Agnes: Pottstown’s worst disaster (3)
This month is the 50th anniversary
of Hurricane Agnes, which caused the
worst flood in Pennsylvania history,
including Pottstown. As a Mercury cub
reporter in 1972, I helped cover the
flood and its aftermath. (Part 3 of 4).
As night fell on June 22, 1972,
the sky was full of noise and lights on
the south side of the Schuylkill River.
The worst flooding took place in
the area of North Coventry Township
known as South Pottstown.
Scores of families were rescued
from their homes by police rescue
workers and volunteers in boats, but
some people refused to leave. Only
when the water covered the first floor
and inched above the
second did they agree
to go. By that time the
only way to leave was
by helicopter.
One hundred twenty
-nine
people
were
plucked from upper
story windows and
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Navy airmen flying
out of the Lakehurst, N.J., Naval Air station.
One squadron leader told me that
in 15 years he’d never seen tougher
conditions.
There were high tension powerlines and tall trees, all of which had
to be sighted in the dark, “and I think
everybody in Pottstown has a 40 foot
TV antenna,” the airman said.
While pilots hovered the aircraft,
another airman would descend in a
net to bring up people trapped in the
flood. The first person to be rescued
was an 89-year-old man with a pacemaker. The second rescue was a
huge dog. Time and again airmen
were lowered to the rooftops only to
find the greatest difficulty was talking
people into getting into the net
One airman hopped from rooftop
to rooftop like a chase scene from a
movie looking for victims. One man
was found on the roof of his car.
Another complication for the helicopters was building up airspeed
after hovering. When a helicopter
hovers it can’t go straight up, but
must go forward a bit to gather air
speed.
That wasn’t easy when the helicopters were surrounded by trees and
wires. “The scariest thing was going
back in the daylight and seeing how
close we were,” one pilot said.

Navy Lt. Commander Bill Stennett
at the controls of his “Sea King”
helicopter.
Steve Stennett, who currently lives
near Easton, was 12 years old and living in Toms River, N.J., when his father,
Lt. Commander Bill Stennett, stationed
at the nearby Lakehurst Naval Air Station, was ordered to Pottstown to rescue
flood victims.
“My dad’s normal mission was fleet
escort, fishing pilots out of the water,”
he said. Pulling people out of houses
amidst antennas, high power lines, and
trees was more difficult. Stennett’s log
book showed he made an extraordinary
number of landings on rescue duty in
Pottstown.
Lt. Cdr. Stennett and several of his
colleagues received medals for their
efforts. Stennett died in 2018 at age 87,
and his son only recently discovered
through research the reason for the
medal. A remarkable feature of Agnes
was that so many people in landlocked
Pottstown were saved by the U.S. Navy.

A SOUTH HANOVER STREET resident is evacuated by a Navy helicopter during Hurricane Agnes.

