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A TORNADO STRIKES THE HEART OF MY CITY

It was a pretty day--------- no mention of rein in the early forecasts.
About nine in the morning five construction men were hurt in an accidental
fall from the Court Place Building in the heart of the city. An elevator
had collapsed. Walter Ruther, the Labor Leader, died im a plane crash the
night before as a thousand students and war veterans gave an appreciation
dinner in Los Angeles for Ross Perot and the Lubbock paper noted that Julia
and Tricia Nixon had given candy to their mother in observance of mother's
day. At 7:00 P. M., the Lubbock Fire Fighters Associatiom held their annual
banguet for the News Media. At 7:30 P. M. that eveing, the Lubbock Weather

Burezu amended the forecast to include a 30 percent chance of rain.

At 9:1}6 that night all the electric clocks in Lubbeck stopped. As
time stood still, the most devasting tornado in history ravaged huge portions

of my city.

The tornade moved in along a path that ranged from one-fourth to one and
one-half miles wide and eight and one~half miles long. The death toll reached
26 and over 1,500 were injured. It wiped out 1,046 family units and damaged

8,876 more. Property damage is believed to have exceeded $135 millior.



Central Station was heavily damaged, the roof had collapsed on top
of the Snorkel, the doors were jammed and the other apparatus could not
move out. The alarm office was a shamble and the dispatcher on duty lost

an eye from flying glass. All telephone and radio communications were gone.

City Hall received extensive damage and the E, 0., C. in the basement
lost all radio contact and for a time only one telephone trunk line from the
outside was in service. The Police Station, at City Hall, also received ex-

tensive damage and was without radio contact as their antenna had gone down.

In any large scale emergency communications becomes critical. OQurs was
even more so as the base stations of all the city radico frequencies were
knocked out. Until some time the next day when temporary antennas could be
raised, we had to depend on mobile units and walkie-talkies, and messages had

to be relayed as many as 3 times to get in to the E. 0. C.

By scme strange fate, Radio Station KFYO our Emergency Broadcasting
System Station remained on the air and broadcast emergency messages'throught-
out the night and for several days after. It was by this mean that the

Police Chief and I were able to call in our off-duty personnel.

CIVIL DEFENSE IN LUBBOCK IS LOCAL GOVERNMENT OFERATING IN AN EMERGENCY.

Each department in the city simply expand their normal function to meet
the situation at hand.

We have an excellent Emergency Operating Center in the basement of City
Hall. The E. 0, C. consists of a large staff room with maps, telephone ex-

tensions, and a T. V, set that can be tuned to a local weather chamnel that



utilizes the weather radar of one of the T. V. Stations. We also have a
Radio Room where all the city radio frequencies (&) have a remote trans-
ceiver and a Shortwave Set. We also have the capability of monitoring the
L. P. S. and Sheriffs Department. The City Hall switchboard is located
adjacent to the radio room. There is an ESSA weather teletype in the Civil
Defense Directors Office together with a remote unit of KFY the Emergency
Broadcasting System Radio Station. There is also desk space and telephones

for the news media in an office adjacent to the staff room.

Qur City Manager, Bill Blackwell is well versed in emergency operations
having served in Freeport and Galveston and experienced in handling several
of the hurricanes that hit those cities, After coming to Lubbock he saw
that all directors and department heads updated their emergency operations
plan. In other words he gave us the leadership to organize and plan for
emergencies. For the past four years the E. 0. C. has been activated on a
limited or full scale basis an average of 20 to 25 times a year on weather
alerts and other emergencies. With this experience the staff and directors
had become an active, efficient operating team aware of each others capa-

bilities and resources.

Before going on with a discussion of our operations that night, I
would like to explain one other policy of our City Manager that I feel con-
tributed a great deal to our success during the storm. ‘Severe weather is a
way of life in West Texas during the spring and summer months and a number of
our citizens have storm shelters. Mr. Blackwell feels that the staff can and

will operate more efficiently if they know their families are safe. He has



encouraged the staff to bring their families to the E. 0. C. when it is
activated, The Coffee Shop is opened up and they visit while the staff

is working. This surely worked on May 11.

