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Read a free excerpt here!American engineers have done astounding things to bend the
Mississippi River to their will: forcing one of its tributaries to flow uphill, transforming over a
thousand miles of roiling currents into a placid staircase of water, and wresting the lower half of
the river apart from its floodplain. American law has aided and abetted these feats. But despite
our best efforts, so-called “natural disasters” continue to strike the Mississippi basin, as raging
floodwaters decimate waterfront communities and abandoned towns literally crumble into the
Gulf of Mexico. In some places, only the tombstones remain, leaning at odd angles as the
underlying soil erodes away. Mississippi River Tragedies reveals that it is seductively deceptive—
but horribly misleading—to call such catastrophes “natural.”Authors Christine A. Klein and
Sandra B. Zellmer present a sympathetic account of the human dreams, pride, and foibles that
got us to this point, weaving together engaging historical narratives and accessible law stories
drawn from actual courtroom dramas. The authors deftly uncover the larger story of how the law
reflects and even amplifies our ambivalent attitude toward nature—simultaneously revering wild
rivers and places for what they are, while working feverishly to change them into something else.
Despite their sobering revelations, the authors’ final message is one of hope. Although the
acknowledgement of human responsibility for unnatural disasters can lead to blame, guilt, and
liability, it can also prod us to confront the consequences of our actions, leading to a liberating
sense of possibility and to the knowledge necessary to avoid future disasters.
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PREFACEMISSISSIPPI RIVER CHILDRENThe Headwaters: Notes from Sandra B.
ZellmerWhen I was little, my mother bathed me in a garbage can filled with Mississippi River
water. Not every night, of course, but just about every summer when my family was camping
near the river’s headwaters in northern Minnesota. I suppose I smelled a little fishy, but the
aroma of river water was completely familiar—and comforting—to me. I savored the names of
the headwater lakes where we camped, titles bestowed by Chippewa and Dakota Indians or by
European explorers: Itasca, Winnibigoshish, Andrusia, Bemidji, LaSalle.My passion for the
outdoors comes naturally. My father was a third-generation German American farmer who raised
cattle, corn, and alfalfa just outside of Sioux City, Iowa, nestled in the valley of the Missouri River,
the longest tributary of the Mississippi. He was following in the footsteps of my great-grandfather
Gustav Zellmer, who arrived at the Castle Garden Immigration Depot in New York in 1883,
straight off the boat from Kolmar, Germany (now part of Poland). Sixteen-year-old Gustav was
anxious to make his mark on the New World. He rode the trains west, marveling as he crossed
over the Mississippi River and entered Iowa. He stopped when he reached the Missouri River.
He had never seen such black, fertile soil, and he was awed by the gently rolling terrain, perfect
for the plow. The rich dirt came at a price, however. It was formed and nourished by floods, like
the one in 1892, which made Gustav’s house list to one side and float away from its foundation.
The family escaped—their baby daughter, my great-aunt Henriette, was carried to safety by the
town doctor—and the house itself was later moved to higher ground.By the time of the Great
Depression of the 1930s, Gustav had amassed quite a bit of prime farmland, as well as eight
children to help him. His youngest son, my grandfather (also named Gustav), relished everything
the elements could throw at him. He was willing to take calculated risks and to ride out the bad
years while waiting for the good ones. Most of the time, Grandpa Gus’ bets on corn and cattle
paid off, despite floods, tornadoes, drought, hail, and pests.My father, Mervin, saw things a little
differently. As the smartest boy in his high school class, he dreamed of going to college. When
he met my mother at a dance in the river bottoms of Hornick, Iowa, he was drawn to her brilliant
smile and even more to her quick wit and her own bold dreams for the future. Then the Army
called with other plans.Mervin and Jessie Zellmer were married on May 27, 1951, just a few
weeks before Mervin reported to boot camp. They took a weeklong honeymoon to a magical
place that my father had discovered a few years earlier on a fishing trip with a buddy—Lake
Itasca and the other headwater lakes of the Mississippi River. Instead of being squeamish like
most girls he knew, my mom took to fishing and to the north woods as if she were born to it. They
chased each other over the stepping stones that crossed the headwaters of the Mississippi,
rented a small boat, and snapped photographs of their adventures fishing for walleye. Mom
caught the prize-winner—a hefty twelve-pounder.By June 1951 when my father arrived at Fort
Riley on the Kansas River (a tributary of the Missouri), it had been raining steadily for nearly two
months. In reel-to-reel tapes he recorded for my mother, Dad reported that late one night in the
barracks he awoke to water lapping up beside his cot. All of the men of his unit were ordered to
pack up and seek higher ground. The barracks were destroyed. For the rest of my father’s eight-



