
Introduction 

April 17, 1963 was a warm, humid, and breezy spring day. Farmers were busy preparing fields for spring planting, 
kids arriving home from school were anxious to go out and play. Around 330 PM a tornado developed near a   
gravel pit northwest of Essex in northwest Kankakee County, Illinois. Nearly 2 hours later, and 70 miles away, the 
tornado finally dissipated just north of Medaryville in Pulaski County, Indiana. In its wake was a continuous path of 
damage, which left a young mother dead, and 70 people injured. The hardest hit areas were Bourbonnais and 
Exline in Kankakee County, Illinois and the small farming community of Gifford in Jasper County, Indiana. The path 
width of the tornado varied from 10 yards to 500 yards but averaged 100 yards. There was $3 million dollars in 
damage in 1963 dollars. That would be the equivalent of $22.5 million in 2013. This was one of the most powerful 
and long-tracked tornadoes to ever occur in northeast Illinois or northwest Indiana.  
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Photo of tornado taken by 
an Illinois State Trooper 
from Momence. Photo  
courtesy of Olivet Nazarene 
University Archives         
Department 
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Tornado Documentation and Records 

National Weather Service has a good record of tornadoes going back to 1950. There is incomplete data, mostly 
about killer tornadoes and especially destructive tornadoes, going back to 1916. Tom Grazulis’ Tornado Project 
documents significant tornadoes (tornadoes rated F2 or greater, and/or tornadoes that caused fatalities or at least 
10 injuries) for the local area back to the mid-1800s. Today, tornadoes are documented more thoroughly and most 
tornado damage paths are surveyed. There was a lot more variability in the way tornadoes were surveyed or    
documented in the past. The U.S. Weather Bureau did perform a damage survey of the 1963 tornado on April 18 
and 20. The damage survey lists the tornado as having a 57 mile path. However, Dr. Fujita of University of Chicago 
and Joe Goldman of the Severe Storms Research Project of University of Illinois also surveyed the tornado’s path 
and determined there was continuous damage for 70 miles.  

 

Fujita later went on to develop the F scale for rating a tornado’s damage. It was adopted by the National Weather 
Service in 1973. The scale was then applied to all tornadoes, retroactively, back to 1950. Ratings were somewhat 
subjective based on pictures, damage reports, and newspaper accounts. The Kankakee-Medaryville tornado was 
rated F4 with winds estimated 207 to 260 mph. In 2007, the F scale was revised by a group of wind engineers and 
tornado damage experts. On the Enhanced Fujita (EF) scale, an EF4 tornado would produce winds of 166 to 200 
mph.  

 

Since 1950, there have only been 9 other tornadoes over northeast Illinois and/or northwest Indiana that have 
been rated F4 or greater. Because most tornadoes were not thoroughly surveyed in the past, and the concept of 
cyclic tornadoes was not well understood, some tornadoes that are listed as having long damage paths may have 
actually been multiple tornadoes, known as cyclic tornadoes, with breaks in the damage. But the 70 mile path from 
Essex to Medaryville would, without a doubt, be one of the longest continuous damage paths ever to occur in the 
local area. Only one tornado had both an F4 rating and a longer damage path. That tornado was part of the April 3, 
1974 Superoutbreak. It began in Benton County, Indiana, ripped through Monticello and ended near Oliver Lake in 
LaGrange County, Indiana. It had a damage path of 108.7 miles. Looking back before 1950, there was an F4     
tornado (rated by Grazulis) on April 7, 1948 which traveled from near Manteno in Kankakee County to Hebron in 
northern Jasper County. It was a multiple vortex tornado which killed 4 and injured 40 along a 40 mile path.  

 

Northeast Illinois and northwest Indiana’s most powerful tornadoes since 1950 

 

Location Date F/EF 
scale 

Path Length 
(mi) 

Path Width 
(yd) 

Killed Injured 

Kankakee-
Medaryville 

4/17/1963 F4 70 500 1 70 

Crystal Lake 4/11/1965 F4 9.1 400 6 75 

Belvidere 4/21/1967 F4 25.5 1200 24 450 

Lake Zurich 4/21/1967 F4 8.8 150 1 100 

Oak Lawn 4/21/1967 F4 15.0 200 33 500 

North Chicago 9/18/1972 F4 5.2 220 0 20 

Monticello, IN 4/3/1974 F4 108.7 1760 18 285 

Deep River-Michigan 
City, IN 

3/12/1976 F4 25 200 0 7 

Lemont 6/13/1976 F4 3.3 1760 2 23 

Plainfield 8/28/1990 F5 16.4 600 29 350 
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Meteorology 