When severe weather is reported over the ESSA Weather Wire the City
Hall switchboard operator notifies the Police Department, Fire Department,
and the Civil Defense Director. The Civil Defense Director then activates
the E. 0. C. on a limited or full scale basis depending on the situation.
When the E. 0. C. is activated on a limited basis the following are noti-
fied and report to the E. 0. C. - Civil Defense Director, Police Chief,
Fire Chief, Electric Distribution, Internal Safety Director who is the
Warning Officer and the Communications Supervisor together with Radio Opera-
tors for the remote units. On full activation, the Manager's Staff and all

the Department Directors report to the E. 9. C.

The eﬁergenoy plan for the Fire Department calls for me to report to
the E, 0. C. The Deputy Chief reports to Central and assumes cormand of the
field forces. The Chief Training Officer reports to the Weather Station at
the Airport where we have a two-way radio on the fire department's frequency.
The Captain in the Training Division reports to the E, 0. C, and mans our
radio, The Fire Marshal remains in the field and acts as a visual observer,
All Fire Stations are alerted and call in weather observaticns from their

stations.

I will not attempt to give you a blow by blow description of the events

leading up to the time the storm hit, but will only touch the high points.,



At 7:00 P, M., I was attending the Banquet for the News Media given by
our Fire Fighters Association. In attendance were representatives of all
the radio and T. V. Stations, the Newspaper, the Hegional Commander and
Captain of the Department of Public Safety, Sheriff and his Chief Deputy,
Local Commander of the Salvation Army, Executive Director of the Red Cross
Chapter, City Manager, Bill Blackwell. OQur Civil Defense Warning Cfficer
was part of the program. We had the majority of key people in one spot

about one and one-quarter mile north of City Hall.

- While we were waiting for the dimner to start, we experienced a little
rain and some small hail at our location. About 7:30 P. M,, I received a
call from the City Hall that the weather bureau had issued a severe thunder-
storm warning for Lubbock and and Lubbock County. I relayed this information
to those at the dimmer. City Manager, Blackwell said a few words of greeting
and excused himself to report to the E, 0., C. and said he would call back as
soon as he could ascertain the extent of the storm. In just a few minutes he
called me and said the storm appeared tc be building and to notify those in

attendance and for me to report to the E. 0, C.

Qur Emergency Operations Plan was initiated and all personnel reported
to assigmmemnts according te plan. At this time, the major activity was south
and scuth-east of the city. The reports we had from the field indicated that
the major part of the storm would miss most of the city. About 8:30 P. M.
this severe thunderstorm had moved on to the north east out of owr area of
responsibility. Events had slowed down, we had no méjor electrical outages,
police units reported no flooding and no fires were reported. About this time

the radar indicated thunderstorm activity southwest of the city. Mobile units



were moved into the soUthwest part of the city to make visual observations
as it appeared this storm would move into the city. WNone of the units ob-
served any significant activity. There were reports of marble size hail
and rain in the northwest sector. The first report we had of a tornado on
the ground was from a citizen at 206 Sherman Avenue. At the same time this
call was coming in a police unit in the northwest sector reported a funnel
on the ground moving eastward., The City Manager gave the order to sound the
sirens. As I was moving to carry out this order (the control for the Civil
Defense Sirens are located in our alarm office 3 blocks north of City Hall)
we received a radio message that "Central Station has been hit". A roar was
heard in the E. 0. C. and the lights went. In just a few seconds the emer-

gency generator picked up the locad.

What actually happened to the City organization when the tornado
struck is amazing. It functioned and functioned very well. I hope you
can realizé the severity of the operation from an organizational point of
view. We have an E. O, C. of very minimum design. It has operating space
for about 2l people and a very small radio room which contains six remote
contrel units for the city base radio transmitters and also four units which
have the same six frequency capabilities. The KFYG, EBS remote pickup unit

is located in my office adjacent to the Conference Room.

