The Udall Kansas Tornado: May 25, 1955
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Storm report
Tornado of Blackwell, Oklahoma-Udall, Kansas
May 25, 1955

The climax of several days of tornadic and severe thunderstorm activity late in May 1955 occurred on
the night of Wednesday, May 25th. A tornado struck at Blackwell, Oklahoma, killing 20 and injuring 250
with property damage in the millions.

About an hour later a tornado struck Udall, Kansas, some 40 miles north-northeast of Blackwell. The
tornado traveled in a general southwest to northeast direction across the center of town. Most of this
south-central Kansas town of about 500 people was leveled. The death toll stands at 80 at this writing,
and 250 were injured.

TONKAWA OKLAHOMA

Mrs. Robert C. Walker reported seeing the funnel of a tornado located about one mile east of Tonkawa.
Mrs. Walker had a micro-barograph in operation at the time. When the tornado was sighted east of
town, the barogram showed a sharp fall of about .08 inch Hg. followed immediately by a sharp rise of
about .10 inch Hg. (the minimum pressure was recorded at about 2055 CST, however there were no
time checks with which to determine the accuracy of the time element.) Shortly after 2100 CST the
"worst hail in the history of our city" fell but with only light wind. Hail was heavier to the west. Some of
the hail that fell in town measured almost 3 inches in diameter.

BLACKWELL, OKLAHOMA

The tornado struck Blackwell, Oklahoma about 2127 CST. It traveled from the south to north with almost
complete destruction over a path about two blocks wide, and considerable destruction extended 3 or 4
blocks farther on either side. Mr. Nave, who lives just south of the south city limits of Blackwell,
reported a short period of wind and hail (about two inches in diameter). The hail was followed by a lull
during which he went outside. Instead of the air being cool following the squall, it was "hot." Then the
tornado funnel was sighted approaching from the south. It came with "the roar of forty freight trains."
There was lightning all around but not in the immediate vicinity of the funnel.

Mrs. B. H. Joneses living on the north side of Blackwell, about 4 blocks from the damage area, reported
squally weather with wind, rain and hail followed by a short period of quiet. He went outside, heard the
"roar," and immediately sought shelter. Upon emerging, he saw the tornado funnel leaving town in a
north- northeast direction, still in contact with the ground.

The pattern of debris at Blackwell gave the appearance of more inflow then actual rotation in the sense
that trees to the west of the center of the path had been blown eastward, and those to the east had
blown westward. Debris from buildings yielded little information because of the difficulty in being able
to determine from where it came.



EIGHT MILES WEST OF ARKANSAS CITY, KANSAS

Following are two eyewitness accounts from an area about 23 miles north-northeast of Blackwell close
to U.S. Highway 166, about 8 miles west of Arkansas City, Kansas. An elderly couple, Mr. And Mrs. Post,
who live on a farm just south of a highway, report that their power failed at 9:58 PM (time ascertained
from a stopped electric clock) followed in about 5 minutes by hail and shortly thereafter by a terrible
roar. This was followed by a quiet lull which lasted probably less then a minute. The storm struck again,
blowing down several large trees. These trees laying down toward the east must have been felled by a
west wind. The couple was in the house the entire time, but looked out the windows during the course
of the storm. When the initial roar was heard only blackness was visible to the south. After the tornado
had passed over, it was clearly visible to the north against the back ground of almost constant lightning
farther to the north. Upon questioning, neither Mr. Nor Mrs. Post experienced any sensation of change
of pressure during the course of the storm.

The Earl Bennett farm is located about 2% miles north-northeast of the Post farm. Mr. Bennett was
roused from bed between 10:10 and 10:05 PM Wednesday by hail, some as large as hen's eggs, which
fell covering his yard. This was accompanied by severe and constant lightning. Then the storm struck,
destroying several outbuildings, carrying debris for about a mile to the north-northeast. This was
followed by a lull which lasted about half a minute. Strong wind again struck suddenly (direction of wind
unknown) but apparently with no further damage. Looking out to the north, Mr. Bennett saw the
tornado funnel which was back-lighted by constant lightning further to the north. He described the
funnel as hanging down from a black cloud and gyrating slowly back and forth. He estimated it to be
about a quarter of a mile in diameter in its lower portions. From the pattern of destruction of the
Bennett farm it was not possible to deduce direction of winds causing the damage. Debris which was
carried to the north-northeast was relatively light in weight and was probably carried in the vortex.