Using local Weather Research and Forecasting (WRF) models, meteorologists are able to generate simulated 
weather maps for past events. The 600 AM CST (12Z) April 17, 1963 data was used to generate a WRF model run 
for various parameters and various times throughout the day.  
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Ago (cont) 

Sequence of photos taken by Joseph Hlousek, 1 to 11/2 minutes apart from 416 PM to 430 PM. 
Courtesy Kankakee County Historical Society. 



 

At 500 mb, or roughly 18,000 
feet, broad ridge of high pres-
sure was over the southeast 
part of the country and a strong 
area of low pressure was over 
Hudson Bay. A short wave 
trough was moving through the 
western Great Lakes during the 
afternoon of April 17.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the upper atmosphere, at 
300 mb, (roughly 30,000 feet) a 
strong west-southwesterly jet 
stream in excess of 70 knots 
was over the Midwest. Winds 
aloft were divergent over east 
central Illinois and northern  
Indiana, with west-
southwesterly winds over the 
Great Lakes and winds turning               
west-northwesterly over the 
Ohio and Tennessee Valleys. 
This pattern would induce    
upward vertical motion which 
would aid in thunderstorm    
updraft strength.  
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500 mb map for 400 PM CST 

300 mb map for 400 PM CST 



At 850 mb (around 5000 ft) a strong, warm, moist southwesterly flow in excess of 35 knots was present from the 
Ohio Valley into the Lower Great Lakes.  
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Ago (cont) 

850 mb winds 
at 400 PM CST 

850 mb relative 
humidity at 400 
PM CST 



At the surface, a weak wave of low pressure was over Iowa at midnight with very humid air streaming up the Mid-
Mississippi River Valley into northern Illinois and northwest Indiana along and ahead of a nearly stationary front. 
Dew point temperatures were already near 60F. A stronger low was over James Bay, Ontario, Canada.  

 

Surface map at 1200 Midnight CST 

Violent, Long-Tracked Tornado Struck Kankakee County and Northwest Indiana 50 Years 
Ago (cont) 



By afternoon, the front was slipping south through northern Illinois and northwest Indiana. Temperatures were in 
the low to mid 70s and dew point temperatures were in the low to mid 60s. The model was indicating that           
precipitation would be breaking out ahead of the front, from central Illinois to southeast Lower Michigan.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                               

Violent, Long-Tracked Tornado Struck Kankakee County and Northwest Indiana 50 Years 
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Surface map at noon CST 

2 meter temperatures and 10 
meter winds at 400 PM CST  
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Ago (cont) 

2 meter dew point              
temperatures and winds at 
4:00 PM CST.  

Mean sea level pressure and 
precipitation at 400 PM CST 



 

 

 

Tornadoes are favorable when a combination of strong instability, rich low level moisture and strong wind shear is 
present. Convective Available Potential Energy, or CAPE, is a good measure of instability, and an indicator of    
potential for strong updrafts in thunderstorms. Surface based CAPE was in excess of 2000 J/kg by mid afternoon. 
Another measure of instability is lifted index. Negative values are favorable for thunderstorms. Values were in    
excess of -8C by mid afternoon, which indicates very strong instability. In fact, a model generated sounding       
indicated CAPE of more than 5000 J/kg and LI of -14 by late afternoon, although the model sounding’s surface 
dew point in the lower 70s may not be realistic. Low Lifted Condensation Level (LCL) heights indicate good low 
level moisture. LCLs below 750 meters are favorable for tornadoes. Strong wind shear, in both the low levels and 
through a deeper layer, is  favorable for rotating storms and tornadoes. Wind shear is a change in wind speed and/
or direction with height. Low level (0-1km) shear was 25-30 knots, which is very strong, and shear from surface to 
6 km was in excess of 60 knots, also very strong. Another measure of wind shear and the potential for rotating 
storms is Storm Relative Helicity (SReH) through the layer from 0 to 3 km. SReH in a model generated sounding 
for Kankakee in the early afternoon was 247 m/s2, which is extremely strong.  
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Surface based CAPE at noon CST 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Violent, Long-Tracked Tornado Struck Kankakee County and Northwest Indiana 50 Years 
Ago (cont) 

