A year later, Fl
on harrowing |

Editor’s Note: This is the first of four stories recounting
the impacts of last year's flooding in Buchanan County.

DAVID MCGEE
Bristol Herald Courier

Columbus and Victoria Fleming still get nervous
when a thunderstorm rumbles through Buchanan
County.

During one recent storm, they climbed into their

pickup truck and drove until they'd reached the
town of Grundy, several miles away. That’s how

vivid their memories are of catastrophic flooding
one year ago which nearly claimed their lives.

Please see FLOODS, Page A4



Floods

From Al

No one died and only per-
son was injured during record
flooding last July 13 ,afterupto
six inches of rain fell in a few
hours, causing widespread
flooding, damaging more than
100 homes and businesses in
eastern and central portions of
the county. That includes the
single-story home the cou-
ple rented along Dismal River
Road, in the Whitewood area,
a short distance from Twin
Valley High School.

“We're just blessed to be
alive)” Columbus Fleming said
when asked to reflect on that
night. The National Weather
Service issued a flash flood
warning about 8:30 p.m., on
July 12 for portions of Bu-
chanan County and southern
West Virginia as aline of thun-
dershowers brought torrential
rains to the mountainous re-
gion. “We thought the rain
was past us so we thought it
was going to be OK. We went
on to bed because we had to
get up at 3:30 [a.m.]]” Eliza-
beth Fleming said.

He works as a heavy equip-
ment operator and, at the
time, she did medical trans-

port and was scheduled to
take two patients to Roanoke
the next moming. Instead,
a night filled with terror lie
ahead. They were awakened
about 10:30 p.m. by the loud
noise of something striking
the outside of their house.

“T got up then returned to
bed when something [else]
struck the exterior of the
home. I thought a tree had hit
the house,” she said.

Victoria Fleming tried re-
peatedly to call but cell service
is spotty in that area and she
was unable contact anyone.
Their first instinct was to flee.

“I went to the back door to
see how bad the tree damaged
the house. We opened the door
and — wham — the water just
pushed us back,” she recalled
as the surging water shoved
them onto nearby furniture.

“Columbus said, ‘Victo-
ria we're in a flood. Run. Run
across theroad. Donot wait on
me,” her voice trembling.

However opening the front
door produced much the same
result as flood water again
burst in. “We tried to get out
but I got to the edge of the
steps and I could feel the wa-
ter was moving me ... I know
you [Columbus] grabbed me
but I felt something stronger.

I know what was stronger; it
was the good Lord.” she said.

Water levels were quickly
rising both inside and out-
side their home. “We had
been in the water so long, my
lower extremities were numb.
I couldn’t feel my legs. We
were so terrified we weren't
paying attention to where we
were standing then we realized
we were in the doorway of the
front door. One of my hands
was outside of the door and
one was on the door frame. 1
looked out and my legs were
just floating on the water. One
hand had let go and I told Co-
humbus, ‘Make sure you tell my
kidsIlove them and Ilove you!

“He said, ‘No, no you can't
leave me. I didn’t give up on
you and you can't give up on
me! My one arm was in the
door frame and that was all
that held me — and the good
Lord,” Victoria Fleming said.

Eventually the couple made
their way back through the
house to a bedroom where
a small tool box was stored.
From it, Victoria retrieved
“the smallest hammer you’ve
ever seen.” Knowing she “had
to do something;” Victoria
climbed upon some furni-
ture and began beating on the
ceiling above, tearing through

the material and the insulation
umntil she could see the exposed
rafters. He climbed atop an
oversized chair and the couple
remained there — clinging to
the rafters — for much of the
night. They estimate the or-
deal lasted six hours.

“Twas hanging in the rafters
and he reached me the light [a
small flashlight attached to a
band to be worn around the
head]. “I took the light and
wrapped it aroumd my arm. I
was s0 worn out and my hand
started shaking. I could see all
the particles we were breath-
ing)” she said. “I followed the
light beam to the wall and
could see debris where the
water was going down. I said,
‘Keep prayimg. Don't you give
up. Pray harder. Pray harder.”