Both of these accounts seemed to indicate the tornado funnel was on the trailing edge (south-
southwest) of the parent thunderstorm itself, the parent thunderstorm being identified by the hail and
severe lightning. Both accounts identified a quiet lull lasting for a minute or less between two storm
surges suggestive of an "eye." In one case destruction occurred after the lull and in the other case
before the Iull. Neither eyewitness reported any sensation of change in pressure, having been
questioned on that specific point. Both accounts indicated the absence of heavy rain accompanying the
parent thunderstorm or the tornado, referring to the rain as "light".

UDALL, KANSAS

Udall, Kansas, about 30 miles southeast of Wichita, underwent almost complete destruction from the
tornado which struck about 2235 CST. Motorists were reported to have seen the tornado funnel
approaching Udall. It struck the southwest corner of the town first, traveling almost due northeast with
destruction occurring over the entire width of the town about three-fourths of a mile. The only
habitable structure left in town was a frame dwelling with only minor damage on the extreme
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northwest edge of town. Except for a few other dwellings in the northwest corner of town which were
twisted, moved, and badly damaged, the only building in town not completely leveled were a few two-
story masonry buildings from which the upper story had been removed. There was evidence of rotation
although it was confused somewhat by the pattern of lightweight debris, much of which indicated a
southwest to northeast flow. It was common, for instance to see a large tree having fallen to the
southwest, and a large piece of tin wrapped around a smaller nearby tree with its free edge pointing
northeastward, obviously having been carried by a southwest wind. Destruction requiring immense
forces however did yield indications of cyclonic rotation. A municipal water tower in the northwest part
of town was toppled toward the southwest. The center of rotation passed across and almost right angles
to a train of railroad cars on a railroad siding. The cars to the northwest of the center were blown off the
tracks to the southwest and the cars between (over a distance of about 1% city blocks) were still on the
tracks.

Some evidence was found of "explosive" effects. A concrete block building about 30 feet by 40 feet had
stood in the southwest part of town and was apparently near the path of the center of the tornado. All
four walls had fallen outward, leaving the floor area relatively clear of debris.

Eyewitness accounts were not available from Udall until several days afterward because of
understandable confusion and the shock that most survivors suffered. Mr. Wheeler Martin, a survivor
from Udall, reported that there was a "roaring noise" at about 2220 CST followed by hail and rain. The
wind was from the southwest and getting stronger. After a few minutes, the house began to shake. At
2235 CST it "collapsed." The hail continued for several minutes. Beyond Udall, the path of major
destruction ended. Spotty damage extended for 18 miles east-northeast of Udall.

A carefully conducted survey of damage accomplished by Mr. Phillips revealed almost positive
indications that at least from the time the tornado crossed U.S. Highway 166 and throughout its
northward traverse through Udall, a continuous path of destruction was apparent. There was some
"skipping" but the greatest skip was on the order of 3 1/2 miles. This evidence together with the radar
evidence strongly suggests that this one storm had a continuous path for more then 50 miles.



Damage Pictures from the Udall Tornado

Areal photo of Udall, Kansas damage
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CAVE SAVED EIGHT LIVES
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This photo is of an entrance to a small cave which saved the lives
of 8 Udall residents



LOOK/ N EAST FROM TOP OF SRECKED VALENTINE STATION.

View looking east from the top of the wrecked Valentine Station



SLAFTER THE SOREARO .

Damage to the High School
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Damage at the Udall Grade School
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Budein:g,Temporary quarters for the American Red Cross and
the Salvation Army



Photo of the American Red Cross Canteen. Over 600 people donated 2,636 Hours
to the disaster relief for the people of Udall
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Remains of the Udall water tower
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First Warning Issued
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Second Warning Issued
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Radar Overlay

Original Copy of Radar echo
as view from Tinker Air Foree Base, Oklahoma
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Map of Tornado Track




Event Summary

MAY 25, 1955

THE ORDER OF EVEMTS THAT OCCURRED IN THE WEATHER BUAEAU OFFICE WICHITA, KANSAS

FRM AFFROXIHATELY 9130 P TO 11:00FH, T0 THE BEST OF OUR RECOLLECTION AND

FROM CRODE NOTES MADE DURDNG THIS RUSH PERTOD, -

HEAVY: THUNDERSTORN S{0WH 0N RADAR MOVING TORARD THE CITY BT sSDNCE IT DID KOT

Il..mﬁ LIEE ARYTHING MOAE THAN HEAVY RAIN AT THE ;nm,m:m HAS SENT AS 3UCH ABXUT
9:30 .

