decide whether to accept
the buy-out or not.

The Great Mississippi Floods of 1993
offered many similarities to and differ-
ences from other disasters. The exten-
siveness and severity of these floods
increased the complications for the vic-
tims and resulted in more complex
interventions for those involved as work-
ers.
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This study is a follow-up of the children
of Buffalo Creek “hollow” who survived
the collapse of a dam and a flood in
1972. It was conceived as a complement
to the 1988 NIMH-funded follow-up
investigation of the children of Buffalo
Creek conducted by the University of
Cincinnati Traumatic Stress Study Cen-
ter. That 1988 study utilized standard-
ized methodology to assess levels of psy-
chopathology present among those who
were children at the time of the 1972
flood. Among the original child subjects,
results demonstrated that the rates of
both post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) and levels of other psychopath-
ology had sharply declined as the chil-
dren moved to adulthood. Several ques-
tions remained unanswered: the long-
term meaning which the flood had in
the survivors’ lives, and its impact on
their adaptation as they progressed
through the subsequent stages of emo-
tional development. For these reasons,
we, as psychoanalytic investigators who
had been members of the original clini-
cal assessment team, planned interviews
of child and adolescent survivors as a fol-
low-up to our interviews in 1974. Our
particular focus was on meaning and
adaptation. Details of these studies may
be found in the full paper referenced
above. Only the discussion of the four
cases examined in depth is reprinted
herein.

Methods

Our method was to further elucidate
the flood’s impact on subsequent adap-
tation by a more intensive review of the
interviews with a number of subjects for
whom we had access to the 1974 child
or adolescent diagnostic studies. For
each subject, we attempted to catego-
rize, on the basis of the 1974 study, the
coping style that was then evident and
which appeared to have arisen or been
reinforced in response to the flood
trauma. When possible, the subject’s
immediate patterns before and after the
flood were compared. Next, we turned
to our 1990 interview to explore to what
extent the adaptive pattern had per-
sisted or changed as the person moved
from childhood and adolescence into
their adulthood. We also attempted to

explore to what extent the flood-related
adaptive pattern was limiting or enhanc-
ing overall adult development and to
what extent the particular pattern
appeared fragile or resilient in the event
of new pressures. Finally, by examining
our findings against the backdrop of
those of the University of Cincinnati
Study, we explored the question of what
factors within the individual or family
might have favored the emergence and
persistence of a person’s particular pat-
tern of adaptation and whether that par-
ticular pattern seemed to mitigate or
exacerbate the subsequent persistence
of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
or other emotional symptoms.

Findings and Discussion

As we trace the fate of the flood-related
coping responses recognized in our
1974 explorations as these responses
consolidate into more enduring pat-
terns of adaptation and perhaps even
stable character traits, we can begin to
discern a spectrum of “adaptational pos-
sibilities.” The particular way in which
the individual’s coping response to the
trauma consolidates or does not consoli-
date appears to influence the ultimate
resiliency or rigidity of the adult person-
ality, the responses to subsequent
trauma, and the sense of meaning or
purpose derived from life. The failure to
elaborate stable, trauma-related, adap-
tive patterns would appear to leave the
individual vulnerable to subsequent
chronic Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD).

From another perspective, the
absence of Post-Traumatic Stress Disor-
der (PTSD) at long-term follow-up, far
from indicating that the trauma did not
have a significant lasting impact, may
rather imply that highly significant and
idiosyncratic effects need be sought, not
in the review of symptoms, but through
exploration of the enduring patterns of
adaptation and their origins.

For one of the victims (Helen), the
trauma appears to have been largely
digested. Her “death dream” suggested
still active remnants, but, as observed,
these were well-contained. What is more
striking is her overall self-confidence,
decisiveness, and resiliency played-out
against a background of trust that peo-
ple will and do provide and protect in
times of exigency. For Helen, the expe-
rience of the flood, although having left

clear evidence of its traumatic impact at
the time of the 1972 interview, appears
ultimately to have presented an oppor-
tunity for consolidating adaptive traits of
compensation through industry and loc-
ulating negative affect as well as to have
reinforced the positive narcissism
derived from feelings of being loved
and well-protected by her family.

At the other extreme from Helen on
our spectrum is Rose, who evidenced no
effective coping responses to the flood
trauma either in 1972 or in the follow-
up in 1992. Indeed, of the four subjects,
Rose was the only one who had signifi-
cant residual PTSD symptomatology in
the University of Cincinnati 1988 study.
Unlike Helen, Rose felt totally unpro-
tected at the time of the flood. Family
functioning appeared marginal before
the flood, and during the flood her
mother fell, was trapped, and required
rescuing. In both 1972 and 1990 assess-
ments, there were persistent themes of
regression, interrupted nurturance, and
anxious hovering, all a seeming perpet-
uation of the traumatic state itself. Dra-
matic in Rose’s 1990 drawing is her
depiction of herself as beneath the
water level of the flood, the position
occupied by her mother in her 1972
description.

