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Myths of the New Madrid 

Earthquakes
 Over time accounts of the New Madrid 

earthquake have taken on a mythic dimension.  

A blend of fact and fiction have grown up 

about New Madrid events starting with the 

earthquakes themselves and continuing to the 

present. 



John Clark Edward 

fictitious account caused 

confusion and led to the 

suppression of other New 

Madrid accounts in 

contemporary newspapers



Bells Ringing in Boston, 

Genesis of a Modern Myth
Samuel L. Mitchill:  Gathers early reports of the earthquakes but does not 

cite sources. No  mention of bells ringing in Boston. 

Myron Fuller: Fuller describes the earthquakes effects regionally. He first 
describes the effects in what he terms the  “Atlantic Coastal and 
Piedmont Plains”, noting the earthquakes were felt slightly at 
Washington, Baltimore and “even at Boston.”  He credits his description 
of the effects to the article by Samuel L. Mitchell in 1814 that cataloged 
New Madrid felt reports from contemporary sources. 

Fuller: The New Madrid Earthquakes, USGS Bulletin 494 1912. , p. 29  An 
extensive catalog of felt reports but gives no sources.  A search of his 
article does not mention the earthquake being felt at Boston.  So it 
seems Fuller might have added an error when he was citing earlier 
sources. 



The Bells did NOT Ring in Boston

Bell reports from Charleston printed in Boston newspapers– 

 

            Boston Columbian Centinel reported effects at Charleston

   (New Madrid Compendium Database 

18120101_namad_2_159) Boston Centinel, January 1, 1812 P.2,, Col 4. .



Did the Mississippi River Run 

Backwards?
 At Little Prairie, the Mississippi is said to have 

formed an eddy, and presented a retrograde 
motion, and in 15 or 20 minute afterwards it 
resumed its course, and rose about five feet.

 Lexington Statesman 2/1/1812, New Madrid 
Compendium Far Field Database

 “the banks were overflowed with a retrograde 
movement rapid as a torrent.” 

 Eliza Bryant to Lorenzo Dow 1816, New Madrid 
Compendium





The  extent of the far field  effects of the New 

Madrid earthquakes are still not completely 

known.  Lack of preserved sources coupled with 

contemporary events have made definitive 

accounts elusive. 



A New Madrid Quiz

Here are some questions to 

test your New Madrid  

earthquake knowldge
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 CERI : https://www.memphis.edu/ceri/

 New Madrid Compendium: 

https://www.memphis.edu/ceri/compendium/in

dex.php
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