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NATURE'S FURY BIEZ VAT

‘ '
Iwenty-one tornadoes hit parts of Ohio and i
northwest Pennsylvania on the evening of May 31, 1985,
* They killed 76 people.
The toll in Pennsylvania was 65 lives, 936 homes
and $264 million in property damage.
Ten blocks of Albion were gone.

‘Twenty years later, survivors are still paying a price.  fRom
. 5/3%1)05_
\\ \ ERIC
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Stunned residents viaw what's lefi of Alblan afer fierce, destructive tornadoss swept ihrough the region May 31, 1985.
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Tornadoes cut indelible swath EENNLE:M
“Death from the sky,” the front page of

through communi UGS 3 hves the Timas-News Weekender daclared

on June 1, 1985, one day afier "killer
8y ROBB FREDERICK firehousc radlo in Albion. Ile'd tornadees” ripped through the region.
robD.{redarick@timesnews.com seen hiy share, in 58 years with

the department. But this was dif- »= For inote stories and photos from that

ferent, day 20 years ago, sae 8-7A.
ULLETIN ACTIVATE The storm was an F4 on the » G0od Mornlng: Tim Haln shares raspact

EBS Fujita scale, which goes tv 5. It
TORNADO WARNING spun on 250 mph winds — for, fascination with storms. 2A

NATIONAL WEATHER strong enough to sirip the bark

SERVICE EHIE PA off trees, and 10 send a size 7

513 PM EDT FRI MAY 31 wedding dress flying into Al

1985 EXPIRES 030 PM legheny National Forest, some

T0 miles awny.
... ATORNADO WAS ‘The National Weather Ser-

SIGHTED BY STATE POLICE vice observers did not yet have
NEAR PENNSIDE ... SOUTH  Doppler radar. But they cxpect-
OF ALBION IN ERIE COUNTY ed a storm. A cold front had hung

ATS505 PM ... MOVING over the Great Lakes, and an area
TOWARD THE NORTHEAST of low prescure had reached
AT 30 MILES AN HOUR. east. from- Minnesota, sparking .

Gabby Brewster got on the 3 Plgase sce TORNADOES, 6A
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Tornadoes: 11l winds

Continued from 14

TORNADOES IN AND NEAR THE ERIE L

thunderstorms. Fat  black Where ON MAY 31,1885 RSN

clouds bured toward an unsea- tornadoes The National Weather Service

sonably 85-degree Erie day. recorded two tomadoas In Erie County 4 T
The storm, when it formed, SEFUICK and five in Crawford County. e i

stretched over 14 miles. It was  Today marks the 20th anniversary of AL

two blocks wide, the tornadoas that struck PRLD e

The weathermen circled it norhwestem Pennsyivania, including
with red pencil on their overlay seven that struck in the Erie ragion.
maps. (‘I;he ‘°m.?‘d°. th;t_ st(r:uck Alblio;t'o a;d

They got the warni off, and ranesville in Erie oyr'afy eft 1
Gabby gBrewswr sounfded the  People dead and 200 injured.
alarm, and the old-limers told the
kids to get off the damn street, WHERE ALBION WAS STRUCK
And then it hit, ripping out of  The tornado came from the west
Ohio and over the tip of Crawford  and struck these areas:

County and on to Pennside. 1) South Park Avenue

It was coming right at them. 2) East State Street

Gerl Dean had just dropped  3) Washington Street
the girls at home:. They had  4) Walls Avenue
wanted McDonald’s and, at the  5) Second Avenue
counter, had wanted it to go, 50 5) Orchard Street

“y ) 7) East Pear Street
they could watch “Little House 8) Thomion Avenue

on the Prairie” while they in- 10 1omado headed northeast

ished their fries. toward Cranesyille.

John Hosey had just stepped vy gws,".
into the shower. He bowied on it
Friday nights. X

Bunny Reighard had pizzaon
the table. Jimmer. her 8-vear-uld,
had pgraduated from Kkinder-
garten just the week before,

Glona McCabe was coming
back from Kcnnedy's hardware
when the first hail hit her car. It
sounded like a bucket of golf
balls. )

The sky turned psychedelic.