Surface based lifted index at noon CST 

Lifted Condensation Level height at noon CST 
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Low level (0-1km) wind shear at noon CST 

0-6km wind shear at noon CST 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Violent, Long-Tracked Tornado Struck Kankakee County and Northwest Indiana 50 Years 
Ago (cont) 

Model generated     
sounding at noon CST at 
Kankakee 

Model generated     
sounding for Kankakee at 
600 PM CST 



 

In summary, a number of parameters favorable for strong, rotating thunderstorms and tornadoes came together 
over northern Illinois and northern Indiana during the afternoon of April 17, 1963, leading to the development of a 
long-lived, tornadic supercell storm.  

 

Tornado Damage Path 

By 230 PM strong thunderstorms were developing along a line from Ottawa to Chicago, some producing hail and 
strong winds. At 330 PM, about the time the tornado was developing near Essex, 1 ½ to 2 inch diameter hail was 
reported near 111th and Halsted on the south side of Chicago.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Violent, Long-Tracked Tornado Struck Kankakee County and Northwest Indiana 50 Years 
Ago (cont) 

Map of tornado damage 
path by Fujita and   
Goldman 



 The funnel was first observed near a gravel pit 6 miles west of Essex around 330 PM. The condensation funnel 
may not have been completely visible initially, as there were reports of just a funnel cloud, or tornado touching 
down then lifting back up. The funnel was later reported by a weather observer thirteen miles west of Kankakee or 
three miles northwest of Bonfield at 355 PM. The observer later reported the tornado on the ground six miles west 
of Kankakee at around 403 PM. Between Essex and the Kankakee River, damage was mostly barns destroyed, 
houses damaged, and trees downed. A wooded area was leveled near County Roads 4000N and 11000W. A barn 
was destroyed near 9000W and 4000N.  

 

The tornado had been moving on a course of 110 degrees, or just south of due east. It turned northeast briefly as it 
crossed the Kankakee River, possibly due to effects of terrain. It hit the Country Fare restaurant on Route 113, 
along the west side of the Kankakee River. A farmer found the front door of the Country Fare in his field, on the 
east side of the river. After crossing the river the tornado once again moved east southeast.  
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Scan of Sportsman—Kankakee Daily 
Journal 

Bernard St —Mary Ann Kirsch Bernard St —U.S. Weather Bureau 

Bernard St —U.S. Weather Bureau Bernard St —Mary Ann Kirsch Bernard St —Mary Ann Kirsch 

Main St —Mary Ann Kirsch Main St —Mary Ann Kirsch Main St —Mary Ann Kirsch 

Main St, view of Admin Building—
Mary Ann Kirsch 

Main St, view of Admin Building—
Mary Ann Kirsch 

Main St—U.S. Weather Bureau 

Marsile, between Main and Bernard 
—Mary Ann Kirsch 

Marsile, between Main and Bernard 
—Mary Ann Kirsch 

Marsile, Rt 45 —Mary Ann Kirsch 
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Marsile, Rt 45—Mary Ann 
Kirsch 

Marsile, Rt 45—Mary Ann 
Kirsch 

Maternity DMV Church—Mary 
Ann Kirsch 

Maternity DMV Church—Mary 
Ann Kirsch 

Olivet Nazarene College—Mary 
Ann Kirsch 

Olivet Nazarene College—Mary 
Ann Kirsch 

Olivet Nazarene College—Mary 
Ann Kirsch 

Olivet Nazarene College, Admin 
Building —Weather Bureau 

Olivet Nazarene College, Birchard 
Gymnasium —Olivet Nazarene    
University Archives Dept.  

Olivet Nazarene College, —
Olivet Nazarene University 
Archives Dept.  

Olivet Nazarene College, 
aerial view—Olivet Nazarene 
University Archives Dept.  

Olivet Nazarene College, 
campus map —Olivet       
Nazarene University Archives 
Dept.  

Olivet Nazarene College —
Olivet Nazarene University 
Archives Dept.  

Olivet Nazarene College —
Olivet Nazarene University 
Archives Dept.  