IMLFDRENEI 155UED &S BSE SCHEDILID & BETWEEN 9:50TH AND  9155FH.

LOIG: DISTANCE FHONE CALL RECEIVED BY GAEEN FROM DICK MOORE OF RADIO STATION
KS0K, ARKAWSAS CITY, KAMSAS, SAYING "WE INTERCEPIED OVLR THE OKLA POLICE RADIO
THAT BLACKWELL WaAS BAD HXT AND RECUESTING ALID, MO DIRECT INFORMATION ON THIS
REPORT AKD WOULD TRY AND VERFY REPORT ANT CALL YOU WITH ANY INFORMATION Wi
MIGHT OE ABLE TO GET." TIME CALL OVeER APPROXIMATELY 10:030H.

SALLEE DMEDIATELY CALLED KANSAS HINAY PATRCL AND WIGHITA POLICE DEPARTMENT TO
TRY AID VERPY REPORT AND GET MORE INPORMATION. AT THE SAME TIME OGREEN WAS TALKING
TO SELS IN KANSAS (CALLED BY SELS) AND RECEIVED SEVERL WEATHER BULLETIN @216,
THIS WAS POLLOWED BY REVISSD LOCAL FORECAST AND VERBATEM GUOTE OF BULLETIN @l
#1160 LOCAL LOOP, THIS TRANSMISSION WAS COMPLSTED APPROEIMATELY 10:08PM,

LOCAL TELSPHONE CALLS ALMOGT COMIINUOUSLY. EXACT TRMES AND MATTER DISCUSSED
NOT REMEMBERED THOUGH NONCE RSPECIALLY DMFORTANT.

AT 10: 23R KARSAS HIWAY PATROL CALLED %PAS (SALLER) WITH VERIPICATION OF BLACKWSLL
REPORT, CMLY INFORMATION AVAILAELE WAS COMPTRMATION AND MESD OF AMBULANGSS AID
GENZRAL HELP FROM SURROUIDIIC TOWNS. THIS REFORT SENT ON LOCAL LOOP 10:25«10:30R
65 & confirmed tornndo. THIS MATTER ALSO ADIED TO 10:26P% SBRUENCE TRANSMISSION.
HEAVY THUNDERSTORM THEN OVERMEAD. DIRECT WEATHER BROADCAST (ochedulod) MADE BY
GREEN OVER KAKE RADIO STATION 10:25pm WITH MOST ALL TIME DEVOTED TO TORMADO AT
ELACKWELL AMD ARSA WARMING, LEARMED OF UDALL STORM ABOUT 11:45PM.

Sipg. Theren E. Salloo

Borton B. Oreon
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Warning Acknowledgements
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Newspaper Article

DISASTERS

Big Twister

In Udall. Kans. (pop. 61o) evervone
was pleased when shy Schoolteacher Af-
leen Holtje announced her engagement.
Une night last week the womenfolk were
giving her a wedding shower. All day loag
Aileen wornied about what clothes vo wear
becaee of the contrary weather, which
changed from rain to sultry beat to dusty
winds: eventually, she decided on a sum-
mery nylon print dress, As the party be-
gan, thunder rumbled in the southwest,

e

vailed in places across the U.S. from Ama.
fills, Texas, Lo Bulfalo, N.Y. In three days,
a record total of tro tornadoes was re-
ported in Texas, Kanwas, Oklahoma, Mis-
souri, Mebraska and Towa, Many were
harmless, but ome knocked a giant B-3b
bomber out of the sky pear Sterling,
Texas, killing the 15-man crew, The worst
killer slammed into Blackwell, Okh. and
smashed across the Kansas line to Uidall,
25 miles sooth of Wichita.