“It lJooked like a real bad col-
oring job,” she said. “One side
ran into the other, and they just

The Fujita scale rates the severity of tornadoes
as a measurement of the damaga they cause:

Category: FO  (F1_:F2 ~'F3 1Fe
Wind Balow 1310 | 15810 | 207 to

1731
P speedsl  7amph:i112 {157 i 206 | 280 i 318

CHRIS SIGMUND/Erie Times-News

danced.” Glorla McCabe
The men at the weather serv- stands in her
ice drew more red cireles. front yard at
171 E. Stale

St. In Alblon.
Her home, like

B ULLETIN ACTIVATE
EBS some others In

TORNADO WARNING . Albion, is only
NATIONAL WEATHER 20 years old —
SERVICE ERIE PA rebult after an
5 PM EDT FRI MAY 31 F4 inmado
1985 EXPIRES 630 PM destroyed her
old one May
ERIE RADAR SHOWS 3 31, 1985.
TORNADOS ON THE "The only thing
GROUND. ONE NORTHEAST standing on
OF WATERFORD ANOTHER her property
NEAR CAMBRIDGE SPRINGS from belore
AND ANOTHER SOUTHWEST the tormado
OF MEADVILLE. THEY ARE" Is a tree, at
ALL MOVING TO THE right, planted

REFNTVITIEEIN 4 U S R Evn A e s
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Jonn Hosey ran to the base-
ment naked, He was still in the
shower when the lights went out,
His daughter had banged on the
door, yeliing, “Dad' Dad! You
have to get downstairs'”

He grabbed his fireman's
jumpsuit and started down, He
risked just one glimpse out the
window.

The wind was shuffling the
cars parked in the medical cen-
ter lot.

The Hoseys huddled against
the west wall of their basement.

On Knapp Road, maybe three
miles out of town, the Reighards
scrambled down their cellar
steps. The kids went in, and then
Jim, and then Bunny She heard
the windows shatter behind her,

“It's funny,” she said, with the
benefit of 20 years of perspective.
“Bul 1 remember thinking, ‘All
that glass i3 vn my couch,”

The wind lifted their two-sto-
ry farmhouse right ofY the foun-
dation. A floor joist hit Buuny
Reighard in the head, knacking
her unconscious. Her husband,
his eyes shut against the dust,
heard his daughter scream.

“Ithought they were dead,” he
said “I opened my eyes, and T
looked up, and I could see the sky.
The enlire house was gone,”

He looked oul und saw the tor-
nado over Albivn. He got back
down on the ground,

The storm crossed the Besse.
mer railroad tracks and pin-
wheeled down Park Avenue. It
spun doewn Main Street, gcross
the creek, and on to State,
Washington, Wells, Orchard
and East Pearl. It obliterated 10
blocks of Albion.

The wind snatched Lydia
Taylor from her car. It ripped the
top off the Harrington Bridge
and tossed a refrigerator onto
the roof uf the bank.

The pipes for the St
Lawrence Church organ shot off
like rockets. Debris knocked 7
inches oil the cross,

Monsignor Robert Reilly was
fresh out ufthe shower when the
storm blew him through the
window of his second-fioor bed-
To0m,

“I had to spread-eagle just to
hold on,” he said. “1 thought my
day had come.”

For a dozen others, it had.
Debbie Sherman was still in her
cur when it soarcd over a furm
silo. Helen Sabovik was
crushed against the side of her
trailer The three kids she was
baby-sitting lived.

A wall collapsed on Sandra
Stahlsmith, who was pregnant,
and who held her son Luke, who
was 4, as tight as she could. She
heard two breaths, and then he
was dead.

“Goto sleep,” she said to him.

Outside, more wind blew by

]

RICH FORBOREN/ENS Timas-Nows

John Hosey recalls how loud the May 31, 1985, larnado was as i lora
through Albion. Hosey's family waited out the storm In the bagement,

B ULLETIN ACTIVATE
ERS

TORNADO WARNING

NATICNAL WEATHER
SERVICEERIEPA

620 PM EDT FRI MAY 31
1985 EXPIRES 700 PM

AT 620 PM ERIE WEATHER
RADAR SHOWS NEW
TORNADOS ON THE
GROUND WEST OF ALBION
AND CONNEAUTVILLE
PENNA. MOVING TOWARDS
THEEAST AT 35 MPH.
ANOTHER TORNADS SOUTH
OF SPARTANSBURG MOVING
INTO WARREN COUNTY AND
ONE NORTH OF OIL CITY
MOVING INTO NORTHERN
FOREST COUNTY.

The maps were all red then.
‘There weve 21 circles — six of
them around powerfu! F4s, and
aseventh onan F5, the first ever
in Pennsylvania.

That storm cut a 41-mile path.
It kitled nine peuple in Niles,
Ohio, and seven more in Wheat-
land, the Mercer County mill
town it wiped flat.

Even deadlier was the F4
that ripped into the summer cot-
tages in Jamestown, on the bor-
der of Mercor and Crawford
counties. That storm stayed on
the ground for more than an
hour. It killed 23 people.

The wrnado that hit Albion
skittered on to Cranesville and
the Kennedy Trailer Park. Jodi
Lynn Snyder died there. Her son,
Robbie, was burled in the rub-
ble for three hours.