Olivet Nazarene College  
damage—Mary Ann Kirsch  
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Trailerville—U.S. Weather 
Bureau 

Trailerville—U.S. Weather 
Bureau 

Trailerville—U.S. Weather 
Bureau 

Trailerville, aerial view —Olivet   
Nazarene    University Ar-
chives Dept.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The tornado did some of its worst damage north of Kankakee at Bourbonnais and Bradley. The tornado seemed to 
have slowed and moved somewhat erratically through this area. It moved through the Indian Hills subdivision, also 
known as Sportsman Club, just east of the Kankakee River and west of Bourbonnais, off Route 102. Two houses 
were leveled to the foundation and others were severely damaged. A 24 year old woman, who had just adopted a 
baby, was running across the yard, possibly to get in a ditch, with her baby in her arms, when she was struck by 
debris and killed. She was the tornado’s only fatality. She was found with the baby still cradled in her arms. The 
baby survived.  

 

The tornado severely damaged half a dozen homes near the intersection of Route 102/Main Street and 45/52. One 
home had the second story roof removed, while a baby and another small child were napping in an upstairs 
bedroom. The children survived. The tornado appeared to be headed for Route 45 and Armour Road when it 
turned south and hit Maternity BVM Church, damaging the dome and several imported stained glass windows, and 
partially lifting the roof. The tornado damaged an old boys school, then hit Olivet Nazarene College at 420 PM, 
causing heavy damage to the top floor of the administration building. Several classroom buildings and the 
gymnasium sustained roof damage, and a 100 foot smokestack was toppled. The tornado then hit a mobile home 
park for married college students, on the east side of campus, known as Trailerville. Fifty to sixty house trailers 
were demolished. The tornado crossed the Illinois Central tracks and unroofed an Armour Pharmaceutical Plant 
near Route 50 and North Street in Bradley. For the next 3 ½ miles the tornado moved through open fields, missing 
farmsteads. The width of the path at this point was about 110 yards. 

Trailerville, —Olivet Nazarene    
University Archives Dept.  

Trailerville, —Olivet Nazarene    
University Archives Dept.  

Trailerville, —Olivet Nazarene    
University Archives Dept.  

Trailerville, —Olivet Nazarene    
University Archives Dept.  



 

Students at a Kankakee High School 
track meet (now King Middle School) 
watch the tornado pass through 
Bourbonnais and Bradley, about 2 
miles north. Photo courtesy Kankakee 
County Historical Society.   
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Exline—Kankakee County 
Historical Society 

Exline—U.S. Weather Bureau Exline, overhead view—
Kankakee County      
Historical Society 

Violent, Long-Tracked Tornado Struck Kankakee County and Northwest Indiana 50 Years 
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Next, the tornado hit the small farming community of Exline, four miles east of Bradley around 430 PM, damaging a 
dozen buildings. Every building in Exline was damaged or destroyed. A bridge spanning a creek was lifted and 
twisted off its foundation. At the Kankakee River, three cottages were severely damaged, trees were blown down, 
and a house was destroyed. A bit further east, a tank was carried half a mile and buried in soil. Houses were 
severely damaged south of Momence.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Eastward to the Indiana state line, farm buildings were destroyed. At the state line, a swath was cut through a 
wooded area. The tornado entered Newton County Indiana around County Road 800N, and passed just south of 
Lake Village. The path through the state line area and northern Newton County was very rural. Most of the damage 
was to trees and farm buildings. Two houses were damaged near Route 55 and about 750N.  
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Gifford—photo by Dan Gehring Gifford—photo by Dan Gehring Gifford—photo by Dan Gehring 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

The tornado was moving almost due east as it cut through northern Jasper County. Near Route 49 and 600 N, just 
north of Gifford, a line of houses was leveled to the ground and 20 people were injured. A potato processing plant, 
outbuildings, and machinery were destroyed. The tornado finally dissipated just across the Pulaski County line, just 
north of Medaryville around 530 PM CST. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Violent, Long-Tracked Tornado Struck Kankakee County and Northwest Indiana 50 Years 
Ago (cont) 

Gifford—photo by Dan Gehring Gifford—photo by Dan Gehring Gifford—photo by Dan Gehring 

Gifford—photo by Dan Gehring Gifford—photo by Dan Gehring Gifford—photo by Dan Gehring 

Gifford—photo by Dan Gehring 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Google satellite view shows the foundation of the potato plant still remains, 50 years after the tornado destroyed it.  