week tenure at Fort Riley, the men slept in pup tents on a ridge. Years later, Dad reminisced
about the incessant rain, and told us stories about the poisonous snakes and saucer-sized
spiders that sought higher ground, too. The soldier who forgot to shake out his boots in the
morning was often very sorry for his carelessness.As it turned out, that summer brought one of
the worst floods in the region’s history. During a four-day period in early July, up to sixteen inches
of rain fell on already-saturated soils. On just one day—July 13, 1951—floodwaters crept across
nearly two million acres in Kansas and Missouri.Dad eventually came home from the Korean
War, unharmed, and in 1956 my parents bought a farm of their own near Sioux City. Farming in
the 1950s was challenging at first, and not terribly profitable. There was not much time to travel,
so my family stuck close to home and explored the Missouri River on weekends. My older sisters
recall making a family decision while sitting around the dinner table one evening before I was
born—whether to purchase their first color television set or a motorboat. It was unanimous. They
chose the boat, a sixteen-footer called “Old Blue.”Jessie Zellmer with her monster walleye,
Itasca State Park, 1951Photograph by Mervin ZellmerBy the mid-1960s, the family’s weekdays
had settled into the rhythms of farm life: planting, cultivating, harvesting, and tending livestock.
On weekends, we went boating (Old Blue lasted well into the 1980s), fishing, mushroom-hunting
(morels being only somewhat less elusive than walleyes), and camping along the Missouri River.
Whether we went upstream into South Dakota or downstream toward Omaha, the river was
different every time we ventured out. New sandbars and beaches appeared in unexpected
places, while others that we had picnicked on just the previous weekend vanished without a
trace. I learned to appreciate the river’s mercurial nature and its power when I watched it sweep
away my sister Marnie and my cousin Susan, who were playing in the current just a few yards
from shore. As much as they hated wearing lifejackets, this particular story might not have had a
happy ending if they had gone without.Despite the delights of the Missouri, my parents never
forgot about the headwaters of the Mississippi River. Starting with the summer before my second
birthday, when farming had begun to pay off, we frequently made the eight-hour drive up to Lake
Itasca and nearby lakes and tributaries. According to family lore, I learned to swim before I could
walk. It was not long before I was catching crappie, bass, northern pike, and, with a lot of luck,
walleye. If I caught fish, I was expected to clean them—all except walleye, whose flesh was far
too precious to sacrifice to clumsy young fingers. The year I graduated from high school, my
mother invested her nest egg in a small cabin on Long Lake (one of the ten thousand lakes
boasted of by Minnesotans, dozens of which are named “Long”), and we settled down as part-
time lake residents.My mom passed away just a few years before we began writing this book,
and my father followed soon after. I am only twenty miles from their honeymoon spot as I write
this passage at the cabin I inherited. Listening to a pair of loons and looking out at the rain on the
lake, I feel them here, sitting beside me at the kitchen table. Their lessons have stuck—the
power of water, the beauty of the creatures that occupy the rivers, the fertility of the floodplain,
and the measure of independence and self-reliance that could only come (for me, at least) from
a childhood spent outdoors. I guess you could say there’s something in the water, because three



