
3

The first thing that greets you in the town of Clay is the dust. It rises in 
swirls from the muck encrusted ground that slowly bakes beneath the 
hot July sun. The ashen clouds swell here, descend there, and paint 
the town in a ghostly gray. It’s as if each cloud is meant to serve as a 
poignant reminder of the flood waters that ravaged the area a week 
earlier.

Yet, amongst the grim swirls exists an indescribable energy; an ineffab-
le vim that not only transcends the devastation but eclipses despair. 
It’s an energy shared amongst those that reside here and those that 
come to help. The energy takes the form of a communal conviction 
that no matter what Mother Nature sows, amity will be reaped.

One of those involved in the reaping is Morgantown Utility Board Master Electrician Joe Reynolds. His trip to 
Clay began with an urgent text message from West Virginia American Water’s Executive Director Amy Swann 
to MUB Assistance General Manager and Chief Engineer Doug Smith.

“The town of Clay needs a master electrician at their wastewater treatment plant. Do you have anyone along 
with a fully stocked truck?” the text asked.

“We do,” Smith replied.

Hours later Reynolds was on his way to Clay County.

“Leaving Morgantown, I had no idea what to expect, said Morgantown Utility Board team member and Mas-
ter Electrician Joe Reynolds. “When I arrived I was saddened and shocked by just how high the water had 
risen. The plant was essentially submerged.”

At Clay, the Elk River rose more than 30 feet, destroying everything in its path and leaving debris scattered 
about.

“When I pulled off the freeway, there were giant piles of people’s flood damaged belongings being loaded 
into trucks for removal. I was astonished at how much stuff there was and how much the water destroyed,” 
he said.

Even at the wastewater treatment plant, a flipped car rested on its top and various vehicles belonging to the 
plant sat destroyed. However, despite the devastation around him, Reynolds knew he had work to do.

“When I arrived there were a few guys helping. The plant was still at a critical/emergency stage and our goal 

Answering the call for help
As West Virginia residents sought to piece their lives back toget-
her following devastating floods, MUB team member Joe Rey-
nolds jumped into help. This is his story.

See Reynolds, Page 4
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was simple: To get the plant operational,” he said.

After inspecting and repairing various components and wirings, Reynolds determined that the electronic 
components were in working order and that the plant was almost ready to go operational.

“The motors on the clarifiers were jammed so I had to take a wrench and manually move the motors until 
they were free,” Reynolds sad.

After that, the plant was powered up and once again functioning.

For the plant’s chief operator, Tyler Reedy, it was nothing short of a blessing. Having been at the plant as the 
water receded, seeing it operational a week later was close to a miracle.

“When the water receded and we were able to reach the plant, the only thing I could think of was, ‘Oh crap’, 
Reedy said. “I immediately called the Department of Environmental Protection and they got the wheels mo-
ving in terms of getting us help.”

“The last week has been a blur. We’ve been working 16-plus hour days doing everything from removing 

An overturned vehicle rests atop a trailer just outside the Clay Wastewater Treatment Plant where 
Reynolds worked. The plant is visible in the background.
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Reynolds, continued from Page 4

destroyed items, to checking equipment. We’re just now getting to the point where we can begin cleaning 
the mud from our buildings,” he said.

Of course, the flood not only affected the plant but its peripheral equipment.

“We had seven pump stations. Of those, four were completely submerged, including the control panels. The 
majority of our vehicles were also destroyed. It was amazing how fast and how far the water rose,” he added.

Still, Reedy remains grateful that the plant is again running and for the help that came his way.

“The outpouring of support from our fellow wastewater treatment professionals was amazing. We never 
could have accomplished this without their help. We can’t thank them enough,” Reedy said.

Reynolds adds that responding to the call for help was similarly gratifying.

“It was truly a team effort between various agencies and extremely rewarding to be a part of repairing so-

The depth of the water can be seen from the debris left strewn along the Clay Wastewater Treat-
ment Plant fence and the strength of the water can be seen in the partially collapsed area of the 
fence.

