
Introduction - This story memorializes one of the most celebrated uses of a locomotive whistle in 
Pennsylvania history.  It was a prolonged, shrill warning to railway workers, passengers in stalled 
trains, and residents of municipalities between South Fork and East Conemaugh during the 1889 
Johnstown Flood.  John Hess, the engineer of a Pennsylvania Railroad work train was a hero at 
the center of a remarkable story told by David G. McCullough in his award-winning The 
Johnstown Flood. The essence of the story line is found below in a “Whistle Broke into a 
Scream.”     
 
                                         Student Handout 1: The Whistle Broke into a Scream 
 
May 31, 1889, was one more in a series of rainy days on the west slope of the mountains in southwest 
Pennsylvania.  Creeks and rivers rose to dangerous levels, railroad cuts and riverside embankments 
were washing away.  Rail travel rapidly became hazardous by the morning of May 31st. 
 
Several work trains were roaming the rails in the Johnstown area to locate and repair washouts or to try 
to control the potential for new ones.  John Hess was the engineer operating one of these work trains.  It 
had a steam locomotive, seven cars loaded with gravel, and a “cabin car” for its crew. 
 
Northeast of Johnstown, an older dam impounded the waters of the South Fork of the Little Conemaugh 
River.  Since the Little Conemaugh ran to Johnstown where it was joined by Stony Creek to form the 
Conemaugh River itself, the stability of this dam was of obvious concern to the valley’s residents.  
 
[Refer to Student Handout 2- Map of the route of the flood waters. Have students locate the Conemaugh 
Lake, South Fork Dam, Little Conemaugh, Conemaugh River, Stony Creek, and finally Johnstown. Have 
them follow the route of the flood waters, and ask students if they can tell why Johnstown was in 
particular danger of flooding based on its location.]  
 
Rumors abounded for years about whether the dam could hold substantial amounts of water.  But, as 
often happens, the public lost interest and assumed that the dam was solid enough and put their faith in 
the owners of the South Fork Fishing and Hunting Club who “maintained” the damn. 
 
During his day of locating and trying to repair washouts, engineer John Hess kept in close contact with 
the railroad’s telegraph operators to learn if the dam was holding.  Unable to get satisfactory news, Hess 
became concerned and very cautious.  Stopping near Buttermilk Falls east of East Conemaugh [point out 
East Conemaugh] to do more repair work, John Hess later reported: 
 
John Hess (Student 1): “I don’t suppose we had laid [stayed] there more than twenty minutes until we 
heard the flood coming.  We didn’t see it but we heard the noise of it coming.  It was like a hurricane 
through wooded country.” 
 
Hess’ conductor (Student 2) added:  “And I says to the men, ’We’ll get away from here,’ and I still looked, 
and then I was satisfied there was something coming.  I couldn’t see any rubbish…, but I saw there was a 
commotion among the green timber.” 
 
Hess said (Student 1):  “The lakes’ broke!”   
 
He immediately opened the valve for full steam, actually tied down the whistle cord to insure a constant 
blast, and ran as fast as the engine could go--backwards pushing gravel cars--toward East Conemaugh.  
Hess had two concerns: warn everyone in the valley and try to rescue passengers aboard two trains that 
had been held at East Conemaugh earlier in the day. 
 
McCullough (p 114): “The Hess ride into Conemaugh would be talked about and described in books and 
magazine articles for years to come, with Hess in his engine (Number 1124), blazing down the valley, the 
water practically on top of him, in an incredibly heroic dash to sound the alarm.” 
 



The flood gained on the work train at East Conemaugh.  Though Hess and his crew did not see it, others 
who were warned by the engine’s whistle did, and they rescued Hess and his crew before the waters hit 
the work train.  Hess left the whistle blasting until the flood destroyed the little train.   
 
Its long wailing blast was heard throughout East Conemaugh; its warning saved countless lives!  
Everyone in those days knew that a locomotive whistle on continuing blast meant an emergency, danger 
of the worst sort. 
 
The railroad’s yard superintendent in East Conemaugh later explained (Student 3) :  “…I heard a whistle 
blow … and ran out and hollered for every person to … get on high ground,…”  “Just as I left the office, I 
saw the rear end of this work train backing around the curve.  I started up toward the train, and the minute 
I saw the train stop, I saw the engineer jump off and run for the hills.  Just that minute, I saw a large wave 
come around the hill.” 
 
John Hess’ wife heard the whistle and knew it was her husband’s locomotive.  Those who knew the trains 
in those days, could distinguish an engine by its whistle--and know who was the engineer by the way the 
whistle was sounded.  Of course, she was terrified. 
 
Hess later explained (Student 1): “I didn’t know what else to do.  I didn’t see what else I could do.” 
 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
This distillation of John Hess’ good and brave acts on that Johnstown afternoon of so long ago can be 
edited and formed by you for your students in ways what will have the most effectiveness.  Of course, the 
point is that were it not for the long wail of John Hess’ Pennsylvania Railroad steam locomotive whistle on 
May 31, 1889 the death toll of the Johnstown Flood would have been much greater. 
 
Sources:  Testimony Taken by the Pennsylvania Railroad Following the Johnstown Flood of 1889 - 
Johnstown Flood Museum Archives; The Johnstown Flood – David McCullough; The 1889 Flood in 
Johnstown, Pennsylvania – Michael R. McGough 
 
 
 
Vocabulary words 
 
Embankment (n.): a raised pile of earth or wall built to prevent flooding or hold back water. 
 
Washouts (n.): a place where earth is washed away. 
 
Impounded (v.): to shut in or as if in an enclosed space  
Ex. “an older dam impounded the waters of the South Fork”  
In other words, the South Fork water was being held in by the dam. 
 
Stability (n.): the condition of being firmly established, not easily changed.  
 
Telegraph (n.): an electronic system for sending messages by a code over wires 
 
Substantial (adj.): a lot, a large amount  
 
Key geography features: Lake Conemaugh, South Fork Dam, Little Conemaugh, East 
Conemaugh, Conemaugh River, Stony Creek, Johnstown 