of my nephews are farming, and like me they would rather be outside than anywhere
else.Downstream in St. Louis: Notes from Christine A. Klein“WAIT, MAGGIE,” I called out to my
friend, as my preteen legs pumped hard on the pedals of my new Schwinn. The bicycle was a
beauty—a full sixteen-inch adult frame, in striking lime green. I had just bought it with $120 of
hard-earned babysitting money. I could barely reach the pedals, but I would grow into it, my
parents assured me, with the kind of Midwestern thriftiness that had no use for a succession of
quickly outgrown bicycles. On that muggy August morning in the late 1960s, Maggie and I were
whizzing down the steep curves of Hog Hollow Drive in Chesterfield, Missouri, a suburb of St.
Louis. We were savoring the last days of summer as we sped toward the broad valley that
bordered the Missouri River, just above its confluence with the Mississippi.The river bottom was
one of my favorite places. I spent a lot of time there, deterred only when the river swelled over its
banks and officials stretched a “road closed due to flooding” sign across the top of Hog Hollow
Drive. When dry, the area was ideal for bicycling—flat and straight, except for the brief, steep
stretch of Hog Hollow that connected the river valley to the neighboring uplands. It was also
prime territory to explore with my dog, Ginger. There was very little traffic to worry about. It fact,
there was very little of anything other than wide open farmland and the county waterworks facility
—a collection of gated holding ponds and impenetrable-looking buildings that emitted a low-
pitched drone. The humming emptiness was eerie, adding welcome mystery to our lives.Looking
down Hog Hollow DrivePhotograph by Christine A. Klein, 2012We frequently ducked under the
plant’s gated barrier, ignoring the “no trespassing” signs, and crunched down the waterworks
gravel road to the banks of the Missouri River. There, we were rewarded with the sight of dark
waters flowing swiftly to places undoubtedly more glamorous than those we knew. I was careful
to restrict my dog’s swimming to calm eddies, safe from the powerful current of the main
channel. Ginger and I invariably returned home caked with the shoe-sucking, silty muck known
as gumbo mud. Its smell reminded me of warm sunlight and frogs. Back home, my mother
banished us to the garage where, armed with a bucket of warm water and towels, I scrubbed
myself and Ginger until we could pass my mother’s rigorous inspection for lingering traces of the
river.Maggie and I were great admirers of two other Mississippi valley natives, Tom Sawyer and
Huck Finn. We decided to build a raft, with vague plans to float down the Missouri and
Mississippi rivers in the wake of Tom, Huck, and numerous other intrepid explorers we had
studied in school. Noting the buoyancy (and easy availability) of tin cans, we nailed several
dozen of them to a platform pieced together from wood scraps, naively confident that the
awkward mass would float. We tested our creation one January day on a small lake that had not
yet iced over. Ginger and I climbed aboard the craft, and Maggie pushed us out. We promptly
sank. Fortunately, the lake was quite shallow and I was able to slosh back to shore with Ginger.
We walked home, shivering, where my mom set us up for our usual garage cleanup routine.I
wasn’t the only one in my family who was drawn to the river bottoms. On many summer
mornings after Sunday church services, my dad drove us down Hog Hollow Drive to Rombach
Farms’ produce stand. There, we bought just-picked tomatoes, sweet corn, and cantaloupe. We



particularly savored the sun-warmed tomatoes, with a mouth-filling taste that I still associate with
black river soils. On the drive home, the mixed scents were intoxicating, as barely acidic whiffs of
tomato cut through the cantaloupe’s musky sweetness.The turnoff to the Waterworks, with Hog
Hollow Drive rising from the floodplain in the backgroundPhotograph by Christine A. Klein,
2012Just as I was a product of rivers, so, too, was my hometown. St. Louis was established in
1763 as a trading post, strategically located where the Missouri and Mississippi rivers came
together. In 1817, the city welcomed its first steamboat, the Zebulon M. Pike (named after the
nineteenth-century explorer), and by later in the century, St. Louis was one of the nation’s largest
ports, second only to New York and New Orleans. This commercial success attracted mid-
century waves of German and Irish immigrants. My great-grandfather Herman Flebbe was one
of them, leaving Larstedt, Germany, in 1871. As a young man, he established the Western
Candy and Bakers’ Supply Company, distributing flour, sugar, and other raw materials to
confectioners in St. Louis and points beyond. I still have a marble-topped ice cream parlor table
from his showroom.To celebrate the city’s history as the “gateway to the West,” the 630-foot tall
St. Louis Gateway Arch was built downtown in the Mississippi Riverfront district in the
mid-1960s. The engineers called for the simultaneous construction of both legs of the Arch,
confident that they would meet precisely as calculated to form one continuous curve. The margin
of error was only 1/64 of an inch. My family made frequent trips to the riverfront where we would
lie on the grass, squint up, and worry whether the legs would actually intersect high above.
Remarkably, they did. We were among the first passengers to ride up the tram to the top of the
Arch to take in the view, thrilled as the structure swayed several inches in the wind. The
Mississippi River was just to the east. Eleven blocks due west, we could see the spot where
Great-Grandpa Flebbe’s business had been. Farther west, barely out of sight, lay the Missouri
River bottoms and Hog Hollow Drive.Through Adult EyesOUR CHILDHOOD PASSIONS for
rivers inspired this book. We both grew up in the Mississippi River basin, during a period when
kids had plenty of freedom to play and explore outside. Our early lives were infused with the
sights, smells, and feel of rivers and their soils. Although we both became law professors, with
specialties in water and other natural resources, our interest in the Mississippi River remains
personal. As we chronicle the basin’s history over the past century—revealing a tug-of-war
between the river’s natural inclinations and society’s desires and laws—we draw on our early
memories for inspiration. As we look back on our childhoods, we are faced with many questions.
Why were the places so special, the soils so rich, the flooding so pervasive? What were the
biggest disasters in the Mississippi River basin over the past century, both natural and
otherwise, and what caused them?