Across the Wheat, Blackwell (pop.
toooo) fell uneasy beforchamd. “You
kind of kept wondering what it was vou

]

Joe Schesschelealing

Brackweet, Oxua, A¥Ter Tie Tozxapo
Quigide the bedreom door, o missing house.

and a woman said wncasily thar tornado
warnings were out—elear o Texas,

Out of the Sky. The worst storms on
earth are tornadocs, and most tornadoes
bit the U.5.: 5.204 in 35 vears {1g16-30),
killing 7961 people and causing S476 mil-
lion in damnges, Histoey's worst, the Tri-
State tornado of 1gzs, killed 63g peogle
in Missouri, Illinaiz and Indiana, A single
storm fronk €an Cimile several 1urn:|1|.uuw..
each whirling furfously for a few fearsome
miles. Sometimes the roaring black vortex
2tays harmlessly in the sky: when ft dips
to carth, the impact can dig a erater.

Tomadoes advance at 4o m.ph. or less,
hut their rotary winds gyrate at fet spoeds,
caleulated in ome caze ab 65 m.ph. They
have been recorded in every meonth of the
year and every state of the union, bwt
May gets the mest (229 ) and 10 does
Kanzas (618 in 35 years), Hetween the
Rockics and the Appalachians, as nowhere
clee on earth, cold aretic and hot Gulf
winds collide, coil and writhe.

Last week such tormade conditions pre-
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were worried or unhappy  abowt.” ex-
gained one resident. At g:23 pom. Pearl
Joyee Peckham was standing on her front
porch while a boy friend picked up hails
stones mattling down from the dark sky.
“The mext thing I knew.” she eelated, “he
ran and grabbed me and said, ‘My God,
it's a tornade,” amnd there it was, right on
top of us, It was dark, but this thing was
much darker than the night. We ran into
the kouse and got down on the foor and
prayed-” At the big $500,000 Hazel-Atlas
Glizs plant a night-shift worker heard
“that awful roaring neise. and the building
Just kind of shuddered and went down.™
The tornado, sixth and worst in Black-
well since 191z, destroved and dimaged
zo0 houses, hurt 593 people and killed 1q,
cansed a 1o million loss. The whidluind
ripped surfaces off the highways. wrapped
a big electric réfrigerator arcund a tree
stump, tossed a wrecked pickup truck onto
the second foor of a ruined brick house,
Sweeping nosth acress the amber wheat,
the deadly funnel killed one family’s five
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childeen in Oxfard, Kans., A farmer three
miles south of Udall saw it coming: “It
sounded like & bunch of jets and looked
black as an il slush pond. T didn't look
long. I Iit out for the cellar.”

At home in Udall, Lester Sweet tumed
on his TV set to catch the weather report:
tornado wamnings had been broadcast all
day, and he wai “deathly afmid” He
heard an all-clear at to:20 pm. and was,
Just settling into bed when the house
cracked open, “We're in for it,” he velled
to the wife, pushing her and the children
under the bed. "We could hardly breathe
with the vacuum and the dusy,™ he said
later. "It was like being in an echa
box, with everybody velling so loud you

—couldn’t hear."

Against thoe Wall. Nearly ree women
showed up that evening for Aileen Holts
je's wedding shower at the Udsll Com-
miunity Center, built with funds rafsed by
turkey raflles and square dances, Men
wailed across the street in Eddie Taylor's
pool hall, The women sang Schood fays,
put en skits, served coifee and cup cakes
anel eved Adleen's presents, The shower
brake up carly, and the cleanup committes
put off dishwashing until the next day;
only a dosen women were still there when
suddenly the lights went out. Then they
heard the poise. Someons said: “It"s a
freight train,” Another voice spoke up
soberly: “It's a wind acomin’.”™ Then the
huilding collapsed: the twelve women,
clinging tightly tegether, were knocked
down, but all survived,

Some others were hucky, too. Old Rail-
roader Fred Dye was snatched ot of his
shoes, whitled ootdeors and thrown alive
up a irec. Barber Henry Nofris went 1o
bed. woke up wnhurt in the street: ©1
don’t know how | got there,” Will Sweet
and bl wife cowered in a back bedroom
until it was over, then opened the door
and found the rest of the house gone
Nomman Lanning huddled with his wife
and three childsen apainst the kitchen
wall by the eefrigerator, which skidded
away; the wall was the only thing Jeit
standing in the ares, and it saved them.
U0, God" said Lanning, “How, lucky
we were,"