Slowly, the water began to
recede. Periodically Cohum-
bus would step down, and
eventually he stepped into
ankle-deep mud.

Daylight brought the reali-
zation that many of the other
homes along that stretch of
Dismal River Road were also
heavily damaged.

“When we got out that
morning, we thought ev-
erybody was dead” he said.
“1 don't think, as bad as the
water was, that swift water

rescue could have gotten to
us. It washed vehicles away, it
washed buildings away. The
good Lord is what kept us
alive. That's the reason we're
here today. A lot of people
wouldn’t be here. We're
blessed people?”

With just the clothes on
theirbacks, they slogged tothe
nearby post office where they
learned that others had sim-
ilar, harrowing experiences.

They later found his Toyota
pickup truck downstream and
ruined by the water. Days later,
a wrecker driver was able to
pull the hulk from the stream-
bed. As he did, a small plastic
tool box floated out the back
window. Fleming still carries
the tool box in his current

truck but hasnt washed the
mud from the tools.

Returning to the site of their
former home last week, they
reflected on that night.

“T believe that if we hadn’t
opened those doors, the
floodwaters would have just
pushed the house on down,”
Columbus Fleming said.

There are no remnants of
their house or many others
that were damaged beyond re-
pair that night. “Welost every
material thing we had but you
can buy that back. You can’t
buy life back,” he said. “Welost
some sentimental stuff we’ll
never get back but we're alive”

dmecgee@bristolnews.com —
Twitter: @DMcGeeBHC
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Recap: Buchanan recovering, faces delays

Bridge, power
station remain

yet to be done

DAVID MCGEE
BRISTOL HERALD COURIER

Dismal Creek pgurgled
calmly last week in the af-
ternoon sunshine, mean-
dering alongside the nar-
row, winding Dismal River
Road in Buchanan County.

It was a scene far differ-
ent from a year ago when
a deluge of rainfall over a
few hours sent the nor-
mally placid stream raging
through the valley, wash-
ing away homes and wehi-
cles, damaging roadways,
bridges, utilities and an
electrical substation.

Miraculously, there were
no fatalities.

A September 2022 state
damage report showed 37
homes were destroyed, 54
had significant damage
and a combined total of 134
private residences received
some damage.

The Virginia Department
of Emergency Management
further estimated over $17
million damage was in-
flicted on local roads and
bridges.

A year later, most of that
infrastructure has been re-
paired or replaced.

The most visible excep-
tion is the bridge across
IYismal Creek that once
Iinked Dismal River Road
with state Route 715, also
referred to as Big Branch
Road, as it runs alongside
Big Branch Creek.

Today, only small por-
tions of the former struc-
ture can be seen on one side
and a massive road closed

PHOTO CUIRTESY OF VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION

One of the complications facing plans to replace the bridge
conpecting Dismal River Road with Route 715 is the presence
of the Big Sandy crayfish, a threatened species. Virginia
Department of Transpor tation workers are pictured during
the May survey that found the crayfish.

sign blocks access from
Dismal River Road.

“All repairs have been
completed with exception
of the Route 715 bridge
replacement. Currently,
preliminary  engineering
and environmental work
are underway for that proj-
ect,” Virginia Department
of Transportation Bristol
district spokesperson Mi-
chelle Earl said.

That environmental
work is complicated by an
endangered critter.

“The bridge was owver
Dismal Creek, which is
critical habitat for the Big
Sandy crayfish that is listed
as a federally threatened
gpecies,” Earl said. “VDOT
performed a crayfsh sor-
vey at the bridge location
in late May and identified
Big Sandy crayhsh during
the survey”

The next steps will in-
clude formal consultation
with U.5. Fish and Wildlife
through the Federal High-
way Administration and

coordination with Virginia
Department of Wildlife Re-
sources, Karl said.

VDOT officials haven't
established a formal time-
table to replace the bridge.

A partial flood casualty
was the DMsmal River elec-
trical substation operated
by Appalachian Power.
While still serving custom-
ers, plans are to nltimately
retire it, spokesperson Te-
resa Hall said via email.