PREFACEMISSISSIPPI RIVER CHILDRENThe Headwaters: Notes from Sandra B.
ZellmerWhen I was little, my mother bathed me in a garbage can filled with Mississippi River
water. Not every night, of course, but just about every summer when my family was camping
near the river’s headwaters in northern Minnesota. I suppose I smelled a little fishy, but the



aroma of river water was completely familiar—and comforting—to me. I savored the names of
the headwater lakes where we camped, titles bestowed by Chippewa and Dakota Indians or by
European explorers: Itasca, Winnibigoshish, Andrusia, Bemidji, LaSalle.My passion for the
outdoors comes naturally. My father was a third-generation German American farmer who raised
cattle, corn, and alfalfa just outside of Sioux City, Iowa, nestled in the valley of the Missouri River,
the longest tributary of the Mississippi. He was following in the footsteps of my great-grandfather
Gustav Zellmer, who arrived at the Castle Garden Immigration Depot in New York in 1883,
straight off the boat from Kolmar, Germany (now part of Poland). Sixteen-year-old Gustav was
anxious to make his mark on the New World. He rode the trains west, marveling as he crossed
over the Mississippi River and entered Iowa. He stopped when he reached the Missouri River.
He had never seen such black, fertile soil, and he was awed by the gently rolling terrain, perfect
for the plow. The rich dirt came at a price, however. It was formed and nourished by floods, like
the one in 1892, which made Gustav’s house list to one side and float away from its foundation.
The family escaped—their baby daughter, my great-aunt Henriette, was carried to safety by the
town doctor—and the house itself was later moved to higher ground.By the time of the Great
Depression of the 1930s, Gustav had amassed quite a bit of prime farmland, as well as eight
children to help him. His youngest son, my grandfather (also named Gustav), relished everything
the elements could throw at him. He was willing to take calculated risks and to ride out the bad
years while waiting for the good ones. Most of the time, Grandpa Gus’ bets on corn and cattle
paid off, despite floods, tornadoes, drought, hail, and pests.My father, Mervin, saw things a little
differently. As the smartest boy in his high school class, he dreamed of going to college. When
he met my mother at a dance in the river bottoms of Hornick, Iowa, he was drawn to her brilliant
smile and even more to her quick wit and her own bold dreams for the future. Then the Army
called with other plans.Mervin and Jessie Zellmer were married on May 27, 1951, just a few
weeks before Mervin reported to boot camp. They took a weeklong honeymoon to a magical
place that my father had discovered a few years earlier on a fishing trip with a buddy—Lake
Itasca and the other headwater lakes of the Mississippi River. Instead of being squeamish like
most girls he knew, my mom took to fishing and to the north woods as if she were born to it. They
chased each other over the stepping stones that crossed the headwaters of the Mississippi,
rented a small boat, and snapped photographs of their adventures fishing for walleye. Mom
caught the prize-winner—a hefty twelve-pounder.By June 1951 when my father arrived at Fort
Riley on the Kansas River (a tributary of the Missouri), it had been raining steadily for nearly two
months. In reel-to-reel tapes he recorded for my mother, Dad reported that late one night in the
barracks he awoke to water lapping up beside his cot. All of the men of his unit were ordered to
pack up and seek higher ground. The barracks were destroyed. For the rest of my father’s eight-
week tenure at Fort Riley, the men slept in pup tents on a ridge. Years later, Dad reminisced
about the incessant rain, and told us stories about the poisonous snakes and saucer-sized
spiders that sought higher ground, too. The soldier who forgot to shake out his boots in the
morning was often very sorry for his carelessness.As it turned out, that summer brought one of



