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A vehicle is submerged in Troublesome Creek near Dwarf on Aug. 2. Flood waters devastated many communities in Eastern Kentucky in late
July.

Ukraine:
Cities near

nuclear plant
shelled

BY YESICA FISCH
Associated Press

SLOVYANSK, UKRAINE

Russian rocket and artillery
strikes hit areas across the
Dnieper River from Europe’s
largest nuclear power plant,
Ukrainian officials said Sunday,
as fears persisted that fighting in
the vicinity could damage the
plant and cause a radiation leak.

Russian forces took control of
the Zaporizhzhia Nuclear Power
Plant soon after the war began
and hold adjacent territory
along the left bank of the wide
river. Ukraine controls the right
bank, including the cities of
Nikopol and Marhanets, each of
them about 6 miles from the
plant.

Russian Defense Ministry
spokesman Igor Konashenkov
said Sunday that Ukrainian
forces had shelled the plant
twice over the past day and that
some shells fell near buildings

apartments out of a building storing reactor fuel and radio-
H ow Tro u es o m e that used to house a post office active waste.

and a business specializing in Heavy firing during the night

insurance claim restoration left parts of Nikopol without

Creek became the center

of a flood disaster

BY AUSTIN HORN
ahorn@herald-leader.com

TROUBLESOME CREEK
Kelly Smith doesn’t know
where he’ll go.
But wherever it is, it won’t be

around Troublesome Creek,
Smith said as he was rifling
through the rubble and mud of
his little slice of bottomland
earlier this month in Eastern
Knott County, a community
called Fisty that was ravaged by
historic flooding.

“I've lost 50 years here,”
Smith said. “The flood de-
stroyed everything I got.”

Smith, 67, did well for him-
self there.

He ran a trucking business, a

scrap yard, a small self-serve
car wash, and rented some

projects. He also hid two prized
possessions — mint condition
Camaro sports cars from 1968
and ‘67 — in a cavernous ga-
rage that flooded.

Smith watched it happen up
close, from an apartment win-
dow above the small two-car
wash that floodwaters reached.

In a matter of hours, all of it
got junked by a rising Trouble-
some Creek.

Alittle kingdom in Fisty,
mostly gone because of a flood

SEE FLOOD, 2A

electricity, said Valentyn Rez-
nichenko, governor of the Dni-
propetrovsk region. Rocket
strikes damaged about a dozen
residences in Marhanets, ac-
cording to Yevhen Yevtushenko,
the administration head for the
district that includes the city of
about 45,000.

The city of Zaporizhzhia,
about 25 miles upriver from the
nuclear plant, also came under
fire during the night, wounding
two people, city council member

SEE UKRAINE, 2A
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that far exceeded any he’d
ever seen. Smith had no
insurance.

Take a drive down the
roads that snake along
much of the creck’s bank
—KY-550 and 476 —and
you'll see dozens more
patches of bottomland like
Smith’s. Little communi-
ties cut off from the road
because a bridge washed
out, a baseball ficld whose
fences arc completely
caked in mud and debris,
and scores of homes
whose walls got soaked or
were completely washed
away.

Tons of trash and debris
are still stuck on bends in
the creek where branches,
other debris, or lower
water levels stopped them
before they moved along
into the Kentucky River,
which feeds inte the Ohio,
the Mississippi, then the
Gulf of Mexico.

Residents agree that
Troublesome Creek is
aptly named, though its
origins are uncertain:
depending on who you
ask, the stream got its
name from Civil War
soldiers having difficulty
crossing it, or from a spate
of floods in the pioneer
days.

Either way, the creek
spelled trouble for resi-
dents like Smith. For at
least 39 people region-
wide, the catastrophe
caused death. The flooded
Troublesome Creek, and
the streams that feed into
it, killed nearly half of the
victims of July’s historic
flooding across Kentucky's
Appalachian East.

The destruction leaves
many mourning the loss of
life and sense of peace
along Troublesome
Creek’s banks and won-
dering why this creek, of
all the Appalachian rivu-
lets, became the most
deadly in the flooding.