 
 
Warnings 

The Severe Local Storm Warning Center (SELS), predecessor of today’s Storm Prediction Center (SPC) issued a 
Severe Thunderstorm Forecast – the equivalent to a Severe Thunderstorm Watch today, at 125 PM for northern 
and central Illinois, northern Indiana, and southwest Lower Michigan. The first report of the tornado came to the 
Chicago Weather Bureau office from two people in the Severe Storm Reporting Network, predecessor to today’s 
Skywarn. The Tornado Warning was issued by the U.S. Weather Bureau at 410 PM, just before the tornado moved 
into Bourbonnais. The Weather Bureau authorized the use of CONELRAD to get the warning out to radio and TV 
stations. CONELRAD (Control of Electromagnetic Radiation) was established in 1951 by President Harry Truman 
as a method of emergency broadcasting during the cold war. It was replaced by the Emergency Broadcast System 
(EBS) later in the summer of 1963. EBS was subsequently replaced by the Emergency Alert System (EAS) in 
1997.  
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Tornado Heroes 

Meteorologist in Charge of the U.S. Weather Bureau’s Chicago office, Joe Fulks, presented the following public 
service awards; 

 

Mrs. William Burnside, part of the Severe Storm Reporting Network, was given an award “for recognition and 
appreciation for contributing to the public safety and welfare by service performed for the U.S. Weather Bureau”. 
She reported the first sighting of the funnel, on Limestone Road west of Kankakee. A few minutes later she called 
again when it appeared to touch down.  

 

Robert Snyder, substation operator in Bradley and also part of the Severe Storm Reporting Network, reported the 
tornado when it was one mile west of his location. He stayed on the phone until the twister threatened his safety.  

 

Douglas Jones and Floyd Huff, of the Illinois State Water Survey, rendered an important service when they 
reported that a hook echo was visible on the ISWS CPS9 radar. This was not initially evident on the WSR-57 
Chicago radar. (A WSR-57 radar was located at University of Chicago until it was replaced by a new WSR-74S 
radar in Marseilles November 1, 1974.) The information enabled the Chicago radar operator to detect the hook 
shortly thereafter, and follow it through the remainder of its history, thus aiding in the issuance of tornado warnings.   

 

Robert Brooks, Fire Chief of Reddick, was working in Essex when the funnel first developed 6 miles west of Essex 
at 330 PM. He furnished information about the developing tornado to civil defense and sheriff’s offices. This 
information constituted the first public warning and was distributed by radio stations a few minutes before the 
tornado hit Bradley and Bourbonnais, possibly saving lives. 

 

Leeon Davis of Lake Village Indiana, at considerable risk to his own personal safety, raced ahead of the storm in a 
Piper PA-22-160 Tri-Pacer, buzzing farm houses at rooftop level to alert 40 to 50 unsuspecting families of an 
approaching tornado. The tornado later demolished many of the farm houses. He was later flown to New York by 
CBS to appear on the TV program “To Tell the Truth”. Although Leeon was a pilot himself, the trip to New York was 
his first flight on a jet airline.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Piper PA-22-160 Tri-Pacer  
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Postcard received at U.S. Weather Bureau from Leeon Davis’ trip to New York 

 
George Miga, also of Lake Village, followed the storm in a Piper PA-22-108 Colt plane. He furnished reports of the 
tornado’s course to FAA communications stations at Peotone and Lafayette. The reports enabled a Lake Central 
Airlines flight at Lafayette to delay its takeoff, thus avoiding the tornado.  

 

Summary 

Violent, long-tracked tornadoes are rare in northern Illinois and northwest Indiana, but this is a grim reminder that 
they have occurred, and they will occur again. It is important for anyone living in this area to have a severe weather 
plan at home and at work. Have a method to receive watches and warnings, such as NOAA Weather Radio or a 
smart phone app. Designate storm shelter areas, preferably below ground, surrounded by concrete, or at least in a 
small interior space, on the lowest floor, away from windows. When a warning is issued for your location, or if a 
tornado or threatening weather is sighted, get to shelter. Then spread the word to friends, neighbors, family 
members and coworkers by phone, text message or social media. Be a Force of Nature! You could save a life.  

