National Weather Digest

Severe Weather

MY FAVORITE TORNADO
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1% THE AFTERMATH

"It'll be 1like trying to put a picture
postcard back together. There was ample
blue sky, clouds white as a diaper, hills,
dales and an eyeful of farmland. Nice
territory. Trees had been uplifted, roofs
snatched away, garages crushed and debris
flung over more than a hundred acres.
Parts of Strites Orchard looked 1like a
shot from World War One's Western front.
The ground was littered. The bare trees
were heavily laced with pieces of fibre-
glass insulation. Here and there lay a
shoe, a child's toy, a phone book, a bro-
ken chair and a couple of coffee cups. A
rain gutter was wrapped 1like a necktie
around a nearby elm. It was a beautiful

day. Canary yellow forsythia shone under
the close sunlight and the tang of spring-
time green lay in the rare morning wind.
Nice day. Nice territory. Yet ... heart-
break."(2)

2 INTRODUCTION

"Look, a tornado is forming over there," I
pointed out to my mother as I drove her to
the shopping center at 4:45 PM. "Don't be
sally," I was told. Tt was April 5, 1977,
and seemed too cold for a tornado (it was
around 50°F.)

I dropped Mother off at the Harrisburg
East Mall and sat for ten minutes watching
the clouds move. The sky reminded me of
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the beginning of the National Geographic
movies we used to see in second grade,
showing time-lapse photography of cloud
movement.

When I arrived home, my father, who had
been in bed with a 102° temperature, was
in the driveway 1in his housecoat. He
pointed to the sky saying to me, "A tor-

nado just went by."

The tornado that touched down in my neigh-
borhood, Chambers Hill, Jjust four miles
east-northeast of the Capital City Airport
(CcXY) and four miles northwest of the Har-
risburg International Airport (MDT) around
5PM on April 5, 1977, occurred at a time
in my life when I was trying to decide
what to do with my future. I had already
planned to go to college to study some
sort of physical science. Although in-
terested in meteorology, I figured it was
just a passing fancy. However, my fasci-
nation of the Chambers Hill tornado con-
vinced me that this interest was not only
a hobby, but something I wanted to do for
the rest of my life.

Tornadoes in Harrisburg, PA, are not a
rarity; there have been many reports of
less devastating tornadoes in the area.
The most widely known one happened in Her-
shey, PA, just fifteen miles east of Har-
risburg, on October 11, 1975. Although
the Chambers Hill tornado may not be sig-
nificant compared with the Brandenberg, KY
or Xenia, OH tornadoes of April, 1974, it
was still a disaster since people were
affected and suffered property loss.

3 STORM HISTORY

"The events of the tornado are still vivid
in our minds. It was right before we
started to eat our dinner. I noticed it
was getting very dark and rainy. It was
raining gquite heavily. I was concerned
that two of the children were not home
from school yet and I was going to pick
them up at the bus stop. I just put din-
ner on the table and it got very windy.
My husband went to close the storm door
and with that we heard this 1loud noise.
We thought the pine trees in front of the
house were rolling and that they were
coming through the front window. We all
got up at the same time and ran for the
back door. We only got between six and
ten feet because of the turbulence. We
had no idea as to what happened" (3).

The funnel cloud's path of destruction was
erratic; it skipped and Jjumped through
swatara and Lower Swatara Townships. Al-
most miraculously, no one was seriously
hurt.

Residents reported seeing a greyish-blue
funnel cloud race across the valley from
Blue Mountain toward Chambers Hill (numbers
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in parenthesis refer to the map in Figure
A The tornado touched down by the Host
Inn [1l], where it ripped off half the roof
of a house on Highland Street [2]. Tt
struck a barn, damaging a porch, fence and
trees, and then moved across Route 441,
where it hit and damaged Joseph Hoffman's
new farm house [3]. The tornado then
skipped over the neighborhood to Dennis
Circle [4], in an area called the Swatara
Crest. The tornado hit the house belong-
ing to Donald and Marie Decker. At the
time, Mr. and Mrs. Decker and eight of
their thirteen children were sitting down
to dinner. The tornado tore the roof off
the $75,000 brick house that Mr. Decker,
who is a carpenter, had built four years
earlier. The family was thrown across the
kitchen; the diving board from their pool
landed two blocks away, along with the
roof of their house.

According to Donald Horner, Swatara Town-
ship Code Enforcement Officer, one of the

Decker's neighbors had thirty-nine trees
in his front yard, some as tall as fifty
feet, and all were either broken or torn

up. There is no way to put a monetary
value on a mature tree.

The tornado then moved to Canterbury Place
[5]1, a new development close by. Sixty-
nine houses were either under construction
or just completed; some of the lawns had
not even been seeded yet. Fourteen of the
new homes were damaged; four had to be
torn down and rebuilt.

Then, the tornado skipped over to Cockley
Road [6], taking the roof off a house
owned by Earl Strite. It then knocked

over a mobile home in a trailer court [7],
and damaged a couple of others, injuring
one woman. After scattering debris and
insulation all over Strites Orchard [8],
passing within a half mile of my home [9],
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