‘BIG GUSH’ MEETS
‘CLIMATE ZERQ’

In many ways, there isa
simple answer for why the
flood hit Troublesome
Creek so hard: a lot of rain
over a sustained period
and a whole lot of it in the
hours leading up to the
worst of the floods.

Chris Barton, a profes-
sor of Forest Hydrology
and Watershed Manage-
ment at the University of
Kentucky, kept a close eye
on data from a weather
station at Robinson Forest
in Breathitt County. His
station recorded nine
inches of rain over July 26,
27 and 28 when the flood-
ing became deadly for so

Those rains in the days
lcading up to the horren-
dous July 28 event sat-
urated the soils and
stressed the ephemeral
streams (waterways that
only activate during signif-
icant rainfall) that feed
into small ial

said the most intense
rainfall event he’s ob-
served there occurred
when four inches came
down in just five hours.

“Your soils were sat-
urated and water was
already flowing. When
that big gush came at 10
p-m., the system just
couldn’t handle it,” Barton
said.

The readings from Rob-
inson Forest suggest that
the rainfall was more
intense there than in the
region writ large, since the
National Weather Service
recorded cight inches in
the Jackson area, which
covers several Eastern
Kentucky counties.

Barton emphasized the
importance of thinking
about the whole system in
the event that made Trou-
blesome Creek such a
“meat grinder,” as one
local put it. It's not just a
story about one creek, but
hundreds of overwhelmed
ephemeral streams and
watersheds feeding into
one creek that's usually a
peaceful little stream.

For every mile of peren-
nial stream, there are 10

miles of epl al

FIGHTING A FLOOD
RECOVERY ON TWO
FRONTS

Hindman Mayor Tracey
Niece said his theme song
was country singer Jack-
son Browne’s “Running on
Empty.”

That's because he's
fighting a flood recovery
battle on two fronts: His
entire town went under-
water in the height of the
event, killing three citi-
zens in city limits. He also
lost everything that he
owns to the water.

In the wee hours of the
morning, Niece and his
family fled the home
that’s been in his family
for more than 50 years for
higher ground near the
road. Niece could only
watch as the waters he'd
fished and swam in as a
little boy took over his
brick home.

“I was watching my
history of my family,
where I grew up and
played for years, disap-
pear. There's no words to
deseribe it. It's just a sunk-
en fecling,” Niece said.

Main street in Hindman
looked like you could go

S

streams, Barton said.

Of course, many of the
comments Barton and
other scientists made
aren’t exclusive to Trou-
blesome Creek and the
areas around it. For in-
stance, the steep and
sometimes rocky terrain in
that area and clsewhere in
Eastern Kentucky contrib-
uted to the floods, accord-
ing to Kentucky State
Geologist Bill Haneberg

“If water falls in a very
flat area, it has lots of time

rafting on it,
he said.

For now, Niece’s focus
is on getting bridges for
communities still cut off
back up and the city’s
sewer system online -
they’ve had water for
some days, but ne func-
tioning sewer system.

His family was one of a
lucky few with flood insur-
ance, but his specific pol-
icy may not make him so
lucky.

Niece says that he’s
been mostly stiffed by the

to slowly p late into

be-

the ground, to the extent
that the soil can absorb it.
If it's in a very steep area,
it runs off very quickly.
The soils in Appalachia in
general tend to be rocky
so they may not have the
same capacity to absorb,”
Haneberg said.

Nicolas Zegre, an Asso-
clate Professor of Forest
Hydrology at the Uni-
versity of West Virginia,
said that as much as
there’s a particular story
to tell about how Trouble-
some Creek got so bad
locally, attention should
also be paid to climate
change’s role in increased
flooding.

Zegre called Appalachia
“climate zero,” like pa-
tient zero or the first per-
son to get a diseasein a
pandemic. The region is
among the first to face the
consequences of a carbon-
extractive economy, he
said, and that economy
fueled by coal in this re-
gion fed many families
and lined many wallets
before suffering a down-
turn in recent decades.

