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Dan Dawson and a colleague carry a PIPS near a radar truck. It’s made to be heavy so it’ll stay upright in strong winds.
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Robin and her team get the radar truck parked and ready to scan for storms.






Chapter 1

A Southern Twist
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This 2007 Texas twister is one of the many tornadoes Robin has seen while storm chasing.




 

Beep . . . beep . . . beep . . . An odd-looking truck backs up slowly. The vehicle is on a bridge that crosses over a highway. Once safely settled onto the shoulder, the truck stops. But its windshield wipers keep going—slapping away the steady cold rain.

As soon as the beeping backup alarm goes silent, a door swings open. A woman scrambles out, her black hair tossed by the wind and her glasses gathering raindrops. She jogs to the rear of the unusual flatbed truck, pulls the starter rope on a generator, plugs an orange extension cord into it, and sprints for the shelter of the truck cab. Robin Tanamachi is back inside within two minutes. Maybe three.

A whirring noise soon starts up. It’s loud enough to hear over the wind and traffic and is coming from the back of the truck. A contraption towers over the cab from its mount on the truck’s bed. It looks a bit like a giant mechanical mushroom.

The big white machine slowly swivels as it whirs. Whhzzzszzzhhh. It turns toward a group of fast-moving dark clouds off in the distance. The angry-looking patch of sky speeds over an old red barn on its way toward the waiting truck.
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Robin checks in with the radar map during an Alabama storm chase.




 

This is a mobile radar truck, a vehicle with a radar mounted on its back. Weather scientists, called meteorologists, use mobile radar to track severe weather. Researchers drive radar trucks to a storm so they can scan it up close and see what’s going on inside the dark clouds and whipping winds. Radar trucks are how storm-chasing meteorologists study Earth’s fastest windstorms—tornadoes.
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The radar truck is a vehicle, a mobile weather instrument, and a computer lab.




 

Outside might be wet and windy, but the inside of the truck looks like a cramped computer lab. Half of the cab is filled with bolted-down electronic equipment. Three humans are stuffed in there, too. Each stares at weather-tracking maps on laptop screens.

The big storms are still pretty far away. And they aren’t all that strong—at least not yet. So why aren’t these tornado researchers driving toward the storms? What happened to the chase in storm chasers?
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Robin and her team get the radar ready to scan the coming storm in Alabama.





AMERICA’S STORMY SPOTS
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Tornadoes happen in nearly all states east of the Rocky Mountains, but these areas are especially prone to strong twisters.




THE OTHER TORNADO ALLEY

Robin Tanamachi is a meteorologist, tornado scientist, and radar expert. She is also a veteran storm chaser. She’s crisscrossed Tornado Alley from Texas to the Dakotas. Chasing down a storm as it spins out a tornado is pretty much her favorite thing to do. It’s why Robin became a scientist. But today’s tornado hunt is different.

Her team is hunkered down in the truck, waiting for the storms to come to them. It’s not the safest setup. If a tornado suddenly drops out of the sky, it’ll take a while to shut down the radar and drive away. They’re sitting ducks.

A big pickup slows to a stop alongside the radar truck. Robin rolls down her window. The pickup driver wears a ball cap and friendly smile.
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Stormy skies have always fascinated Robin.




 

“Y’all need help?” he asks in a southern drawl as thick as country ham.

This isn’t Kansas, or any of the Great Plains states of Tornado Alley. It’s the American South. Alabama, to be exact. Southern states like Alabama, Georgia, and Tennessee might not be the first places you’d name when thinking about dangerous tornadoes. But they should be.

Twisters kill more people down South than in the Great Plains. Why does the so-called Dixie Alley region have such deadly tornadoes? “The laws of physics aren’t different here,” says Robin. “Water still evaporates at 212°F [100°C] degrees.” Gravity pulls rain down toward the ground the same way in both Tennessee and Texas. But the two twister alleys aren’t identical. Some of those differences are weather related, but not all.
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Tornado chasing can be dangerous, but it’s how scientists collect information on these short-lived storms.
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Tornado winds are powerful enough to bend metal, rip off roofs, and topple trees.




 

Part of the devastation brought about by these southern storms has little to do with weather science or meteorology. A tornado doesn’t harm anyone if no one lives in its path. Lots of people live in the South, nearly twice as many as in the Midwest. Many southern homes are less sturdy, too. Mobile home communities are more common where winters are mild.

Twisters in the South are also harder to see and track among the hills, valleys, and forests of Dixie Alley. Southern tornadoes often happen with little warning and are more likely to spin out at night. All this works against storm-chasing tornado scientists trying to learn about these dangerous storms. Researchers can’t improve tornado forecasting methods that might save lives without studying the storms.

Instead of chasing severe storms, researchers studying Dixie Alley twisters go for the ambush. They set up weather instruments in what they estimate is the storm’s path and hope a tornado happens. It’s like setting a net and waiting for a huge spinning tube of air to get caught in it.

At least that’s the plan. Robin and her radar truck team are part of a group of scientists trying to better understand southern tornadoes. The project is called VORTEX Southeast. Its mission? Saving lives through science and educating the public on how to stay safe.
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This family survived unharmed when their home was struck by a tornado.




 

By studying the conditions, timing, and strength of Dixie Alley’s most dangerous storms, they hope to help communities create better warning systems. The people in charge of keeping residents safe need facts.

Rainy-day storm chases. Noisy radar trucks. Science teamwork. It’s all part of being a tornado scientist.

And that’s all Robin Tanamachi has ever wanted to be.
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The day after a tornado, a homeowner looks at what’s left.





Chapter 2

Storm Chaser Genesis
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Robin calls the 1986 Brooklyn Park, Minnesota, tornado “my gateway tornado.” It’s what got her hooked.




 

“Robin! Come and see what’s on TV!” One late afternoon on a hot summer day in 1986, seven-year-old Robin was at home in Minnesota. Her dad was watching the local news.

“Robin!” he called. “Get a load of this!”

What looked like a gigantic funnel of white cotton candy spun in a forest of evergreen trees. The video was coming in live from a news helicopter. It was a tornado spinning through a local park!

Robin watched as the tornado plowed over power lines, sending up flashes of sparks and exploding flames. The tornado yanked one-hundred-year-old trees out of the ground like weeds and shredded them into wood chips.

“It was the coolest thing I’d ever seen,” Robin remembers. It was a real-time tornado chase on live TV.

News stations replayed the rare video for days. It was the first ever live broadcast of a tornado from start to finish. Robin got to see it again and again. (This was before YouTube.) Young Robin soaked it all up, including TV interviews with meteorologists from a place called the National Severe Storms Lab (NSSL).

“That was how I found out that there were scientists who studied storms for a living,” says Robin. “And it sounded like the coolest job in the world.” She got a look at storm-chasing scientists in action soon after on the famous “Tornado!” episode of the television show NOVA.

Robin



GEIGER COUNTERS AND CAREER DAY
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THE CHASING LIFE
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THE PLAINS TRUTH
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TYPHOON CHASER
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