When the tornado hit, we lost the antennas on cur back up radioc units
in the radio room. We lost the base station remote control telephone lines
to our six base stations. We lost the KFYOlEBS remote pickup unit antenna.
We have LO telephone lines coming into the City Hall switchboard, which is
adjacent to the E. 0. C. We lost the ability to dial out; we could take in-

coming calls., We could call out for the first few minutes after the ternado



struck.

IN A MATTER OF SECONDS:

1. The Police Station, located in the City Hall complex, was severely
damaged.
2. The Central Fire Station, three blocks north of City Hall, sustained
heavy damage. The Fire Department lost their complete command and control
center.
3. We lost our primary water pump station. It had been tied to three sources
of electrical power. We lost all three sources of power to the pump staticn.
k. We lost two major electric power generating stations with a generating
capacity of 83 million watts.
5. We lost our city-county health unit building.
6. We lost our city warehouse, which carries stock for a six month operating
period;
7. Our electric utility distribution offices were heavily damaged.
8. The Fire Department training building roof was torn off.
9. We lost our vehicle service center,
10. We lost our Traffic Engineering maintenance building.
11, City Hall sustained heavy damage. City government operated from the
E. 0. C. for four days, until electrical power was restored and emergency

repairs were completed tc the building,

The E. 0. C. was in 24 hour operation for ten days. During this time
it was the focal peint for all operations. The city staff and other support

agency representatives were on duty straight through the first 72 hours of

operation.
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Emergency recovery operations began Jjust moments after the tornado
had struck. It seemed with each minute the operation became more complex,
and after the passage of an hour or two, we had an operation going of such
magnitude that it was impossible for any one person to know all the details
of the operations that were underway. To describe this complex operation,

I would like to give you a few details about selected areas of operations.

Key staff members of the city were in the E. O, C, when the tornado
struck. Although we had lost our communications, these men, either using
walkie talkies, message-runners, or radios in their vehicles, started to
get their divisions operating. They got overviews of what their situations
were and gave status reports to management within minutes. I have nothing
but praise for all the city staff, and especially for the leadership shown
by Mr. Blackwell, the City Manager, in these first few minutes. We just had

a tremendous operation going.

The Emergency Broadcast System Station, KFYD radic performed the modern

day classic of radio broadcasting. Sometime in the future we will look back
and realize the value of the public sérvice performed by KFYD radio. They
lost their E. 0. C. equipment. They kept their studios across the street
from City Hall operating on emergency power. They cannibalized and rigged

up a broadcast capability for the E. 0. C. which city governmeﬁt used to
cormunicate with the people. We lost our city water system and anticipated
that 18 hours would be reguired to get this system back into normal operation.
This information was broadcast, we pleaded with people to conserve water.

KFY0 was used to ask policemen, firemen and other city employees to report

to work. A telephone line from KFYD to radic station KRLD in Dallas was our



1ink to the world for public information. The Avalanche-dournal news-
paper staff moved into the KFYD studics. They input their news articles
into the KFYO system and their sister publishing firm in Amarillo printed
the first newspaper distributed in the Lubbock area after the tornado. All
official notices of City Council meetings and the passage‘of eﬁergency

ordinances were broadcast over KFYO. KFY0 was truly the voice of government,

Southwestern Bell Telephone Company responded in a matter of minutes

after the tornado hit. The Telephone Company representative who usually

services the city was in the E. ¢, C., for the first 72 hours of operations.

The district disaster medical group Director and his assistant moved

intc the E, 0. C. within a few minutes. We worked very closely with these
people planning emergency medical operations. We were anticipating mors
deaths and injuries than actually occurred. We do not have a medical radio
communication system. City vehicles, with a control unit outside of City
Hall, were dispatched to the medicai facilities and utilized to obtain

medical status reports from the heospitals.

The Red Cross, as always, performed yeoman service. We had a repre-

gentative in the E. 0, C. working closely with the Salvation Army, who was

also in the E. 0. C. These agencies worked together harmoniously. They
handled all health and welfare related problems, interacting with our Director
of Public Services, who has that area of responsibility assigned to him in the
plan. These agencies stayed with us through the ten days of continuous E, 0. C.

operations. Local civic groups responded. We assigned these people to the
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Red Cross and Salvation Army.