See Reynolds, Page 6
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mething so critical to the local area,” he said. “I’m just glad to have been given the opportunity of helping. 
Those guys still have a lot of work ahead of them.”

Reedy agrees that there is a lot of work to be done but finds solace in what has been accomplished.

“The plant is up and running, that’s the amazing thing,” he says while walking toward the flooded WWTP 
operations building.

Reedy then pauses, points toward an overturned car that sits outside the WWTP fence and adds, “So many 
people were impacted by this disaster in terrible ways. Yet, you see their responses to the devastation and 
you see the manner in which folks like Joe immediately jumped in to help and it lifts you up. It demonstrates 
a resolve and a level of compassion that’s hard to explain. It inspires you.”

Just as Reedy finishes the last sentence, a coworker cranks-up a weed whacker rescued from the flood 
waters. As the device sputters to life the worker depresses the throttle. The sound of the engine echoes 
off nearby hillsides in deafening roars as the trimmer spool vibrates, whines, then suddenly breaks free. 
Trimmer string clangs against the spool then whirls in maddening revolutions, sending clouds of dust sailing 
across the WWTP.

Reedy looks at his coworker and they exchange smiles. To them the dust and noise aren’t annoyances. To 
them, they’re signs of recovery.

Clay Wastewater Treatment Plant operator Tyler Reedy points to a water line on a door inside the 
site’s operation’s room. The water line indicates the height of the water during the flood.

Reynolds, continued from Page 5
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The inside of a Clay Wastewater Treatment Plant truck that was destroyed in the flood.

Piles of debris line the roadside throughout the 
flooded area.
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A day with a Red Crosser
A former public affairs officer with the 
American Red Cross, MUB Director of 
Communications Chris Dale was happy 
to help the organization tell the story of 
those impacted by the floods and how 
the Red Cross was there to help. Here’s 
one such story, Dale’s first-person ac-
count of a day spent with a Red Cross 
disaster services worker.

See Red Cross, Page 12

American Red Cross Disaster Services 
volunteer Michael Belcher cautiously 
maneuvers the SUV along a narrow Clay 
County road covered in debris. Large, jag-
ged crevices dot the shoulder of the road 
where it was swept away by the torrent of 
water that flooded this area a week ear-
lier. 

Wreckage lines the roadside where Na-
tional Guard troops scoop massive heaps 
with bulldozers and fill dump trucks for 
removal. The piles all look the same from 
a distance, like mounds of filthy trash. It’s 
only when you take a closer look that a 
new perspective arises. It’s then that you 
see the toppled piano sitting atop a doll, a 
broken kitchen table resting upon a desk, 
a photo album, and the various bits of clo-
thing covering everything. 

This isn’t trash. It’s the remnants of 
people’s lives.

Yet, perhaps the oddest thing of the floo-
ded area aren’t the toppled trees, over-

turned vehicles, destroyed homes and fragments of houses, it’s the rocks and sand. Massive boulders 
weighing tons rest in unnatural positions and smaller rocks cover the remainder of the landscape. And 
then there’s sand like you would find on a beach. As the water moved along it eroded the riverbed and 
deposited sand across lush green yards.

It’s surreal.
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Of course, then there’s the reason Red Crossers like Belcher are here: The people impacted by the flood 
waters. People who lost everything they possessed in what now seems like the blink of an eye.

“I believe this is the family we’re looking for,” Belcher says while steering the vehicle as far off what’s left 
of the road as possible.

Directly in front of us sits a family amongst the rocks and mud. What is left of their trailer sits behind them 
and they rest in the spot where the home they were building once stood.

We exit the vehicle and pull Styrofoam clamshells filled with meals from the SUV and approach the family. 
Smiles cross their faces.

I walk over to a young girl sitting on a heap of wood debris and hand her a meal. She slowly reaches out her 
hand and takes it. I watch as her little trembling fingers pry the container open and remove a sandwich. I try 
to engage her in conversation or even make eye contact but fail. The contents of the Styrofoam container 
have her full attention. So I simply back off, leaving her sitting amongst the debris, eating in silence.

Belcher approaches the mother and asks about their needs.