the worst floods in the region’s history. During a four-day period in early July, up to sixteen inches
of rain fell on already-saturated soils. On just one day—July 13, 1951—floodwaters crept across
nearly two million acres in Kansas and Missouri.Dad eventually came home from the Korean
War, unharmed, and in 1956 my parents bought a farm of their own near Sioux City. Farming in
the 1950s was challenging at first, and not terribly profitable. There was not much time to travel,
so my family stuck close to home and explored the Missouri River on weekends. My older sisters
recall making a family decision while sitting around the dinner table one evening before I was
born—whether to purchase their first color television set or a motorboat. It was unanimous. They
chose the boat, a sixteen-footer called “Old Blue.”Jessie Zellmer with her monster walleye,
Itasca State Park, 1951Photograph by Mervin ZellmerBy the mid-1960s, the family’s weekdays
had settled into the rhythms of farm life: planting, cultivating, harvesting, and tending livestock.
On weekends, we went boating (Old Blue lasted well into the 1980s), fishing, mushroom-hunting
(morels being only somewhat less elusive than walleyes), and camping along the Missouri River.
Whether we went upstream into South Dakota or downstream toward Omaha, the river was
different every time we ventured out. New sandbars and beaches appeared in unexpected
places, while others that we had picnicked on just the previous weekend vanished without a
trace. I learned to appreciate the river’s mercurial nature and its power when I watched it sweep
away my sister Marnie and my cousin Susan, who were playing in the current just a few yards
from shore. As much as they hated wearing lifejackets, this particular story might not have had a
happy ending if they had gone without.Despite the delights of the Missouri, my parents never
forgot about the headwaters of the Mississippi River. Starting with the summer before my second
birthday, when farming had begun to pay off, we frequently made the eight-hour drive up to Lake
Itasca and nearby lakes and tributaries. According to family lore, I learned to swim before I could
walk. It was not long before I was catching crappie, bass, northern pike, and, with a lot of luck,
walleye. If I caught fish, I was expected to clean them—all except walleye, whose flesh was far
too precious to sacrifice to clumsy young fingers. The year I graduated from high school, my
mother invested her nest egg in a small cabin on Long Lake (one of the ten thousand lakes
boasted of by Minnesotans, dozens of which are named “Long”), and we settled down as part-
time lake residents.My mom passed away just a few years before we began writing this book,
and my father followed soon after. I am only twenty miles from their honeymoon spot as I write
this passage at the cabin I inherited. Listening to a pair of loons and looking out at the rain on the
lake, I feel them here, sitting beside me at the kitchen table. Their lessons have stuck—the
power of water, the beauty of the creatures that occupy the rivers, the fertility of the floodplain,
and the measure of independence and self-reliance that could only come (for me, at least) from
a childhood spent outdoors. I guess you could say there’s something in the water, because three
of my nephews are farming, and like me they would rather be outside than anywhere
else.Downstream in St. Louis: Notes from Christine A. Klein“WAIT, MAGGIE,” I called out to my
friend, as my preteen legs pumped hard on the pedals of my new Schwinn. The bicycle was a
beauty—a full sixteen-inch adult frame, in striking lime green. I had just bought it with $120 of