AL 1ei2q pamy exnctly, outside phone
copnections with Udall were broken. 1t
turned out that the twister had hit at that
moment. Operator Mary Tavlor died at
her switchboard and her som Eddie died
in his pool parlor. So did six ather men.
Of Udall's 1o people, 73 were killed.
Eighty-five were missing and unsecounted
for. More than oo were injured. Of the
howses, 1re were smashed to hits, 16 dam.
aged bevend repair and cnly one left
unscathed, Almost all preperty and auto-
mabiles were wrecked. The city hall, three
churches, the old grade school and pew
S:250.000 high school were destroved. For
ite gize, Udall had suffered the worst tor-
nado foll in history. Paper and debris
from Udall were pécked up dozens of
miles away, but none of Aileen Holtje's
wedding presents were found, except—
three days later some yellow and lav-
ender shocting.

TIME, JUME & 1955



Allison, Mrs. Yuton, 22
Atkins, William A., 46
Atkins, Mrs. Jennie Mae, 70
Atkinson, Mrs. Nina, 35
Atkinson, Gary Dean, 12
Atkinson, Stanley, 4

Bailey, Mrs. Nona, 80

Beal, Linnie Caroline, 74
Binkey, Mary, 89

Boyd, Mrs. Florence, 55
Boyd, Patricia Kaye, 9
Braddy, Richard "Dickie," 11
Butcher, Nolan Wilmer, 45
Butcher, Oran Paul, 6
Butcher, Wilmer Edward, 16
Carlson, Mrs. Anna., 73
Clay, Clara Belle, age unknown
Clodfelter, Ora S., 80
Clodfelter, Mrs. Mary E., 77
Costlow, Mrs. Clara Marie, 19
Costlow, Robert Leroy, 2
Council, David, 26

Faulk, Mrs. Emma Rosille, 79
Hart, Ida May, 72

Harvey, Mrs. Anna, 59
Horn, Mary Boyd, 6

Iry, Minnie, age unknown
Jeffries, Mrs. Frances, 28
Jeffries, Katherine, 4
Karnes, George L., 37
Karnes, Mrs. Wreatha V., 30
Karnes, Gerald Kent, 9
Karnes, Maxine Faye, 11
Kastle, John, 79

Kennedy, Mrs. Stella, 73
Kennedy, Billy Roy, 6
Kennedy, Lester Lee, 5
Kennedy, Lea Ann, 8

Names and Age of people that lost their lives.
Udall, May 25, 1955
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Kennedy, Harvey Ray, 4
Kinkey, Mary, 80

Lane, Mrs. Drucilla, 84
LeForce, Mrs. Sara, 86
Lawson, Mrs. Alpha, 28
Mangrum, Mrs. lla LaVone, 25
Mangrum, Michael Ray, 4
Mangrum, Sylvia Ann, 6 months
Miller, Mrs. Augusta, 86
Nash, Leroy Nowell, 50
Nash, Mrs. Ada Inez, 52
Nash, Loran Milton, 53
Paddock, Mrs. Jennie, 80
Reeves, JimA., 72

Reeves, Mrs. Mary, 72
Rudd, Benjamin F., 86
Sargent, Mrs. Lutie, 80
Satterthwaite, Joseph, 80
Selbe, Richard L., 70
Serrot, John F., 74
Sherman, Mrs. Opal, 57
Sherman, Auther C., 60
Simons, Mrs. Mary Ellen., 67
Standridge, Mrs. Hazel, 33
Standridge, Donnie Glen, 4
Stone, Harold "Dick," 63
Stone, Mary Jane, 60
Story, Henry F., 67

Story, Mrs. Sadie, 64
Taylor, Mrs. Mary Ellen, 63
Taylor, James Edward, 39
Turner, Truman, 16
Turner, Clinton Wayne, 9
Walker, Mrs. Cynthia, 79
Ward, Mrs. Gertie M., 80
West, Zack T., 72

William, Gertie Estelle, 75
Woods, Michael, 6