“It’s climate zero be-
cause we're not only the
source of part of the car-
bon, but we're also dis-
proportionately vulnerable
to the impacts of more
carbon in the atmosphere
because our people live in

strecams, which feed into
Troublesome Creek.
Then, from 10 p.m. on
Wednesday the 27th to 3
a.m. on Thursday, Barton

Our entire built envi-
ronment is within reach of
a stream.”

F
cause he only had structu-
ral insurance on his home.

“They're telling me that
the brick on the outside of
my house, there is no
structural damage. It’s not
cracked or anything like
that,” Niece said. “And
I'm like, ‘Okay, what
about the floor joists, the
floor buckling up, the
walls that are 2x4, the
rafters. The interior struc-
ture is totally a disaster,
and I don't think they're
gonna cover it.”

Hindman, native Allison
Slone said, was a great
place to grow up.

Allison Slone, who now
lives in Morchead, re-
members her early years
growing up in Hindman
on a house high up a hill
across the road from Trou-
blesome Creck.

She remembers haleyon
days of crossing the road
to dig for crawdads in the
creek, and the almost
familial warmth with
which almost everyone in
the area greeted her. Her
family made a lot of jokes,
too - and the recent trage-
dy made her recall one in
particular about the end
times.

“We used to laugh and
say ‘if the water ever got
up near to our house, the
world was gonna end,””
Slone said.

On the morning of the
flood, the water did just
that.

STRIP MINING MEANS
‘MORE WATER IN THE
SYSTEM'

Troublesome Creek is
straddled by sizable form-
er strip mine sites - Star
Fire near Ary almost hugs
the creek, while a site near
Chavies and the newly
reclaimed Mine Made
Adventure Park arc only a
few miles away on either
side.

The prevalence of
mountaintop removal has
raised the question of how
strip mining might have
affected the severity of the
floods.

But researchers have a
word for what we know
about the effect of the
practice on flooding:
equivocal.

“Whether it’s a forested
or mined watershed, if
people live in a narrow
holler in a V-shaped valley
downstream, they were
gonna be impacted,”
Zegre said.

One documented reason
that strip mining, or
mountaintop removal, is
likely to make floods
worsen is that the soil is
heavily compacted.

‘The mining practice’s
effect on floods, Zegre
said, is still equivocal
because the harm of soil
compaction has yet to be
fully weighed against the
benefits of having several
hundred acres of flat land
- WhEl’E ‘water can rest
before being whisked
away by gravity to lower
ground.

“Loss of infiltration
means that more water is
going to run off. We have
alot of data that would
suggest that would hap-
pen, but the reality of it is
that the sites aren’t nearly
as steep as they were be-
fore they were mined. Ina
natural, unmined forest,
there’s nowhere for water
to sort of hang out or be
stored,” Barton.

Barton knows from
experience. Part of the
reason he keeps a close
eye on Robinson Forest is
that he also monitors the
nearby former Star Fire
mine site, which sits a
little over halfway down
Troublesome Creek’s
length, for a university
project.

He helps with the effort
of trying to reforest the
Star Fire site, a project
that started in the late
1990s. About 70% of the
native species where the
team used low compaction
reclamation techniques
survive.

Trees are important,
and the lack of them on
strip mine sites could
cause flooding to worsen,
because their canopy
catches a certain amount
of rain and their roots
absorb some precipitation
as well.

“When you get rid of
the trees, you sort of shut
off that pump, which
means there’s gonna be
more water in that sys-
tem,” Barton said.

In the aftermath of the
flooding, a tiny strecam
that runs down from Star
Fire was completely over-
whelmed. Chunks of soil
several feet wide had been
ripped off the sides of the

stream by the floodwaters.

Zegre said that the
greater exposure of soils
on a strip mine site to
weather make those soils
more likely to run off.

