Meramec flood crest may set record
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The fast-spreading Meramec River swamped whole neighborhoods, washed against sandbag defenses and threatened a major interstate highway as it surged toward crests today that could beat the river's historic worst.

If the forecasts prove true, the lower Meramec will get within a foot — or beat by a few inches — the wide, muddy heights of its massive flood of December 1982.

Officials still expect a record crest of 40 feet this evening at Valley Park, a town that has been overwhelmed many times by the power of the volatile river but is now snug behind a new levee.

The crest would be barely 4 inches higher than the record of Dec. 6, 1982. That would be 24 feet over flood stage at the old river town. 
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On Friday afternoon, the National Weather Service reduced by 1 foot its projected crests today for Pacific and Eureka. But it stuck with its bet for Valley Park, partly because the high Mississippi River is slowing the Meramec's flow, said Mark Fuchs, hydrologist at the weather office in Weldon Spring.

While a foot less is good news for people with homes in water, the flood is still a major event. And the Meramec is shutting down roads and causing widespread damage.

It flooded all of Pacific southeast of the Burlington Northern Santa Fe line, leaving about 200 homes and buildings flooded or cut off.

The water also covered much of Eureka south of the railroad and threatened to wash across Interstate 44, west of Highway 141.

Highway 141's interchange beneath I-44 already is swamped. Crews ran concrete barriers along the outer shoulders of I-44 on Friday and stacked sandbags around stormwater drains, hoping to keep the highway dry.

But Col. James Keathley, superintendent of the Missouri Highway Patrol, warned motorists to prepare for a likely closing of the interstate for 12 to 24 hours, beginning sometime today.

"We do believe that eventually the interstate will be shut down," Keathley said.

The bulge of floodwater was fed by two days of rain earlier this week that dumped 4 to 7 inches across the Meramec's wide, hill-country basin. The storms also pushed the Missouri and Mississippi rivers above flood stages near and below St. Louis. But, at least in the St. Louis area, those big rivers were not expected to cause much trouble.

The Meramec's wrath was expected to be nasty but short. It was forecast to fall beneath flood stage at Pacific by Monday and Valley Park by Wednesday.

MANY FLEE

On Friday in Pacific, the river covered at least 30 blocks and pushed against the sandbags in the old business district. Officials estimated that 530 people, 184 homes, 35 business and five apartment buildings were affected.

Many fled, but a few stayed. Jim and Jane Natz barbecued on their porch as a Coast Guard patrol boat motored up to their home, which was surrounded by water. Natz's own boat was tethered to the porch.

"If something bad comes up, we can get in our boat and go to dry ground," said the nonchalant Jim Natz.

Where river meets pavement, refugee Mary Mann couldn't see her home on Watson Street but knew it was surrounded by water. "I wasn't looking for a lakefront lot, but they brought it to me," she said.

At Eureka, about 50 volunteers filled another 30,000 sandbags and shipped them on pickups to the low spots. The river was expected to reach about 20 homes and businesses south of the train tracks as it moves toward a crest this afternoon.

One place needing sandbags was the Emerald Forest subdivision, off Highway 109 north of I-44. Officials projected that the flood would cut off the 100 homes from roads for as long as 36 hours.

Emerald Forest is near Eureka High School, where doorways were sandbagged against water that already covered the athletic fields. The baseball backstops were more than two-thirds underwater. School athletic director Marty O'Hern paddled a kayak to fetch bobbing athletic equipment.

"It looks like a lot of away games to me," O'Hern said.

In Arnold, where the Meramec was expected to get within 4 feet of its record, only about 12 homes were threatened, said Jefferson County emergency director Susan Green. That's because whole neighborhoods were bought out by the federal flood program after the devastating floods of 1982 and 1993.

In the western part of the county, many homes were flooded by the Big River earlier this week. Even though the river began falling late Thursday, Jefferson County won't yet let people back to their flooded neighborhoods.

In Fenton, sandbaggers surrounded vulnerable buildings in the old downtown district. Officials estimated about 40 buildings would be flooded or affected.

HAVING FAITH

In Valley Park, Mayor Jeffery Whitteaker remained confident that the levee, built in 2005, would hold easily against the flood. The Army Corps of Engineers rates it to 45 feet, or 5 feet higher than the forecast.

"Until the corps tells us there is something dangerous, we are not going to make anybody move out of their homes," Whitteaker said after he surveyed the river from the levee top. 

Many of his residents already have done that. After the St. Louis County emergency office called for a voluntary evacuation on Wednesday, many residents chose bad memories over a new, untested levee and packed for the hills.

Much of the old town is deserted, protected by county police officers who ward off the curious.

The defenses at Valley Park did spring two leaks Friday: Water rushed from the embankment of the Union Pacific railroad, close to where it joins the levee, and groundwater bubbled into a retention pond on the east end of town.

Volunteers ringed the leaking railroad grade with sandbags in hopes of trapping the seepage.

At the Steak 'n Shake restaurant just south of I-44, water rose onto the parking lot and was expected to get in the building. Max Malz, a manager, said the company had closed it at the request of the city and removed the food and what equipment could be carried.

"The grease trap has been pumped, and we shut off the electric," he said. "Now, it's just a wait."