“The Dismal River sta-
tion sustained a lot of dam-
age in the flood and many
components of the substa-
tion are no longer working.
We moved a mobile unit in
to this spot so that we can
continoe to serve custom-
ers. Dur fotore plans are to
purchase property to build
anew station and retire this
location,” she wrote.

The upper portion of
the equipment is working
properly, Hall said, but the
lower equipment is “per-
manently damaged.™

“The top of the substa-

tion combined with the
maobile unit we installed
in the station are working
together to keep the power
to customers,” according to
Hall.

About 2,000 people were
without power in the im-
mediate aftermath of the
flooding.

A short distance from the
substation, railroad tracks
can be seen dangling in
the air, just as they did a
year ago, after loodwaters
washed out a section of
trackbed.

The tracks are owned by
Norfolk Southern Railway,
according to the county,
but a request for comment
from the rmailroad didn't
receive an immediate re-

SPOTSE.

Last fall, FEMA approved
amajor disaster declaration
for Buchanan and Tazewell
countics due to the dev-
astating flash floods and
landslides. The declaration
provides federal support
through Public Assistance
and Hazard Mitigation
grant programs to assist in
recovery efforts and protect
against future disasters,
according to a statement
from the governor’s office.

Putting that into prac-
tice, has been a challenge,
County  Administrator
Craig Horn said.

“Getting help for a pri-
vate individual is very dif-
ficult. You have to navigate
the federal system - which
is even difficult for peo-
ple working for county
government,” Homm said
Thursday. “We had quite a
few people completely lost
their homes. We had a local
company do alot of volun-
teer work to clean the area
up. We couldn't do it aslo-
cal government becanse it

was private property.”

The county did accept
debris from the cleanup
efforts.

County officials are cur-
rently awaiting word on
about $18 million in state
funding that is dependent
on a budget agreement in
Richmond, Horn said.

“There is money for the
Whitewood area as soon as
the governor signs the bud-
get. I think that will help,”
he said, adding the county
has two social service em-
ployees ready to assist ap-
plicants. “We think that
will go relatively quickly.
For government, quick is
anywhere from four to nine
months.

“Most of our problem has
been dealing with FEMA
[Federal Emergency Man-
agement Agency], which
affects our reimburse-
ments for what we did to
clean up the area to get de-
bris out of the river, off the
banks and out of the road.
Some things are just lying
there and will canse more
problems when the water
gels up again Horn said.

A trek alomg Dismal
River Road reveals some
bridges still have exten-
sive tree debris collected
beneath them. In addition
other parts of the stream
are ohstructed by trees and
logs left there by floodwa-
ters.

“One of the things peo-
ple don't understand is we
wonld like to remove some
of the debris that is in the
crecks and river - that
we think is going to cause
problems the next time we
have water again. But the
federal government makes
it very, very difficult,” Horn
said."Between the 30 or 31
different agencies we have

to go through, all the spe-
cies we have to deal with
that are endangered. We
have a crawfish that's en-
dangered and a snail darter
that's endangered. Thank
God we don't have a mussel
that's endangered.”

Every step, Horn said,
takes time.

“The citizens don't un-
derstand. [ don't blame
them a bit - why it takes
this long. And they really
don't understand why we
can't just re-chammel it
[waterway]. Why we can't
goup through there, like we
did in 1977, put a big bull-
dozer in the river and some
excavators in there and get
that stuff out of there so the
water will stay in the river.
But we're restricted from
doing that by the federal
government.

“There are spolts we're
just getting to in Hurley
[flood] - which happened
in 2021. We're just now
getting permits done on
money we were granted
from MRCS [MNatural Re-
sources Conservation Ser-
vice], with permits from the
Corps of Engineers, to get
into those areas and clean
out four different areas,”
he said.

Inresponse to aquestion,
Horn said homes could be
built back in some previ-
ously flooded areas along
Dismal Creek, so long as
the floor was 18 inches
above the federally desig-
nated flood plain elevation
for that area and be engi-
neered to resist the pres-
sures of flood water. He said
that can be Msive.

Land deemed to be in the
floodway cannot be rebuilt
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$500K in, United Way eyes 12 to 18

months to complete Whitewood work

Editor’s Note: This is the third of four
stories looking at the ongoing impacts of
last year’s flooding in Buchanan County
around the one-year anniversary of the
event. Turn to Page A3 to read the second
story, which was published online.