 

Many thanks to the following who contributed to this article; 

Kankakee County Museum and Kankakee County Historical Society 

Olivet Nazarene University Archives Department 

Dave Zinanni, Director of Kankakee County Emergency Management Agency 

Charlie Feris - U.S. Weather Bureau, retired 

Bryan Overstreet, Purdue Extension – Jasper County, IN Office 

David Beachler, Lead Forecaster, National Weather Service Chicago 

Mary Ann Kirsch, tornado survivor from Bourbonnais 

Dan Gehring, tornado survivor from Gifford 

Marty Borgeois, tornado survivor from Exline 
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Here are some personal recollections from survivors of the tornado  

 

When that tornado hit Bourbonnais 50 years ago, I was a young housewife with two small daughters. We lived in the 'heart' of Bourbonnais. Today, we 
have four children and seven grandchildren and have moved from where we lived then but still live in the heart of Bourbonnais. In fact, if we lived then 
where we live now, we'd watch that tornado sweep past our front door. Fifty years ago, I watched it sweep through our back yard, leaving remnants of 
a frightening and sad few moments none of us will ever forget. 

 

I remember it, can still see it, as though it was yesterday. It was just a couple days after Easter but the weather was very warm. From the weather 
report on the radio we knew storms were 'probable'. By late mid-afternoon, it was overcast but hazy rather than dark storm clouds. In addition to my 
two little girls I had a Beagle dog, a normally very quiet, docile animal. But, by mid-afternoon she began to whine and whimper for 'no apparent reason' 
that I could see. Finally tired of listening to her I decided to go across the street to my good friend/neighbor's house. She had two girls, I figured 
(Madonna...the late Madonna Grasser) and I could visit before time to fix supper for our husbands, and the kids could play. 

 

As I crossed the street I noted a neighbor couple, Jack and Elaine Walters, who lived two doors west of us, get into their car and start to back out of 
their driveway. River Street (which ran past our house) was a narrow blacktop roadway then, and I looked over my shoulder toward the northwest at 
my neighbors' car to see if I had time to clear the street before they came by. But they hadn't backed up, they'd gone back toward their garage and 
were staring at what appeared (to me on first thought) to be a huge round ball of black smoke off in the distance. It did not appear to be moving and 
there had been no 'talk' that I'd heard of possible tornado so that never entered my mind. 

I hollered at the neighbor couple something about, "Wow that must be a big fire!" They hollered back to get inside, that they'd just heard on their car 
radio that a tornado had hit down in Essex and was crossing the river possibly heading our way. 

 

By then I had entered my friend's front yard. Her daughters were with her. And, by then huge drops of rain (the size of eggs) started to fall onto the 
sidewalk. I told her what the Walters had said. I will never forget my friend (Madonna Grasser's) reply and she took a lot of 'heat' and 'teasing' about it 
until the day she died, just a few years ago.  

She said, "Not to worry! My mom always said we never get a big storm when the raindrops are big like this!" 

 

That day, I wasn't so sure. I ushered our four girls into her house and told her eldest (about 12 at the time) to take the others into the basement, stand 
in the southwest corner and pray. I was very specific, I told them to say Hail Marys! Bless her, she did as I asked. 

 

Madonna, however, was another story. As the tornado ripped through Bourbonnais, I spent my time downstairs making sure the girls were in the 
corner praying and upstairs trying to get Madonna downstairs! But she was busy spraying holy water throughout the house! That's when I noticed 
debris and dirt flying west to east through my back yard. I grabbed Madonna, holy water and we all made it to the basement. 

 

By then I knew something horrible was happening and I knew that whatever was going on it was heading directly to my elderly parents' house which 
was directly across the street from a century old stone church, Maternity BVM Catholic Church, and Olivet Nazarene College (now Olivet Nazarene 
University). I ran to the east basement window just in time to see the sky over that area fill with what looked like great lime green clouds. 

 

I was frantic. I knew my husband would be on his way home for supper. He worked at Montgomery Ward in Kankakee. No cell phones, IPods, 
computers to see if he was in the middle of I knew not what! 

