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Chapter 1 PROPER RESPECT FOR THE TORNADO
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It is no wonder that so many people have an unhealthy fear of tornadoes for they have been known to do many strange things. Early on the morning of March 3, 2020 an EF4 tornado hit the Cookeville, Baxter, Tennessee area where Jennifer Henson-Collins lived with her family. “I heard the siren go off and grabbed my kids and we took shelter in the laundry hallway. The tornado was in our back yard! The tornado picked us up with the hardwood floor and landed us 250 feet across the street! We lost everything! I could feel my guardian Angel right behind us hovering over us to protect us. We were hollering out to God for help and he helped us! We had minimum injuries. The scariest night of my life. We’re still trying to figure things out. Our lives have been forever changed since that early morning tornado.”  

In Xenia, Ohio a man heard a knock at the door and got up to answer it. When he opened  the door it was a tornado. He and his wife had time to seek shelter although others are not always so fortunate.   The loud noise accompanying a tornado may be the first warning that a tornado is near.

In another tornado a man heard a loud noise and went  to the door to see what it was. When he opened the door the door flew out of his hand and he followed along with it. His friend went to the door to see where the other man had gone and saw him flying over the treetops. The second man was also pulled out the door and picked up by the tornado. Both of them were carried about 200 feet. One unwrapped the other out of a bunch of wire and they crawled back to the house. A tornado has sufficient strength to lift very large  objects and, therefore, it is not unusual for them to pick up people, animals or other things in their path.

In Mountain View, Missouri a tornado picked up a man and carried him up into the storm. While he was flying  about within the tornado a car came floating by. He tried to grab the door to get inside but missed and was not able to catch it. The tornado set him down in a nearby field, anyway, without doing him any great harm. 

In Kansas a man was picked up by a tornado and carried along  for a time. He remembered that as he flew about, he grabbed at anything within his reach. After the tornado had set him down, he found that he was clutching a handful of coarse hair that could only have belonged to the tail of a horse that must of been up there with him. 

Another tornado picked up a house from its foundation and blew a cow into the basement. It then set the house back down on the foundation. This left a major problem for the owners who had to get the live cow out of the basement after the tornado had passed. Cows are not usually accustomed to climbing stairs.

In Oklahoma a tornado sucked a man, who did not have his seat belt fastened, right out through the top of his convertible and set him down in a field some distance away. On another occasion, in Oklahoma, it picked up the whole car with the man still inside and set it down on the flat roof of a building. This building happened to have stairs  leading down through the kitchen of a restaurant. The man was able to walk down the stairs through the restaurant saying to the employees, "I’ll be back tomorrow to get my car." The people not knowing that there had been a tornado and knowing that he could only have    come from the roof, thought the man was crazy.

[image: image]However, as is  shown in Figure 1-1 tornadoes do not always handle people or objects with tender loving care and definitely should be avoided. With wind speeds as high as 300 miles an hour even very small objects such as straws, gravel, or even small pieces of wood may have penetrating power much like a bullet.

Tornadoes have been known to lift a 120 ton steel bridge from its abutments and drop it into the river, to lift five Pullman coaches from railroad tracks, each weighing about 70 tons, and deposit them as far as 80 feet away. Automobiles are frequently picked up by tornadoes and may be banged against stationery objects at a very high velocity so that they can be completely crushed by a tornado.

There is no doubt that people living in cities that have been struck by tornadoes, react differently to threatening weather than those living in cities that have not had recent tornadoes. This may be one reason why there are more deaths in the Southern United States from tornadoes than anywhere else, even though there are   more tornadoes in the central United States.

William Powell in, An Introduction to Natural History of Disasters, has identified the different stages that seem to correspond to individuals stress reactions. They are warning, threat, impact, inventory, rescue, remedy and recovery.   Warnings may be broadcast for an approaching tornado by radio or television stations. One of the first was in 1955 on May 25 when the Weather Bureau issued tornado warnings several hours prior to the destruction of the entire town  of Udall, Kansas. Even though local stations broadcast these warnings, 75% of the victims denied getting any notice. Possibly the weather reports over the radio were too technical, but more likely the people were unaccustomed to receiving and responding to severe weather warnings since the first tornado forecasts were made in 1948. After the Udall    tornado in 1955 warning procedures were clarified and improved considerably.