“When you have a sur-
face mine, there’s a lot of
that geologic material that
can erode and mobilize.
That sedimentation then
goes into the stream chan-
nels, and it fills in the
stream channels. That
means there's less storage
in the natural stream
channel than would be if
there was not a mine,”
Zcegre said.

There are retention
basins, sediment ponds
and diversion ditches on
many mines that are
meant to help with runoff
issues, though those could
fail in a severe enough
cvent, Barton said.

Plaintiffs in the River
Caney community, whose
sit along a tiny creek just
below one of the strip
mines in both Trouble-
some Creek and the North
Fork of the Kentucky Riv-
er’s watersheds, just filed
a lawsuit against a surface
mining company for the
alleged failure of its silt
ponds, which they claim
led to mass destruction in
their community and con-
tamination of their drink-
ing water,

RISING WATER AND
‘NO WAY OUT"

Gary Click lives in a part
of Carrie that was not
considered a floodplain.

He thought he and his
wife Wilma were in the
clear that morning, even
taking a less fortunate
neighbor onto his porch to
watch the water.

But soon, they found
themselves retreating
inside. Water rose up to
their chests as they prayed
it didn’t rise any further.

“It was like the Titanic -
you done hit the iceberg.
There’s no way out,” Click
said.

Thankfully, that's where
the flooding stopped.

Click, a retired data
processor for regional
grocery chain IGA, was
able to buy up a sizable
slice of bottom land sur-
rounding his trailer on
Troublesome Creek over
the years. He was pretty
excited about its potential
because the county gov-
ernment had recently
cleaned the creek up.

“It was a fairly decent
little tributary of water,
not just filth and debris,
but guess what: it's right
back where it started,”
Click said.

All half-dozen structures
were overwhelmed with
mud and water and the
Click family had no insur-
ance. A 500-gallon collec-
tion tank from a gas well
now sits in the creek be-
hind his property.

The flooding was so bad
in his part of the creek
that friends from church
approached him at a relief
center and called him
“Lazarus,” after the bibli-
cal character that Jesus
raised from the dead.

SEE FLOOD, 4A
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COULD DREDGING THE
CREEK HELP?

Some believe that
dredging streams - clear-
ing out the bottom of a
stream bed of mud and
debris - is the answer to
mitigating floods in places
like Troublesome Creek.

But rules around when
groups can dredge are
stringent. Some states
have banned certain types
of dredging, and federal
rules protecting habitats
for animals like crawdads
are limiting the ability for
gOVernments or groups to
dredge several miles of
creek.

On Troublesome Creek,
a federal determination
that the arrow darter, a
small fish, is endangered
and that it has habitats on
Troublesome Creek in
2016 barred it from being
dredged without a federal
permit.

Senate President Robert
Stivers, R-Manchester,
said that there was frustra-
tion among some with the
stringent rules that often
disallow governments
from dredging their
creeks.

“We're going to be
interested in tiger mus-
sels, but not the people
that died in Eastern Ken-
tucky,” Stivers asked rhet-
orically.

That frustration exists
among Eastern Kentucky
state legislators on both
sides of the aisle.

“I'm a Democrat. I'm all
about protecting the envi-
ronment, but we have to
be able to dredge those
creeks,” Rep. Angie Hat-
ton, D-Whitesburg, said.
“I know it’s gonna start
happening in Letcher
County where we don’t
flood because our creeks
are going to be full the
next time it rains, and it’s
gonna get worse every
time.”

Matt Daley, director of
communications and lo-
gistics for Emergency
Disaster Services in Lex-
ington and a native of
Hindman where the flood-
ing was particularly costly,
said that he thinks the
issue needs to be closely
examined.

He laid blame at the
fect of the U.S. Army
Corps of Engincers, which
is tasked with adminis-
tering certain environ-
mental regulations and
with federal flood protec-
tion projects.

“The Army Corps of
Engineers, as good and as
intelligent as those people
are, have been very slow
to dredge our waterways
in a way that would help
at least limit the deluge
and the blockage of water
that then can’t withstand

that kind of rainfall. If you
dredge Troublesome
Creek a couple times,
there’s a good chance
there would be, let’s say,
15 people that are still
alive because of that,”
Daley said.

