UTILITY COMMUNICATIONS DIGEST

by Steve Douglass, webbieal @ 1s.nst

Storm Of The Year: A Personal Account Of
What It’s Like To Be In A Tornadic Storm

Ithough by the time you read this

the leaves are—as we say here in

Texas—"Mxin™ w fall. [ just have
o tell vou about the monster storm tha
roared through my town in late June. It
caught almost everyone by surprise
because it wasn'| forecast 1o be a severe
weather day.

As a storme spotter for the city 1 live
in. I have written aboul my weither-
related adventures in Pop "Conm before,
I have stated (the obvious) how impor-
il solid radio communmications links
can be in times of trouble. On June 21,
when a potential killer storm threatened
my community, those communications
links were pushed 1o the breaking point
and beyond. Some links proved 1o work
‘n'nlll'tl.it."lﬁl]]}', others Tailed I1III‘|.I,_'T;,|I_!|_\,
Others (just by monitoring them) pro-
vided life-saving information,

A Growing Threat

On that day, just to the nonbhwest of
Amarillo, & small thunderstorm began to
arow. | knew it was there because 1 had
done my daily aflernoon check of the
Nuttonal Weather Service (NWS) radar
for my area on the Internet. 1 had also
checked out the harardous weather fore-
cast for the day, and althouzh we had o
slight chance of some severe thunder-
storms. the chances for them o lurn -
nacdic were slim or next to none,

The previous day we had had some real
heavy ran-producing storms (with some
sl hail) and the same was forecast for
today. Spotter activation was unlikely so |
didn’t even bother to gus up the car as |
usually do dunng storm season. Besides,
our severe storm season usually peaks in
late May and carly June and, a5 aresult, 1
had dropped my guard and plimned 1o ke
the day easy, plaving with the grandkids
and doing a bit of writing.

However, aunigque set of circumstances
set in motion a chain of events that turned
your run-of-the-mill thunderstorm imto o
monster that would inflict over S 100 mil-
lion in damage 10 my city.
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Fwor plhosos of whar could fave been o huge tornade threatening o tonel diown juss a
suaarter-mile away from the author, {Photo by Steve Pouglass)

Now as | onderstind it (as the NWS
would explain the next dav) various
macro-weather  affecting  “houndary-
areas” existed just northwest of the eity
along the Canadian River breaks, In lay-
mun's terms, storms the night before had
clillilphtli and sent out |'iJ‘J|rt:iug wiaves of
enerity (like rocks dropped in a calm pool
causing opposing waves) that collided
with cach other, making the normally
szl storm grow at anamazine rate. Since
the moisture had nowhere to go but up,
there was tremendous lifl, n'x'nliin; in i
severe thunderstorm,

But just because the storm is big and
severe doesn’t mean it will Spawn lorma-
dos. The formula for making o tomado 1s
LIFT+SHEAR AT ALL LEVELS=TOR-
NADOS. What is shear? Shear is best
explained as winds atdifferent levels mov-
ing in opposite directions. A contributing
factor that increased shear that day was 1
weak low-pressure system in i neighbor-
ing county and o weak cold front in the
northern Texas Panhandle that was slow-
Iy moving south. All these weather factors
conspired tocreate a huge super-cell storm
that began rotming like a top.

Not Quite Impressed—Yet

While saying goodbye to the grundkids,
as 1 buckled them in their mom's cur,
glanced o the north and saw the first storm
towers shooting up. | was not impressed,
Since the nsk of severe wenther wis
“slight,” from the look of things the storm

was 2oing to be another “toad Moater.” like
those of the other night, amd would prob-
ably stay north of the eity. Concened. my
duughter Jennifer asked me, “Are we
going to have bad storms  today?”
“Probably some good nrin but that's abou
it,” | replied. Boy, was | wrong!