The next stage of threat begins with the perception of the local change indicating a danger and may continue  into the impact stage. At this stage persons become aware of danger and react individually. Some persons may take cover, some may panic and others may go outside to observe.

With impact disaster strikes. Activities are sublimated to self-protection. A community has been invaded and persons in groups become isolated for a while. Regular  community service is disrupted and controls disappear.

Next comes inventory. The first reaction is bewilderment. Many TV news accounts show bewildered individuals after tornadoes sifting through the remains of their home and property. A period of reorientation is needed for a return to normal behavior. This explains why things happen as in a Waco, Texas, tornado when a girl climbed through a broken display window, calmly laid the money down for a record and walked out again, even though the plate glass  front of the building had blown out and articles were flying through the air outside the building. In Udall, Kansas,  a boy who had been through four tornadoes, after attending his mother and other children, hitchhiked to a nearby town  to inform police and get help. Many adults were completely  unable to function.

The next stage, rescue, brings help from others who have

been less affected by the disaster. Help comes first from nearby and then farther away. Rumors may spread that can hamper an effective rescue. If authorities of the community do not take over and make a real assessment of the damage, rescue attempts may be put in a state of confusion and areas of severe destruction may go unassisted.

The remedy stage brings real organization. In the Udall tornado it brought a release into almost cheerful behavior which has been called "fiesta at the disaster." Specialists take over such as the National Guard, FEMA and the Red Cross. 

The final stage is recovery but a community struck by a severe tornado cannot return to its original state. People and homes are gone, scars left. In Udall, Kansas, all of the houses were destroyed. These were rebuilt as modern ranch style houses with the anticipation of becoming a commuter suburb for Wichita workers instead of the sleepy village that had been there before.

It is important how we react to tornadoes. Proper reactions are not fear and panic. Although we cannot currently control tornadoes, we can decrease their impact through proper understanding that can replace much of the mystery and extreme fear of tornadoes. A proper understanding of tornadoes and the way that they damage houses may also save your life by allowing you to seek the best available shelter or even to design or construct a house in such a way that it will be least likely to be severely damaged by a tornado.

People react differently when experiencing a tornado. Topeka, Kansas was supposed to be a tornado proof city. There was an Indian legend that said that Burnett’s Mound  on the Southwestern edge of the city would deflect any tornado funnels away from the city. But on June 8, 1966,  a storm was reported to be approaching the city from the  Southwest. Five squad cars from the police force were dispatched and ordered to proceed to vantage points. One  officer proceeded to the top of Burnett’s Mound. When he got to the crest he saw only a large flat cloud spreading  out on the rolling farm land. He wondered if any tornado could be that big. When he radioed his last report at 7:02 p.m. he headed down the hill to Interstate 70. Here he began to halt traffic and instruct motorists to take cover under the underpass. This proved to be an excellent shelter. The people who stayed there were battered a bit by the tornado that struck at 7:14 p.m. but all escaped  serious injury.

As reported by the Topeka Capitol-Journal at 7:00 p.m., a nineteen-year-old newscaster for WREN radio station, Rick Douglass, left and headed for Burnett’s Mound. He did not know as he drove up the hill that a tornado was coming up the Southwest side. At 7:10 he radioed the station that  he was beginning his climb to the summit of the hill. When  he reached the top he realized he was meeting a tornado head-on. As he turned his car around to drive back to town, he radioed to the station saying that he was witnessing a monster storm with a super tornado (Figure 1-2). 

As he got down to where the officer was directing people to get  under the underpass, he stopped the cruiser near the I-470 overpass, several blocks south of S.W. 29th and Gage, to call in a report
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Figure 1-1. This photograph shows
the mystical as well as destructive
forces of tornadic winds ina way not
obvious at first glance at the scene.
The splinters are the remains of
large, strong utility pole and the cloth
appearing material wrapped around
the pole is actually strips of metal.
Two books, one without missing
pages are left by the tornado in front
of the pole. (Photograph by the
author after an EFS tornado)





