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The Little Kanawha Flash Floods of 1943 
Event Details 
• Date: August 1943 (nighttime) 
• Precipitation: As much as 15 inches in 2 hours 
• Affected Area: Approximately 50 miles long and 10 miles wide 
• Flood Type: Summer Thunderstorm 
• Fatalities: 23 
• Main Impacted Streams: Copen Run (8 fatalities), O’Brien Fork (8 fatalities), Big Island Run (5 
fatalities) 
• Location: Wirt, Braxton, and Gilmer Counties, WV 
• Communities Impacted Most: Heaters, Copen, Girta 

Mitigation Efforts 
• Stream Gauge installed on Tug Fork (accounts for 25% of fatalities post-flood) 
• No mitigation existed at the time of flood; 100% of fatalities occurred prior to construction of flood 
infrastructure 

Risk and Impact Analysis 
• Flood Zone Classification: 

• 78.3% Zone A 

• 21.7% Unmapped 

• Cause of Death: 

• 23 by drowning 

• Fatality Locations: 

• 21 in structures 

• 2 in water 

Demographics of Victims 
• Age Groups: 

• 9 children (Ages 0–12) 

• 3 teenagers (Ages 12–18) 

• 4 young adults (Ages 19–39) 

• 5 middle-aged adults (Ages 40–70) 

• 1 elderly adult (Ages 70+) 

• Gender Distribution: 

• 14 female 

• 9 male 

• Mass Casualty Events (82.6% of fatalities): 
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• Queen Family: Six family members and two guests (the Daughterys) were swept away from 
their home on Copen Run 

• Yeager Family: Six members perished when their house was destroyed, including a 3-day-
old infant and the 52-year-old father 

• Nelson Family: The entire family, ranging in age from 6 to 52, was killed when their home 
was washed away. The middle child’s body was recovered 23 miles away in Parkersburg, 
WV 

Notes 
Record-breaking rainfall was accompanied by “one of the worst, if not the worst, electrical storms 
of record.” 

Multimedia & Sources 
• USGS Water-Supply Paper 1134-A 
• Beckley Raleigh Register – August 6, 1943 

 

 

 

 

DESC RIPTIO~ OF TIIE s~roRM AJ\I> FLOOD 

T hr hc-n.V)r r ,1illffl.l1 o f August 4 to 5 an,I the 1·('s1Llt ont floods W('l'<' 
ci\tiS<'d by a hugn supply of convf-<;t.i,~ely utIBtnble1 moist, ll 'OpiC"Rl 
mnri tim.,. air, tronspor t('d froin lh<• g(•Oern l r<'gion of lhe Gulf of 
~kx·iro, wltkh rel C'ilSl'li ita pot(•nfod ('l l (•1·g,_y with c•xplosivt) v iolNtCl' 
upon i..nteractiol\ wit h II l'Old air moss that. bat! moved in to t h C' arra 
from thC' nort hwC'st. Storms of t-h i.s lype urr limi t<'<.! to the l1ot sum~ 
nwr J)(•rio<l 1u1d art' chnrH t C'ri1...e<l Uy in l NlS(• rain(nJI , a<.·corn ptt1i.iC'<l by 
thmHl('r ilnd lightning-. Tbis. gN1(' rtt l LYJW of s torm is deseribNl in 
considf'rablr d(•tail d i,~whnr (Eisenlohr , H)51). ~--------------~----~, .,..~ ,-------~ 

'rlu,• LT. S. " 'eatlwr Bm<•uu (1943) has desc-rihed thi s storm a 
fo llows: 

Thundcr,a.hower.i, tlluF;II~• of >1ht:i rt duration, oc:curred. a.bout. dusk on Augu~t -1 1 

t.hroughouL t he 1.1\.t.Je K.811awhfl H l\•e-r Bs.t1i11. llowe\'e r, the..e 11ho...,W'h wore 
!~ally he11.,•:i,· In the Bum,.,,·illo--Cu11(:.11 a.rea. T h.ey "''ere fQllQwe-(! 1'11)1)411 S hour" 
IAtN l,y n::cvrd-brcaking ra.im• 11ocompa.11icd by one of the wori!l, If no~ Lhe wor"t , 
c.-leelrica.l 111tur m1, o f rN:Ord. T he excee.ive rain& bcgsn l u £s\l in the ),l cFarbm­
Girt.a area a.bout 11 p . in ., Aug,1.~t 4, and p rogres,a.ec! rout hcs.st ward into the 8.&11-
li ck '•reek Ha.~111 where tho ..-:,:cc:~h'c rll-111~ bC'gall s.bo u, I a.. rn ., Aug111<t ~. 'These 
n\i.ns ..-011ti 11 11ed in mi:x.t pl&-C(':p.for from I kl 2 hours a nd wore grnerally cont iuuuu~, 
althou.l!'. h c111i tc & 1rnmher of 1>er"°m1. repor1ed b rief Blad.:enings or t he I.lard rairtll', 
T tiere were two mAln pr-al@- or e~c,iwivc rainfall, one over I-he B1m,sville-Copcn­
Ccda r ville 11.rea tllld the ot hl• r o,·eT the ;:,,;-ol)e..Urohard att-a. 

Th(' t·(•Su lt ing flood de vt>lo1,ed witlt i.nnedibh.• apt•M B-nci , coming 
as it. d id flt nigh t on tht• t rihu tnri ,is, ga,·,o no opportunity £or ·w1n11ing 
tbe peopl<' 1·rs_iding nlong th(• nomrn Uy small st rC'a ms. The viol('JH't' 
of t-h(' storm nnd the i-onr of the -str('a ms aw11 ke11(•<l mitor iu 1iml• fo ,· 
th('m to S('t•k n•rll ~C' on h ighN· ground. Howt~wr, man; wrrc eit her 
not awnkenNI in 1iml• or1 if awake, did not. rt'oliz(' the dauger and l'<'­

n:ua.i..l!ed LI , tlwir homl's1 whi<'h L.11 mtrnr c11 sea were dt•Slro_yetl h.v tl11• 
OIU'lli3h iog waters. Eight pC'rsons werC' drowne<.l in the viC" inity of 
H en.u-rs on tli(• O 1B1ie11 Fork Sn lLl ick Creek, ,~ igh t, in tl1l'i vieinit,r 
of Cop('n 011 Copl•n R ul• (fig. 2), fi v<' flt Oirta on Island Hun, a nd t.wo 
ttbon T n.1mer on Ti!mwr Cl'f'ek. Of these 23 who los t t h.t>ir li \'.·es 
l'LIOl'l' thtm hulf wpn~ small d 1ilclrt•O . 

Tl1(' n.n.•11 affeClt'd hy t h(' '1 oorl rangNi from hilly to mouu tnll1oua, 
wi th C'lorn.t ions va1·,,·ing fro m nbout GOO to 1,500 fl-col , except (o1· a (ew 
point/! in the southeoslA•rn pu t whel'e l'IC'\' iltio11s in (•X('('SS of 2,000 
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https://pubs.usgs.gov/wsp/1134a/report.pdf
https://newspaperarchive.com/beckley-raleigh-register-aug-06-1943-p-1/