hard-earned babysitting money. I could barely reach the pedals, but I would grow into it, my
parents assured me, with the kind of Midwestern thriftiness that had no use for a succession of
quickly outgrown bicycles. On that muggy August morning in the late 1960s, Maggie and I were
whizzing down the steep curves of Hog Hollow Drive in Chesterfield, Missouri, a suburb of St.
Louis. We were savoring the last days of summer as we sped toward the broad valley that
bordered the Missouri River, just above its confluence with the Mississippi.The river bottom was
one of my favorite places. I spent a lot of time there, deterred only when the river swelled over its
banks and officials stretched a “road closed due to flooding” sign across the top of Hog Hollow
Drive. When dry, the area was ideal for bicycling—flat and straight, except for the brief, steep
stretch of Hog Hollow that connected the river valley to the neighboring uplands. It was also
prime territory to explore with my dog, Ginger. There was very little traffic to worry about. It fact,
there was very little of anything other than wide open farmland and the county waterworks facility
—a collection of gated holding ponds and impenetrable-looking buildings that emitted a low-
pitched drone. The humming emptiness was eerie, adding welcome mystery to our lives.Looking
down Hog Hollow DrivePhotograph by Christine A. Klein, 2012We frequently ducked under the
plant’s gated barrier, ignoring the “no trespassing” signs, and crunched down the waterworks
gravel road to the banks of the Missouri River. There, we were rewarded with the sight of dark
waters flowing swiftly to places undoubtedly more glamorous than those we knew. I was careful
to restrict my dog’s swimming to calm eddies, safe from the powerful current of the main
channel. Ginger and I invariably returned home caked with the shoe-sucking, silty muck known
as gumbo mud. Its smell reminded me of warm sunlight and frogs. Back home, my mother
banished us to the garage where, armed with a bucket of warm water and towels, I scrubbed
myself and Ginger until we could pass my mother’s rigorous inspection for lingering traces of the
river.Maggie and I were great admirers of two other Mississippi valley natives, Tom Sawyer and
Huck Finn. We decided to build a raft, with vague plans to float down the Missouri and
Mississippi rivers in the wake of Tom, Huck, and numerous other intrepid explorers we had
studied in school. Noting the buoyancy (and easy availability) of tin cans, we nailed several
dozen of them to a platform pieced together from wood scraps, naively confident that the
awkward mass would float. We tested our creation one January day on a small lake that had not
yet iced over. Ginger and I climbed aboard the craft, and Maggie pushed us out. We promptly
sank. Fortunately, the lake was quite shallow and I was able to slosh back to shore with Ginger.
We walked home, shivering, where my mom set us up for our usual garage cleanup routine.I
wasn’t the only one in my family who was drawn to the river bottoms. On many summer
mornings after Sunday church services, my dad drove us down Hog Hollow Drive to Rombach
Farms’ produce stand. There, we bought just-picked tomatoes, sweet corn, and cantaloupe. We
particularly savored the sun-warmed tomatoes, with a mouth-filling taste that I still associate with
black river soils. On the drive home, the mixed scents were intoxicating, as barely acidic whiffs of
tomato cut through the cantaloupe’s musky sweetness.The turnoff to the Waterworks, with Hog
Hollow Drive rising from the floodplain in the backgroundPhotograph by Christine A. Klein,



2012Just as I was a product of rivers, so, too, was my hometown. St. Louis was established in
1763 as a trading post, strategically located where the Missouri and Mississippi rivers came
together. In 1817, the city welcomed its first steamboat, the Zebulon M. Pike (named after the
nineteenth-century explorer), and by later in the century, St. Louis was one of the nation’s largest
ports, second only to New York and New Orleans. This commercial success attracted mid-
century waves of German and Irish immigrants. My great-grandfather Herman Flebbe was one
of them, leaving Larstedt, Germany, in 1871. As a young man, he established the Western
Candy and Bakers’ Supply Company, distributing flour, sugar, and other raw materials to
confectioners in St. Louis and points beyond. I still have a marble-topped ice cream parlor table
from his showroom.To celebrate the city’s history as the “gateway to the West,” the 630-foot tall
St. Louis Gateway Arch was built downtown in the Mississippi Riverfront district in the
mid-1960s. The engineers called for the simultaneous construction of both legs of the Arch,
confident that they would meet precisely as calculated to form one continuous curve. The margin
of error was only 1/64 of an inch. My family made frequent trips to the riverfront where we would
lie on the grass, squint up, and worry whether the legs would actually intersect high above.
Remarkably, they did. We were among the first passengers to ride up the tram to the top of the
Arch to take in the view, thrilled as the structure swayed several inches in the wind. The
Mississippi River was just to the east. Eleven blocks due west, we could see the spot where
Great-Grandpa Flebbe’s business had been. Farther west, barely out of sight, lay the Missouri
River bottoms and Hog Hollow Drive.Through Adult EyesOUR CHILDHOOD PASSIONS for
rivers inspired this book. We both grew up in the Mississippi River basin, during a period when
kids had plenty of freedom to play and explore outside. Our early lives were infused with the
sights, smells, and feel of rivers and their soils. Although we both became law professors, with
specialties in water and other natural resources, our interest in the Mississippi River remains
personal. As we chronicle the basin’s history over the past century—revealing a tug-of-war
between the river’s natural inclinations and society’s desires and laws—we draw on our early
memories for inspiration. As we look back on our childhoods, we are faced with many questions.
Why were the places so special, the soils so rich, the flooding so pervasive? What were the
biggest disasters in the Mississippi River basin over the past century, both natural and
otherwise, and what caused them?When Mervin and Jessie Zellmer honeymooned at Lake
Itasca in 1951, they were enjoying one of the least altered lakes of the Mississippi headwaters,
in large part because Minnesota had designated the area a state park. But all around them,
dams had been constructed on six other lakes just below Itasca to support navigation and to
control flooding. As much as they loved the natural beauty of the north woods, the newlyweds,
like most Americans of their generation, applauded the feats of engineering designed to protect
them from floodwaters. Was their admiration warranted?When Great-Grandpa Flebbe
established his business near the banks of the Mississippi, he benefited from navigational
improvements that helped make St. Louis a vibrant commercial center. Over the years, such
engineering efforts, together with economic development, crept west to the Missouri River.