The amateur radio operations moved in and set up communications

equipment which was very useful. HNearby communities responded with support.

Fire Department Operations during the next two hours were uncorridinated due
to lack of communications, however, individual companies responded in their
districts performing search and rescue operations. It is with great pride
that I can report that without a Central Control the officers and men went
into action with their search and rescue operations with efficiency. 411

the fatalities except one were discovered before daylight.

Within two hours, the Deputy Chief was able to get his car out at fentral
and set up a Command Post in the drive way under City Hall. The off-duty
personnel were told to report there and the Deputy assigned search parties
and areas. We used every type vehicle obtainable. Some of our people rode
in patrol cars with police. Some of the men were detailed to assist the police
in keeping traffic out of the damaged area. During this period of time the
National Guard Personnel started repgrting in and some of our poeple were as-
signed to work with them. By daylight the next morning the National Guard had
brought in a number of Jeeps and Trucks from Amarillo. During this same period

of time, Fire Departments from over 10 different towns within a 100 mile radius

of Iubbock had responded, without being called, with men and equipment and went
to work with our people in search and rescue operations, i want to digress Jjust
a moment to point out a change in my thinking since our storm. 1 have always
operated under the assumption that if any of my neighboring departments needed
or wanted help, they would call and ask for it. Now I know that sometimes you

may not have time or the means to call for help. You will never know what a
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load was lifted from me when I went up to the driveway and saw all those neigh-
boring departments there with men and equipment. I vowed to myself right then
if I was ever aware of my neighbors in trouble I would load up a crew of the

best men and equipment I had and go to them. If they needed us we could go to

work, if not we would come back home.

Qur department maintains two ambulances in standby condition and these were
put in service as almost immediately we started getting calls for transportation
for the injured. Ambulances from as far away as Clovis and Hobbs, New Mexico
arrived during the night and early the next day. Search and rescue operaticns
continuved on throughout the night. At 3:00 A. M. we released the off-duty
personnel to go home, get some dry clothes and report back to the command post
at 7:00 A. M. to make a complete and systematic search of the entire damaged
area during daylight. From repcrts we had received and plotted during the
night, we estimated that severe damage had occurred from 19th St. on the South,
Indianna Ave. on the West and to the city limits on the north and east. This
estimate later proved tc be fairly accurate, howsver, some minor damage occurred
as far south as 50th Street. Working with the National Guard Captain and the
Parks Director, I was able to obtain commitments from them for a number of
Jeeps, Pick-ups, and Trucks to be used for search and rescue. After deter-
mining the number of vehicles at my disposal and the extent of the area to be
covered, we assigned specific planning units to each crew to make a house by
house and block by block search. By 11:00 A, M. all search units had reported
back in and only one fatality was found. Because of persistent rumors of persons
still missing, I had my Training Chief with his class of Rookies and a Truck Co.

make another search of the larger buildings and the numerous motels that were
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heavily damaged. No additonal bodies were recovered,

Throughout the storm period and for several days after we had no fires
of any consequence. We answered a number of calls for arcing wires. We had
orne problen thaf tied up some men and equipment for about 72 hours. Until
we could get some pump stations back into operation, we had to transpoft water
in tankers and pump into the water systems at 3 hospitals. We also had to supply

some water to a cold storage warehouse to keep it in operaticn.

Some of the problems we encountered were: Insufficient portable lighting
equipment, large amounts of natural gas in the damaged ares from broken pipes,
debris that blocked streets, numerous flats on cars and pumpers, and the vast

area of damage that had to be covered,

I'm extremely proud to be a part of the team of City Employees who
functioned so well in time of stress. I cannot praise enough the officers and
men of my department for the courage'and initative they displayed in meeting

and conguering a challenge I hope your department never faces.

Thank you feor giving me this cppertunity te share my experience with you.

W. Hershel Sharp