An hour later, as | satin froni of my
computer writing, | monitored a radio
page from the NWS (on a Frequency
reserved for alerting emergency man-
agement ollicials) requesting personnel
o man the Emergency Operations
Center { EQC) and alerting key managers
that weather  was  forecast
for the city,

Interesting. | thought. They must be
predicting heavy rains forthe city just like
those that nearly drowned the small town
of Gruver the previous night, when o
heavy precipitation storm parked iself on
the town and dropped over six inches of
rain an as many hours.

I still wasn’t thinking it would be the
Kind of storm that required city storm
spotters, bot just in case. | rned the vol-
ume on the scanner up a notch. 1 also
turmed on my Panasonic RE-4900 multi-
band receiver and tuned it o te loeal AM
news stution, nol W hear the weather
report, but to monitor what the storm was
broadeasting itself.

There’s an old storm spaotter’s trick that
works well: When storms are close you can
monitor the storm intensaty by listening for
the static crushes of lightning strikes onany
AM frequency. The more crashes you hear,
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Compuosite phoio showing the enormous inflow featire, Enown as a “hegver tal, " an important compenent in tormado producrion, { Phato by
Sreve Doviglass)

the more intense the storm. At first L only heard oecasional crash-
es, but within 10 minuies the crashes came non-stap,

A Monster Storm!

1 decided 1o stick my head out the window 1o take another
look ot this storm. Looking to my north and toward my daugh-
ter’s house (six miles as the erow flies) 1 was amazed to see a
huge storm shooting up high into the atmosphere to an estimated
60,000 feet! At that moment my phone rang and | saw on the
caller ID it was from the city Emergency Management Office
and | knew immediately it was a full-scale call-owt for city storm
spotters to get geared up and on the road. 1 didn’t even have o
answer the phone. I grabbed my camera bag, portable two-way
radio, my GMRS walkie-talkie. and cell phone and gave my
wife the standard instructions on what to do if the worst hap-
pened. | old her, “You should be ready to leave and seck shel-
ter at a moment’s notice if 1 call you and tell you to take cover.”

| parked one of my base scanners on our storm spotter’s VHF
channel and wmed the volume way up. 1 also did a quick radio
check on my GMRS frequency and set my Uniden BC-780 XLT
to the weather alarm mode. 1 then gave her a quick Kiss and
headed out.

Refore | could get out of the parking lot my wife called me
on the GMRES and said, “Jennifer just called. She says the storm
is bearing down on her home and she's all alone with the baby
and is scared and doesn’t know what she should do.” | glanced
at the northern sky and at the black clouds that were quickly
wrning mid-afternoon into night, “Tell her I'm on my way 1o
her place, She should grab a few valuables and get the baby and
be ready 1o leave when I get there!™ | shouted back.

I then checked into the storm spotter’s network on 151,115
MHz and told them 1 was available for storm watch duty and
was heading into the storm north of Amarillo. ICs foriunate that
my davghter lived in the same direction the storm was coming
in from. [ would be able to stop al her house on my way o my
standard storm watching point behind her house. Minutes later
| monitored other spotters checking into the net. When Larnved
at my daughter's home she had already readied her disaster kit:
a big cloth bag containing essential items anyone would need
in case a tornado should destroy their home,

Anyone in disaster prone areas (whether from fire. flood,
carthguakes) should think about making their own emergency
preparedness kit. What you put into it is your choice but you
might consider as part of il a strong box containing personal
documents such as deeds, stocks, birth certificates and other
legal papers. a small AM/FM portable radio, a flashhght, extra
money (or a credit cand you rarely use), and irreplaceable per-
sonal photos. 1 have been on many disaster sites and one of the
main things I've seen survivors searching for are photos of loved
ones, You should also keep in your Kit any medications or pre-

e

scriptions you or members of your family are currently on, and
1 list of contact numbers of fricnds and relatives so you can get
help if the worst happens.