Healp did come. Firelighters
from every township with a
truck dug for victims. They lift-
ed strips of aluminum siding and
tuft after tuft of soggy pink insu-
lation. They smelled gas. They
saw Gloria McCabe’s Ford 1.TD.
crushed to a height of just 2 feet.

She had made it home. She hid

in the basement with her moth-
er, who would not squat down on
that floor in clean clothes.

Her sen crawled into the dry. .

e
The house broke free of the
foundation. “It went up into the
airand turned a quarter, just Jike
a flash cube” McCabe said,
“Then it came right back down.”

The neighbor’s waterbed was
on then. The cat was gone.

In 4 minute, McCabe heard a
voice. A strong, sure, “Is unybody
in there?”

It was John Hosey.

“Areyou OK?" he asked.

“I think so.”

"“Are you breathing?

“Yes."

“Can you move?"

“No."

And he dug, and he got to
them, and they stood up, dazed,
and cuvered with dust, and they
stared out at the town.

It looked like Dresden.

SOme images stay with
them. There'’s the National
Guard, rolling barbed wire
across RHoute 6N to help keep the
curfew. There's the trophy deer
mount the Gibsons nailed to a
tree in the front yard. Theres
Monsignor Reilly, speckled red
where the dirt had hit him,

For months, little pimples
rose on his darms and neck. That
was his body squeezing out the
glags,

Geri Dean, who was in Eric
when the storm hit, and whose
granddaughters, home alone,
survived, still remembers the
sight of her storm door, caught
high in a tree. It hung there for
days, taunting her, mocking her
loss.

That March she had paid off
her triiler. The storm smeared
it across the neighbor's yard.

Dean went to the middle
school, ‘where the American

Red Cross had set up 100 Cofs.
She helped sort the blankets and
fowels and donated T-shirts.
She helped find & hund-

stitched feather pillow jor a B0

yeuar-old man from Atlantic.

“Those were really bad days”
she said. “It was hard at times not
to just stand there and cry.

“We did our darndest,
though,” she said. “These were
people you'd known all your life.
Their families had been there
forever.”

Martha Sherman ran the effort
for the Red Cross, Her daughter
in-law wag at the high school,
which way the morgue. Sherman
didn't even know.

Monsignor Reilly used the
Lutheran church for funerals.
Gloria MeCabe played the organ,

She already had stopped .

dressing for bed. She wanted to

- be decent if she had toflee-into

the street,

Even now, she sleeps in
sweal pants,

The Reighards stili live a few
miles out of town. They built a
nice ranch house about 20 feet
from their original foundation.
They had what mattered.

“If somebody walked up to me
and sald, ‘What would you keep
if a disaster was coming”"” Bun-
ny Reighard said, “I'd say my
family. And that’s what we got,
We walked out of that with our
family, and that's the most pre-
cious thing. Everything else can
be replaced”

Some things worked their
way back t her. One ofthe kids'
savings books turned up in
McKean. The other was found in
Muyville, N.Y.

And in 2000, a full 15 years al-
ter the tornado, a neighbor
chopping wood turned over an
old, moldy photo. The
Reighards' wedding portrait.

Jim Reighard found the best
of his guns — the unique ones,
with the stocks his father had
checkered. But the others were
gone.

That happens, no matter how
small the town. So when
Martha Sherman visits a neigh-
bor, and when she sees a piece
that once belonged o sumeone
else — a special doorknob,
maybe, or some antique drawer
pulls — she shrugs it off;

“You can't say a whole lot,” she
snid, “So nobody does. It’s done,
It's over with. You leave it
alone.”

T¥mes-News archival c.[zppmgp, the
National Weather Service and
National Climazic Datu Center,

ROBB FREDERICK canbe
reached at 870-1733 or by e-masl.

=3
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8L - . The F4 fornedo that levaled parts of Albion and Cranesville on May 31,
1985, sheared ofi part of this house on Stale Street in Aidion. wnxn
the slorm was over, about 10 biocks of Albion wers destroyed.

' hoed
CONTRIBUTED PHOTO

An F4 tornado that led 3 path of destruction in Albio
was ane of saven storms o lear through rmlgn'e molz:: lmvii:: e
Twenty-one woro spofted In northwest Pennsylvania and Ohio.

-

2 i
CONTAIBUTED PHOTO

Bob Gould surveys damage 1o hig Eas! State Street home after a
tosnado ripped through Albion May 31 1985. The F4 twister traveled
down Main Streef before skipping around in a path of destruction thal
Included paris of Stals, Washinglon, Wells, Orchard and East Pear).

T E e e

A McCabe lamily photo shows Alblon homes shattersd alter the May
~ 31,1985, tornado. Gloria McCabe, whese family hid in the basement
daring the starm, says har house "want up Into the air and tumed a
- quarter, just like a llash cube. Then it came right back down. "

uj 3’
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