 

Very shortly after he drove up and said that the triangle (where Route 102 separated and went northwest while Route 45 curved east for a couple of 
blocks before heading north)  was completely blocked. No way could we get through (to my parents...there was, of course, also no phone lines working 
by then either). But I got in his car and he did take us to the next street north. We then turned east onto another street which happened to have a hill, 
the highest point in Bourbonnais where we could look down and see most of Marsile, the church, and the college. What we saw was devastation. Hot 
wires, still crackling and sparking, utility poles, trees...strips of boards and shingles were blocking his path. I got out and without thinking started 
running east toward my parents' house. We'd already seen that the top corner of the administration building at ONC was peeled away (later learned 
the paint on the walls of the top floor were the green I'd seen as clouds) AND I could see the steeple of our beloved Maternity BVM Church tilted at an 
awkward angle. I honestly imagined the worst for people on the ground. My folks among them. And, the trailer park that was then part of the ONU 
campus and was located the exact direction the storm had headed! If it had wreaked this damage, what could possibly have happened to them and the 
students in dormitories. There had been no warning. 
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I got across what is now Main Street NW, stepping over and around live wires. I saw one of my folks' neighbors walking as if in a dream and sobbing. 
(Her house a few doors west from my parents was seriously damaged.) I asked her about my parents and she didn't seem to understand what I was 
saying. But, I also saw that debris was so bad I was not going to get further. That's when I saw my father standing in front of their house. (We were 
actually only 3 residences apart. He looked shaken but he motioned for me to go back. Hollered that they were OK.) 

 

I did. We went home. We needed to do something! That's when one of us suggested we make sandwiches. Clearly there'd be a need for food. And 
that's when we began collecting left over Easter ham and started making sandwiches. We set up 'shop' at the neighbor with the biggest kitchen. As the 
sandwiches got made, someone would take them down to the barricaded part of town.  

 

There's the biblical parable of the loaves and fishes, when Jesus fed massive crowds from a loaf of bread and a few fish. Well, it took us a few hours to 
run out of ham but much sooner our 'loaves' had run out. We had no bread. There was one solution. There was this new idea called a 24-hour deli/
grocery store, Lloyd's in west Kankakee. We knew the police had kept a single lane open into Kankakee, so I and another woman decided to try. The 
cops knew us (everybody pretty much knew everybody else then) and let us through. At Lloyd's we got armloads (what they had left that day) of loaves 
of bread. We emptied their shelves of that and the manager raided this newby called a bakery/deli of their cold meat and sweet rolls and doughnuts. 
The car was full when we headed back to Bourbonnais.  

 

By the next day we knew that the tornado had ripped through a fairly new subdivision located off of Route 102 to the west, being developed by Eugene 
Benoit (brother of Madonna of the “We won't get a storm, the raindrops are too big”). Eliminating basements was the big idea of the day and few of 
those homes had any. One of those residents was Gerald and Sandy Rivard. They had just adopted a baby girl. Gerald was at work when the tornado 
hit. Sandy and her baby, wrapped securely in blankets and clutched tightly against her body, headed outside when the tornado ripped their home 
apart. Cas Daucanski, son-in-law of developer Eugene Benoit, and his wife, Midge lived in another of the development's houses the next street over 
and slightly west of the Rivard home. Cas had gotten off work (he was a lifelong Bourbonnais mail carrier). His house had suffered no damage so Cas 
decided to walk over to see if Sandy needed anything. What Cas found he would never forget - Sandy outside, very near her front door, entrapped in a 
downspout that was wrapped tightly around her body.  "It looked like a huge snake," Cas often said. Sandy's baby was still tight in her arms. The baby 
survived. Sandy had not.  

 

The next day I noticed a lot of debris in my back yard. I started to pick it up and discovered it was fall-out from the tornado. There were pieces of paper, 
drywall, and even photos. I've forgotten what else - wiped away by the memory that will always stay. Imagine my shock when I picked up a wedding 
photo of Sandy and Gerald Rivard! Something I was able to return to him. Imagine, some 3 miles southeast of their house. 

 

Roy Rivard, took many pictures of the aftermath of the storm. Among them were slides of the Doug and Joyce Altmeyer home, a small two-story 
bungalow located directly across the street from Olivet Nazarene College's administration building. The Altmeyers had small children and Joyce had 
put them to bed upstairs for an afternoon nap. They were still asleep when the storm made a direct hit on their house. Joyce had little time to react but 
when she realized what was happening, she 'ran to their rescue'. She was terrified. Then shocked to see the roof of their home gone! Even many years 
later, when she talked about that day, she could not find the words to describe her feelings when she found her children, although covered in debris 
and broken glass, unharmed! 