Glancing to the immediate west of my daughter's home |
could see an enormous spinning wall cloud, one of the most
impressive that 1 had ever seen. located just a few miles from
her house. A wall cloud is an area of up-flow that spawns tor-
nados. In most super cell storms, the up-flow area where the
wall eloud exists is located right next to an adjacent areqa of
down-flow or heavy rain and hail. Usually the sironger the up-
flow the larger the hail san become, however at the moment it
didn’t look like the storm would contain much rain or hail and
would be an “LP” storm, which stands for low precipitation.
That was fine with me because LP storms are eusier 1o spot tor-
nados in. HP (high precipitation) storms can hide tomados and
wrap them in curtains of rain.

On arrival at my davghter’s place, even though the storm Was
moving very slowly (under 5 mph) [ quickly helped her strap
the grandkids into the car and told her to go into town and find
shelter there. | said 1°d be in contact by cell phone if things
looked threatening and would alert them if they should seek
shelter underground or elsewhere, My granddaughter, Caysi,
could sense her mom's nervousness and wuched her lightly on
the arm and said quiethy, *1t will be okay mommy,” obviously
sensing mom needed some reassurance. She then gave meahug
and said. “I'm not scared granddad!” [ gave her a kiss and hug
and watched them drive off into town,

As [ ooked up at the huge menacing storm poised like 2 mon-
ster over my daughter’s house 1 couldn’ help but think it might
be the last time | would see it intact. The entire subdivision
lpoked incredibly small and fragile, like a Monopaoly game about
to be trampled by the neighborhood bully.

1 checked back into the Amarillo Emergency Service Storm's
Spotters network on VHE 1 also wrmed on my 1COM-R3 scan-
ning radio and put it in TV mode so | could see what the local
weather guys were saying about the storm. Radur imoges
showed it was growing even stronger, but still wasn’t showing
much movement. In Fact i it was moving ot all, it was doing so
in the opposite direction of town, Maybe, just maybe, the city
waonld be sparcil.

Leaving my daughter’s place [ traveled a few miles north to
a pointof high terrain to watch the storm. Sitting on top of a
mesa | could see deep into the storm without any obstruction,
so | had a elear view of its physical structure, Just to my north
was an amazing horizontal cloud feature, called a beaver tail,
that must have stretched for 20-plus miles feeding mid-level
energy into the storm, This feature is o commaon sile in severe
storms with wall clouds and can contribute to mid-level rota-
tion. | had observed beaver tails before but never one so pro-
nounced. 1 radioed my observation to the EOC and—as
always—proceeded to document the storm on video for future
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This f5 wiar safthall-sized hafl will deo o g mew cor, Damage i ife
Arnaeiffor e sigey fop 5150 milfisn.

study. While | was shooting | suddenly became aware of some-
one approaching me. It was a man who lived in the double-wide
mobile home that 1 was parked in front of.

“Are we poing to have a tornado?” he asked with a look of
real concern in his eyes.

I didn’t sugarcont my answer. “From the looks of things 1'd
Sy yes,

Knowing the devastating effect thateven high-winds can have
on maobile homes 1 told him he might want o consider leaving
Lo protect himsell and his Gamily.

“We have an underground storm shelter” he said. “You are
weleome 1o join us if things get dangerous,” he said Kindly,

| thanked him for his offer but knew full well that my job as
a tornado spotter meant that | and the other dedicated spotters
in my group would have 1o remaoin out in the storm. and mobile
at all times, trying to stay just ahead of the damaging weather,
all the while reporting to the EOC what we were seeing,

Don't get me wrong, We aren’t daredevils, The first rule of
storm spotting is to be sure to protect your own life and prop-
erty first, but you can't get the warning out from inside an under-
ground storm shelter, can you?

Instead, storm spotters are trained 1o know a ket aboul storm
structure and from where in the stonm one can observe what 1s
going on while remaining relatively safe. A elevision-cquipped
vehicle is a big help (for when weather broadeasters show the
weather radar) because it is fairly easy o see where damaging
weather features (such as tornados and large hail) are in rela-
tron to your position, [ would rely heavily on their rmdar broad-
casis on this day.