DAVID MCGEE
BRISTOL HERALD COURIER

The United Way of Southwest Virginia
was among the first to respond to the
2022 flash flooding disaster in Buchanan
County and, to date, has provided almost

$500,000 in assistance.

But its leaders say much work remains
to be domne.

“They refer to this as ‘long-term re-
covery’ and it really is a long-term re-
covery process,” CEQ Travis Staton said.

Please see REBUILDING, Page A4

DANIEL SANGJIE MIN, TIMES-DISPATCH

This aerial view from last July shows
the number of houses damaged by
floodwaters along a section of Dismal
River Road in July 2022.



Rebuilding

From Al

“Typically, disasters of this
magnitude are a 36-month
window of recovery, build-
ing back, getting people
back on track. It takes along
time when you have that
many individuals needing
help at one time.”

For example, 21 residents
of the Whitewood area
whose homes were de-
stroyed are seeking assis-
tance. More than $230,000
has been spent, one case
has been completed, while
the other 20 are in progress
and about $230,000 re-
mains committed to those
families, according to the
agency.

The United Way received
a total of 294 requests for
assistance, has spent more
than $480,000 with an-
other $350,000 commit-
ted. Of that total, 256 were
completed and 38 remainin
progress.

“We were helping with
the Hurley flooding [2021]
and were breaking ground
for the first house in Hurley
a year after the storm and
that’s when Whitewood
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This section of Dismal River Road shows where repairs were
needed to get traffic flowing after being damaged by the July
2022 Buchanan County flooding.

flooded. It mirrors Hurley.
We had requests for as-
sistance from about 300
families or households and
were able to help 200 fairly
quickly,” he said.

“Those were things like
ice, or flashlights or food.
Immediate needs because
they didn’t have power, ac-
cessibility, shelter. Those
kinds of things” Staton
said. “Owverall, the case-
load for the types of crite-
ria we're helping with, we
classify into three areas — a
home with minor damage,
a home with major damage

or it’s destroyed. Then there
are details like whether it
was insured, not insured,
under insured, those types
of things.

More than 100 structures
were classified as destroyed
or damaged to some degree,
according to a state survey.

“We made a lot of prog-
ress early on in Whitewood
because we were already on
the ground, just over the hill
in Hurley. We had a long-
term recovery group team
in place that graciously
agreed to expand their
scope to work on both in-

cidents” Staton said. “The
Department of Social Ser-
vices has been tremendous.
Several faith-based groups,
nonprofit organizations,
Mountain Mission School
has been fantastic helping
with volunteer coordina-
tion, some logistical things."
As the catastrophe marks
its onme-year anniversary,
flood plain remapping isn’t
finalized and many details
remain up in the air.
“We've got homes we've
awarded support to, to build
back, but we cannot get a
building permit. We've been
making major progress on
those families whose house
is habitable but needs to
get repaired,” he said. “We
have the resources and the
groups. We just need some
more volunteers who can
do drywall or plumbing or
HVAC. That would help us
is some skilled volunteers.”
Staton said their goal is
to complete all work in the
Whitewood area within the
next 12 to 18 months.
“There were 21 homes,
that requested assistance,
that were destroyed in
Whitewood. That’s alot,” he
said. “I think we've built six
homes in Hurley with the

Mennonites. We have two
under construction right
now and Hurley is just about
over the hump. Whitewood
is running on a good time-
line but we're waiting on
this floodplain mapping so
we can get building permits
and get those things under-
way..!l

A proposed $18 million
in additional funding to
aid recovery efforts is in-
cluded in the state budget
to provide some assistance
for Whitewood area res-

idents through the state

Department of Housing and
Community Development.

However, the state still has
no finalized budget.

“DHCD has done a great
job with what they're do-
ing” Staton said. “We hope
they get a budget approved
soon and there will be some
additional funding for the
Whitewood area, so some
of these families can start

putting it back together”
dmcgee@bristolnews.com —
Twitter: @DMcGeeBHC
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