“We’re good right now,” replies Veronica Coggs. “We’re doing okay.” 

Since the flood, the Coggs family has been living in tents. Although a Red Cross shelter is nearby, they ele-
cted to stay put to protect what belongings 
they could salvage.

Belcher mentions that he brought tents, 
sleeping bags and other items to assist the 
family but they refuse assistance. They are 
proud people, determined to salvage not 
just their belongings but their sense of pri-
de. Receiving assistance from others is diffi-
cult. It’s simply not in their nature. 

However, after conversing for a while, the 
mother relents and agrees to accept supp-
lies. 

We unload two tents, sleeping bags and 
even a pop-up tent. We also, without as-
king, unload cases of water and Gatorade.

See Red Cross, Page 13

Red Cross, continued from Page 8

A child in Bomont enjoys a meal delivered 
by the American Red Cross.
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“Thank you,” Coggs replies. “There 
are some other families down the 
road that can use some help. Please 
check on them.”

So check on them we do. In fact, we 
continue as far as the road will al-
low. We drive over debris, around 
obstacles, and through creeks. We 

follow hastily made signs posted by the National Guard and directions spray painted on the side of destro-
yed vehicles.

After checking with a few other families and having exhausted our supplies, we drive back to Clay where 
Belcher serves as the liaison between the Red Cross and county officials. After a brief visit at the county’s 
Office of Emergency Services, we head to Clay County High School where a distribution site is setup in the 
parking area.

There, we meet Melinda Isaacs, the principal of the high school who manages the distribution point with 
Belcher’s support. Although she has worked countless hours a day for a week straight, her enthusiasm is 
contagious and her passion to assist those in need is inspiring.

“The distribution site was an outgrowth of our relationships in the community. It naturally occurred,” said 
Isaacs. “However, while we do an excellent job at being teachers and managing our school, we know no-
thing about managing a distribution 
site so we were just doing the best 
job we could.”

According to Isaacs, the challenge 
of receiving and organizing tremen-
dous quantities of supplies was in-
terfering with their ability to help 
those in need.

Disaster survivor Wesley Armes 
points to tents his family escaped 
to during the flood. Armes greatest 
fear was that the entire hillside 
would collapse while they sought 
refuge upon it. Armes daughter 
currently resides in Morgantown, 
where she attends WVU.

Overturned cars are found here 
and there throughout the impacted 
area.

Red Cross, continued from Page 12

See Red Cross, Page 14
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American Red Cross 
Disaster Services 
volunteer Michael 
Belcher hands juice 
boxes to a child 
whose home and 
possessions were 
swept away in the 
flood.

“When Michael showed up we were in a crisis. He immediately began providing us direction and letting us 
know how to best manage the people, materials and the process,” she said.

Now those needing assistance drive in and local volunteers load everything from water, sports drinks, clea-
ning supplies, and even clothes into vehicles. So efficient is the site that FEMA is setting up a center at the 
high school.

Belcher takes pride in this because it’s an example of how the Red Cross collaborates with other organiza-
tions to maximize assistance and avoid duplication of services.

“This works because everyone here has the same goal and that’s to help those affected. That’s why we’re 
all here and it’s why we’re successful in accomplishing that,” Belcher said.

As Belchers cell phone rings and he goes to answer it, I grab my travel bag from the SUV and toss it in my 
car. I know what’s coming.

“We need to move more water to Bomont and someone requested a tent if we have one,” Belcher says.

Instantly Isaacs springs into action, directing volunteers here and there. Before you know it, the SUV is loa-
ded and Belcher and another volunteer are off to deliver more supplies to more people.

Knowing that the road ahead is a rough one, I wish them the best even though they really don’t need it. 
Despite the challenges, their determination to help will be enough to overcome any obstacle. Help will get 
through. They will see to it.

Red Cross, continued from Page 13
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A young girl in Bomont who had been sleeping 
outside since the flood, enjoys a meal provided by 
the Red Cross.

Anything and everything is used for signage 
to help others avoid unseen dangers.

Shoes set out to dry on a board