The first small tornadoes began touching down briefly just
north of Interstate 40 near the small town of Bushland some 15
minutes later, They were short-lived funnels but potential Killers
nonetheless. Although not Oklahoma City-sized F-3 twisiers,
they could still blow the roof ofT a house or knock over dozens
of cars and trucks on 140, | witnessed a small tornado do tha
a few years earlier near the 1-40 town of McClean.

The stationary storm finally began o move when the rear-
Aunking-downdrafi (RFD) spilling oui behind the storm gave it
a push south. Suddenly at my location [ began to receive occa-
sional hail the size of guH' balls, This was my cue that [ should
move further south. | decided to ke Loop 335 (a highway that
encircles Amarillo) south into town. As I did. other spotters and
-_— e

I witnessed several more small tornados touch down direetly Lo
the west of the city. We reported them and the network went to
“CODE RED.” which meant all communications should cease
cxcept for those of an emergency nature,

As T came into town | was surprised (o see hundreds of cars
lining the road, all spectators sitting watching the storm move
in. If indeed this storm produeed a big wormado, no doubt a lot
of these rubbermneckers would be hurt or killed, either by the
storm itself or in the resulting panic to flee the storm.

The Sirens Go Off!

- e

Just as | passed umder 1-40 going south the tornado sirens
sounded on the West Side of the city. This was unfortunate tim-
ing because with their sounding the gowkers all decided 1o it
the romd (o seck shelter. Suddenly T found myself stuck in i
major traffic jam with a huge tomadic thunderstorm bearing
down on my position.

lu!rhlﬂ'“ I ﬂ"ﬂ“}' hth.}]\. [I'II_' ira “-".! I.II'II.I Wils :Ihll.,'. [E4] I'I‘I_I” aver o
walch the storm from another of my prime pre-picked storm
wiitching sites, | watched with amazement as the wall cloud spit
oLt I'I'Il.llti['llll.‘ tornadoes thal i'H:E'iH'I .\l.lC]\:illE[ clisst up into Lhe storm.
All were short lived but the wall cloud wus now so low to the
eround that | was sure o multi-vortex tomado touchdown was
imminent and the wall cloud was less than o mile away,

1 decided I'd better call home to tell my family 1o take shel-
ter. Picking upthe cell phone I was not surprised to find the lines
totally jammed. T eould not place a call, undoubtedly because
of the glut of people trying to do the same,

With that line of communication down. [ radioed home on
my GMRS. Although my home was over five miles io my east,
I hadl no problem getting through, My wife radioed me back
immediately and old me she was just going out the door with
our daughter and grandkids in ow and asked which direction
she should head. Since the storm was headed south 1 old her
east. Storm spotter’s rule is: When threatened by a severe starm
traved away fromn it af a rivht angle to avesd being chased,

Again, golfball-sized hail began to pelt me so | said my
goodbyes and told them 1'd radio when the storm abated or if
the lines weren’t jammed 1'd call her on the cell. It would be
many hours alter the storm when the cellular system finally
came back up, so | was never able to call home on the cell tha
night. It just goes to show you that during emergencies noth-
ing is more relinble than a good-ol” analog (wo-way radio!
Both my GMRS and our VHE network performed flowlessly
despite the huge amount of lightning contained in the
storm, which also Knocked some of the local TV stations off
the air temporarily,

I headed south to try to stay ahead of the storm. At the same
moment, other spotlers in our eroup were under attack,
Hailstones bigger than softballs were slamming into the city

_on the west side of town. “Seeking shelier!” calls started com-

ing in from all of the spoters on the northwest side. where 1
had just been,

Mot wanting to lose my windshield I began moving south
and east on Loop 335, the radar image on my 1COM B2 help-
ing me stay outof the bigger hail cores but still allowing me
10 stay close 1o the hook echo (the tell-tale radar signature that
denf}tﬂ.‘r Ihﬂ tl]l'l'li.l.l\llnl IT“IﬂiIII..'!I“E; '1.“‘!1“‘}""‘1']‘:. :“'ld l" | :\.H,ll:
viewing position,