Intermediate stations in our adaptive
spectrum are occupied by Henry and
Martha. For Henry, the most prominent
theme emerging in both 1972 and 1990
assessments was his observation of and
identification with his father’s response
to the flood, both at the time and in the
ensuing years. Like his father, he copes
by assuming the mantle of male respon-
sibility as it was presented to him. This
cloak weighs heavily upon him and
imposes burdens of anxiety, depression,
and restriction of choice, but he also
gains through it a sense of pride,
strength, and fulfillment through his
ability to assume his station in the mult-
generational male tradition. Subsequent
traumatic events, of which there are
many, are borne in a similar spirit which
further reflects this sense of endurance
and community, as evidenced by his
response to the many strikes and layoffs
he has weathered.

For Martha, such a sense of evident
purpose and historical continuity is lack-
ing in the presence of an even more
rigid character structure. Interviewers
were struck by her compulsivity, which
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seemingly represents a further ossifica-
tion of the “being a hard worker” mech-
anism that allowed her to push away the
horrors and the depression after the
flood. In her memories of the event, she
is a caretaker guarding the family. This
trait too only solidifies, as she now wor-
ries over her parents, her husband, and
sometimes his relatives. Anxiety is
poorly contained and death imagery is
ever present in her dreams. Martha’s
watchfulness for the next disaster
assumes near-psychotic proportions in
her visions and premonitions, which
seem clearly to recapitulate fragments
of the flood experience. By and large,
however, the extreme rigidity does safe-
guard the integrity of Martha’s personal-
ity, with no overt breakdowns and only
occasional breakthroughs of more intense
anxiety and depression. Of note is Martha’s
eagerness to talk to the interviewers
about the flood and the freshness of the
associated affect. Her unfortunate guilt
for years has kept her isolated from
other family members during their fre-
quent discussions of the flood, and per-
haps, thereby precluded her potential
for better integrating the experience.
For all four of these survivors, the
family’s response to the flood and its
aftermath as reflected in their 1990 nar-
rative accounts, appear closely tied to
the evolution of the adaptive patterns
which subsequently emerged. Helen felt
protected; she now feels trusting and
secure. Henry watched his father, both
his grief and his determination, and he
identified. Martha’s parents were
remote; she was the look-out then and
still is. Rose’s family nearly drowned,

and now she barely treads water. These
findings would seem to correlate with
earlier Buffalo Creek studies that
demonstrated psychopathology in the
children to be significantly related to
parental psychopathology (Gleser et al,
1981).

In addition, we might consider view-
ing our subjects’ 1990 descriptions of
their family’s 1972 flood responses as
“early memories” in the clinical sense.
From this perspective, these memories
as well as the entire 90-minute inter-
views from which they are drawn, would
be seen as condensations, the unravel-
ing of which might reveal rich informa-
tion about the children’s experience of
their family throughout their early
development and the internalizations
that took place. We might even wonder
how often a family’s response to trauma
as experienced and later remembered
might serve as a “psychodynamic snap-
shot” which captures crucial aspects of
the family’s influence on the child’s
development and internalizations. Fur-
ther elucidation of the significance of
these memories of the family’s trauma
response and of the other “clinical
impressions” gleaned from our inter-
views would require a much more
intense, psychoanalytically informed
investigation than was possible within
the scope of this study.

A final note in our considerations of
the evolution of our subjects’ coping
responses into stable character struc-
tures: all of the subjects that we have
described were adolescents at the time
of the flood (except for Rose who was
10 years old). We might question

whether the adolescent period of devel-
opment is a particularly sensitive time
for such transformation from coping
response to character structure. Such
questions are consistent with Peter
Blos’s observations that the central
developmental task of the late adoles-
cent period is character consolidation,
which includes the automatization of
idiosyncratic ways of dealing with stress
(1962, p. 129). Blos points out not only
that the role of trauma in character for-
mation is central, but also that it is
important to look beyond post-trau-
matic symptoms to post-traumatic mean-
ing:
A character trait which forms slowly
at the end of adolescence owes its
special quality to a fixation on a par-
ticular trauma or component of a
trauma . . . focal traumata furnish a
relentless force which propels the
young adult towards a certain way of
life which he comes to feel as his very
own.... Remnants of trauma relate
the present to a dynamic past and
establish that historical continuity in
the ego which accounts for a sense of
certainty, direction, and harmony
between feeling and action (1962, p
134).
Such observations are consistent with
our findings in the children of Buffalo
Creek.
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