Today, swaths of the fertile floodplain lie beneath layers of asphalt. Although Rombach Farms
still remains, developers paved over many other farms, making way for business centers that
include the country’s largest strip mall. Do the economic revenues justify the loss of rich
farmland and river habitat?As we sift through the loam of our childhoods, recalling our early
intuitions about rivers, we ponder these questions. In the end, it all comes down to the blurry line
between natural and unnatural disasters, and the law’s ability to anticipate and respond to them.
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B. Payne, “Great read with lessons for all of us. This book is a riveting account of disaster after
disaster - and of how the choices that we make at the individual, state and federal levels affect
exposure to disaster. Policy does matter, and this book describes how. The stories of flooding
along the Mississippi River are replete with human tragedy and human egotism, assuming we
can - without fail - engineer the river to go where we want it to go. Then, when the river proves
us wrong - again - we build in the same places, thinking there will not be a next time.
Unfortunately for many in these stories, there always is a next time. Great read, accessible to a
general audience.”

helmetandflightjacket, “... wide variety of readers which is probably why I loved it. The authors
weave an entertaining collection of .... Mississippi River Tragedies has something to offer a wide
variety of readers which is probably why I loved it. The authors weave an entertaining collection
of stories of human interest mostly tragic consequences of man's effort to control the
uncontrollable river, but also amusing and intriguing stories. For the history buffs, the authors
have conducted detailed research into the evolving story of man's approach to harness the
"unharnessable" and specific dates and facts surrounding the (un)natural disasters that have
resulted from these efforts. Finally, for fellow legal scholars interested in water issues in the
United States, Attorney Klein and Attorney Zellmer chronicle the changing case law over two
centuries of legal opinions regarding the role of the Corps of Engineers and commercial
interests in the continuing effort to "manage" the "Mighty Mississip". As with the stories of human
interest and historical accounts, this is done with painstaking detail and accuracy. In addition to
the above, Klein and Zellmer are just darned good writers, and make what could be a ponderous
undertaking both interesting and entertaining. I liked the book so much, I have bought additional
copies for family and attorney friends.”

Sheri, “Incredible history of an incredible river. I grew up on the Mississippi River. Spring floods
seemed routine, just like the locks & dams opening & closing for the barges on the muddy water
highway. In college, I volunteered on the sandbagging line. The wealth of historical research
was anything but dry. This easy to read book clearly explains the evolution of repeated errors &
resulting repeated human cost in lives & livelihood. No surprise now why so many citizens
suffered when the levee in New Orleans failed during Katrina. If citizens don't their history,
history will repeat itself.”

Chiara, “Interesting and Painless to Read. I was assigned this book for a class about natural
disasters. Some of the readings for the class were impossibly dense, but this book was always a
pleasure to read. This was never a topic I would have read about on my own, but I found the
subject very interesting and the storytelling was wonderful. The ideas are clearly and
consistently developed so by the end, you understand why we deal with floods a certain way. I



was also extremely impressed by the integration of legal history. I know next to nothing about
law, but the complicated legal concepts were explained with examples that made them clear and
understandable. It was fun to see familiar figures from American history through the lens of flood
history, which is usually omitted from US History classes. Well done!”

The book by Christine A. Klein has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 13 people have provided feedback.
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