It wasn't hard to spot the huge hook echo on radar. The clas-
si¢ fishhook signature was unmistakable. When L arrived ot the
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One af the eight small tarnados thar this storm produced. Radio com

munications were kevin keeping the ciry warned, Amarillo Evmercency

Service storm Sprrifers communicated wirh e Emergency Operations
Centeron 151115 MHz ( Phato by Steve Daouglass)

southern-most side of the loop I found myself enveloped in dust,
caught in an inflow jet (moist air feeding the storm even more
energy). These inflow jets are a very important component of
tornado development. The stronger the winds being sucked into
the mesocyclone are, the larger the tornado. During the infa-
mous Oklahoma City F-5 torado of a few years ago, the
National Severe Storms laboratory clocked inflow winds into
that tornado of 85 mph. In our storm (at ground level) winds
were clocked by one of our spotters at 109 mph with the NWS
clocking winds at 1,000 feet at 140 mph! As a result I was sure
that we would have on the ground at any second a major killer
E-5 tornado, the Kind that sweeps houses clean off their foun-
dations and can even scour the asphalt iP’.I-TL!I:i{h.'.II__'\"-L_

The Biggest Funnel Cloud!

Minutes later | was looking up into the biggest funnel cloud
I had ever seen. It couldn't have been more than a quarter of a
mile away and seemed poised o descend on a fragile looKing
group of houses, but un'lil.f.ill_l;l_\' it _il:.f-l hung there. For some
unknown reason the conditions were not just right and the beast
just hovered o couple hundred feet in the air for about five min-
utes betore it lost strength and dissipated.

Amarillo dodged a major bullet that day in the form of a killer
tomado but the town did not get away unscathed, The golfball
and softball-sized hail core that moved so slowly through the
west side of town did over 5100 million in damage to roofs, win-
dows, cars, and other property. Some who were caught in the
onslaught of ice from the sky said huge hail fell non-stop for
over 40 minutes. One of the local hospitals, a tall structure, lost
every window on its east side. Patients had to be moved out into
the hallways as the storm hurled huge chunks of ice hovizon-
fally through thick-paned windows. The bigeest dollar amount
of damage was done to new car lots, which had hundreds of cars
totally pummeled.

Through all this madness, | was able to keep myself and my
family safe by monitoring many radio frequencies. Not only was
lable 1o keep tabs on the storm over the usual public safety chan-
nels, but L also got a great deal of information on just how intense

REALRLED, L '.l-"llll!_l? communications.com
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the storm was becoming from listening in on civil and military
pilots in aircraft flying in the vicinity of the monster. I even heard
an F-16 pilot (from nearby Cannon AFB) making a tomado
sighting report to the FAA on 255,400 MHz!

I also monitored ham spotters on VHF and UHFE, plus feld-
ed storm reports on 1-40 on CB Channel 19, as well as storm
chasers on FRS and GMRS frequencies.

The moral of this true story: When disasters—natural or man-
made—threaten you and yours, it's a good idea for radio mon-
itors to listen to evervihing, You'll never know where that picee
of information that could save your life could come from—Ilocal
public safety communications or world hopping HF military
communications, Being informed is being forewarned.
Consider the events that happened on 9711 that ook CVETrYOne
by surprise. How could it not? But now we know what can hap-
pen, and chances are there 1s some group out there planning
another attack, and it’s sad to say it probably will occur.

Dedicated monitoring hobbyists have always had an advan-
lage over those who don’t know which knob on a radio tums it
on. We are tuned into the world and are constantly in the know
and on the inside track when it comes 1o what's going on in the
world on many levels, some that have potential to affect our lives
directly. Although it is *just” a hobby to the uninitiated, it could
be the hobby that saves your family, friends, and maybe your
own life.
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