
THE GREAT TORNADO OF 1917 
On Saturday, May 26, 1917 at approximately 
3:26 p.m. a tornado of destructive force touched 
down at the northwestern edge of Mattoon and 
cut a swath a half mile wide through the city. 

It is thought that it originally struck at the Pow-
ell Lane Road and continued eastward through 
town, reaching winds of 120 miles per hour.  It 
levelled everything in it’s path for 126 blocks. 

Victims were taken to the newly 
constructed Methodist Memorial 
Hospital which providently was on 
the south edge of the storm and 
suffered only minor wind damage.   
It has just opened a few weeks 
earlier and had not had the for-
mal dedication yet. 

The hospital was soon overflowing 
and less serious cases were taken 
to aid stations hastily set up at: 
the First Presbyterian Church, 
the Methodist Episcopal Church, 
the Reading Room at Mattoon 
Public Library and the infirmary 
at the I.O.O.F. Home. 

The Hospital treated 170 pa-
tients that day and Mattoon phy-
sicians were assisted by  physi-
cians from Windsor, Effingham, 
Pana, Champaign, Neoga and Cen-
tralia brought in by special trains 
dispatched by the Illinois Central 
and Big Four Railroads. 

Relief efforts began immediately and monies came to Mat-
toon from all over the nation.  
Mattoon residents raised $58,379 
The Red Cross raised $30,201  
Donations from outside Mattoon totaled $107,574. 
Examples of some of the outside donations are: 
Arcola Citizens         $603.00 
Galesburg, Ill Citizens       $800.00 
Eisner Grocery Company      $500.00 
Wm. Wrigley Co, Chicago       $100.00 
Wallace-Smith Co, Milwaukee, Wis   $100.00 
Elks Lodge of New Orleans     $500.00 
American Law Book Co, N.Y.N.Y    $100.00 
Parker Hosiery Mills, Norfolk, Va.   $100.00 
Betta C. Snyder, Santa Barbara, Ca.  $  10.00 
Carnation Milk, Seattle, Wa.     $100.00 
Waldert Grocery Company, Tyler, Tx.  $ 50.00 
Hobart Manufacturing, Troy, Oh.   $ 50.00 
James Reynolds & Co. East Orange, N.J. $100.00  

In the aftermath the Governor 
sent in troops from the 4th Infan-
try Regiment of the Illinois Na-
tional Guard to assist rescue op-
erations and maintain order.  The 
Guardsmen were in Mattoon for 
19 days. 

There were 64 fatalities, 45 
adults and 19 children 
496 dwellings were destroyed 
and an additional 343 damaged. 
Destruction was valued at 
$1,286,000. 