 

Mary Ann Kirsch 

 

*********************************************** 
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Here are some personal recollections from survivors of the tornado  

Notes from phone conversation; 

She was 10 years old and living on Osage. She remembered it was a very warm humid breezy day. She wanted to go outside and play near Davis 
Creek. The sky was getting dark to the northwest so her mother told her to stay inside because a storm was coming. She was sitting in her bedroom 
looking out the window, which faced west. A farmer was plowing the field. Then she saw a brownish black ball of smoke/dust and the birch trees along 
the creek started bending down. Then she noticed the farmer backing up his tractor. She said she had never seen a tractor go that fast in reverse! She 
realized then it was a tornado. It hit the north end of the subdivision, then hit the fire station and town hall, the Maternity BVM Church (imported stained 
glass windows)  and on into Olivet College.  

Marilyn Burris  

 

********************************************** 

I was a junior at Momence HS at the time. We were at track practice and the sky was clear the sun shining brightly and we watched a "plume of 
smoke" clear over past Bourbonnais. We were winding down practice and some of us were in the locker room and someone yelled that Coach Cherry 
wanted the mile relay team back out to time us. When I came up the ramp from the locker room Coach Cherry was rushing toward the ramp yelling to 
get in the basement.  I said to him, “My car is under that tree”. He yelled, “Get in it and get out of here then!” I took off from Momence HS and headed 
down the street watching the tornado getting closer and bigger. I made a corner and it looked to me like it was following me. I went all the way to 
Hillcrest drive north of Momence and it still looked huge and like it was following me so I turned around and went back to 6th and Dixie highway and 
stood in the driveway of the standard station and watched it pass. The hail was beating the heck out of me but I was "rooted" to the spot. It looked from 
there like it was hanging over the stop light downtown but was actually tearing my sister’s house apart a mile south of town. 

As you went south of Momence on Rte1, approximately 1 1/2 miles there was Al Ford’s, then Bill Slogans open lot, then my sisters. The tornado got 
Slogan’s and my sister’s.        Hail was about half inch diameter and the time was 4:30 or so. School got out at 3:30 and we had been at track practice 
for a while. 

Steven Carpenter 

******************************************** 

Regarding the Wednesday, April 17th, 1963 tornado that went through Exline, Illinois, this  was the recollection of Kathy (Bourgeois) Lambert that was 
told to Martin Bourgeois.  

I, Martin Bourgeois, was 2 years and 10 months old at the time. I was with my mom, Ruth Bourgeois, and a group of other farm wives attending a 
meeting at the home of Gladys Jarvis in Exline. Exline is about 4 miles east of Bradley. It was about 4pm. My sister, Kathy, age 9 and my brother, 
Mike, age 7, had just been dropped off by the school bus at our home about a half mile south of Exline. My dad, Harold Bourgeois, was a farmer and 
he was doing some field work near our home. He noticed a large, dark cloud that was low to the ground to the northwest of his location. The cloud 
didn’t have the long, rope-like appearance of a typical tornado.  It had a very wide base and the rotation of the clouds associated with a tornado. He 
drove the tractor back home as fast as he could and got Kathy and Mike in the grain truck with him where they watched the tornado travel east-
southeast through Exline just half a mile to the north.  

Meanwhile, the hostess of the meeting, Gladys Jarvis, was preparing refreshments in her kitchen when she looked out the west window and screamed, 
“It’s a twister!”  Several of us crammed into a closet as the tornado passed by. Once it calmed down and we left the safety of the closet, my mom and I 
began the half mile walk home since our car was destroyed. The houses in that neighborhood had severe damage and a corn crib across the road had 
its roof taken off.  When that happened, a lot of the corn was sucked up in to the air.  

On our family farm where my brother Mike still lives there stands a corn crib. There was a grain elevator standing next to that crib. The elevator has 
two wheels so it could be moved to different locations and be used to fill grain bins and cribs from the fall harvest.   On the day of the tornado, even 
though it passed half a mile away, the suction of the tornado caused the elevator to move across the yard on its own and go into the ditch next to the 
road. 

Martin Bourgeois 
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