The agency has not yet
responded to questions
about how many permits
have been sought on Trou-
blesome Creek and in
Eastern Kentucky, or how
many of them have been
approved.

Barton and Zegre, the
two hydrologists, say that
asking the corps to change
rules on dredging may not
be the answer.

Natural streams in gen-
eral have a way of regulat-
ing themselves more effi-
ciently than humans, they
said.

Barton said that it sim-
ply isn’t an option in many
creeks like Troublesome.
Very often, the bottom of
those streams aren't far
from bedrock as is.

“The streams are going
to naturally cut in floods.
When they cut down and
get to bedrock, then they
start to widen, and that
means you're losing even
more of that precious
floodplain,” Barton said.
“In a system like this - a
mountainous stream sys-
tem - that wouldn’t be an
option. Nature’s taking
care of that one.”

Zegre said that in cer-
tain instances, dredging
could be beneficial, but
the larger problem is land
use - surface mining, road
building, tree removal and
farming - that changes the
natural equilibrium of the
watershed.

“The land usec practices
that result in more sedi-
ment going into the
stream. That’s actually
what the problem is. And
simply by dredging a
stream you're not solving
the problem.

‘DESTROYED AGAIN:’
RECOVERING FROM
MULTIPLE DISASTERS

Dana Fugate was post-
master at the Lost Creek
Post Office, at the in-
tersection where that
stream feeds Troublesome
Creck, for 19 years.

Two houses down from
the Lost Creelk post office
along Troublesome, Fu-
gate knew a couple that
had worked hard over the
years to improve their
home on KY-476. Now all
that’s left of the structure
is blocks, she said.

And the wife was among
the dead.

“They found her and
identified her by her pace-
maker,” Fugate said.

A figure in the Breathitt
County community, Fu-
gate served on the long-
term recovery team from
March 2021 floods that
rocked the area. She
knows how long bouncing

back from a disaster sig-
nificantly less devastating
took.

“A lot of these people
that had just gotten situat-
ed, just thought ‘okay, I
can get back to my life,’
they’re destroyed again,”
Fugate said.

The people of that area
lock after their own, Fu-
gate said. She knows be-
cause she’s enjoyed many
a gifted egg sandwich for
breakfast, along with jars
of strawberry jam.

“They are just very real
people. My grandmother
was from up in that area
and my dad went to
school over there. Once
they found out who I was,
I was family,” Fugate said.
“They’re mountain peo-
ple, and mountain people
are the best in my opin-
ion.”

Austin Horn:
706-571-8597,
@ AustinHorn

Obituaries

Alexandra Hu
September 9, 199¢

Lexington, Kentucky
- With deepest somow, we
announce the death of our
beloved, brave daughter Al-
exandra “Alex™ Simpson on
August 27th after a valiant
10-month battle with a re-
curring childhood cancer,
CIC-DUX4, a rare sarcoma.
Born on Seplember 9, 1999
to the late William Jerome
Simpson and Melanie Glass-
cock Simpson, Alex was a
unique and gifted individual
who was loved fiercely by
all who knew her. A 2018
SCAPA-Lafayette High
School graduate, Alex had
pursued musical theater be-
fore attending Dartmouth
College where she was a
cum laude graduate this June,
2022, with a double major in
French and Psychology and a
Government minor.

To hear Alex say it, “If
you meet me in person, I bet
you'll never guess...I'm an
actor, student, oclopus re-
searcher, cheer captain, Fran-
cophile...and a proud two-
time cancer survivor.” Alex
had been admitted this spring
1o law school and was plan-
ning to make her mark on the
world by being an instrument
of change through her legal
education. She wanted to pri-
oritize pediatric patient care
and protect the professionals
who have the courage (o ry
1o fix them. She was a strong
believer that everyone needs
a crusader or two 1o march
beside them.

In recent months, once
the cancer returned a 3rd
time, Alex balanced arduous
medical treatments at Boston
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