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On April 27, 2011, I was huddled under a mattress in the smallest condo ever made, listening

for the last noise I’d ever hear. Follow me and my boyfriend-turned-fiancé during and after the

storm as we dodged police barricades, a fanatical, chainsaw wielding student, and an

overwhelming sense of denial and insignificance in the presence of nature’s fury to help get the

town – and my life – put back together. Ultimately, this is a story of resilience, acceptance, and

hope in the face of unstoppable forces and making the choice to have a positive impact when

life kicks you, and your town, in the teeth.



Tuscaloosa StrongA story from the worst tornado outbreak in US historyBy Sarah

ComptonCopyright © 2018 Sarah ComptonAll rights reserved“We made a mistake.” He’d

practically whispered it, but I heard Kevin clearly. I was selfishly relieved that he felt the same

way I did. It made me feel less like a coward. I agreed with him, but we had to continue. Going

back through the police barricade wasn’t an option, and I didn’t know of another way to get to

Jay. Once again, we were committed to our path, regardless of how we felt about it.We couldn’t

see much through the darkness, but the lights from our Jeep continued to reveal utter

destruction. We drove by cars that had been smashed under trees and debris. One had its

paint blasted away, exposing the flat gray primer. The windows were busted out, and I swore I

saw a couple of kids sitting in the tattered back seat. Their wide eyes examined us fearfully

from their dirty faces, but they seemed unharmed overall. Their parents were nowhere to

be found, but the light from our headlights was gone so fast that I didn’t trust what I had seen. I

wondered if I’d imagined the kids in the back seat or if they were real.Even with our limited

view, it wasn’t difficult to figure out that there were no buildings left. More disturbingly, there

weren’t really any piles of rubble either. There were just random squares of cement marking

the footprints of buildings no longer there. Every now and then I could see a heap of mangled

wood, sheared metal, and broken bricks, but the pile was always too small to represent all

of whatever building matched the concrete pad. From what little I could see; it was almost as if

Alberta never existed. Kevin, who had lived in town since he was 10, was having a hard time

keeping track of where we were, and which turns we needed to make. The buildings he once

used as landmarks were gone, and the thoroughness of the destruction was disorienting. He

would start to turn the wheel, only to instantly second-guess himself and stay on our path. And

then, almost on cue, our headlights reflected back at us from a folded stop sign that was

sticking out of some rubble at an odd angle. I could see there was a street sign above it, but I

couldn’t read what it said before we passed it. I didn’t think to ask Kevin to stop.As we drove

through the carnage, I looked off to my right, past a couple streets of wreckage that used to be

houses and noticed a two-story A-frame house that was still standing but had been split open.

It was sitting atop a small hill. What siding was left was white, but the front of the house had

been ripped off. It looked like there was a dancing, blue spark inside, near the first-floor ceiling,

which didn’t make much sense because the power was out. Nonetheless, the rhythmic, blue

spark illuminated the general vicinity in blinding strobes like slow but steady flashes of lighting.I

pointed it out to Kevin, who mentioned that it wasn’t the electricity in the house that was

sparking. It was a fire. The gas must have caught a small flame. Once I got a better look at it, I

could see that he was right. It was fire getting thrown out of a pipe. The flame was blue right at

the end of the pipe but grew whiter and angrier a little farther out just before it met its demise. It

was as if the house were raging against the indignation of being torn asunder and abandoned.

I was surprised the fire hadn’t caught the ceiling and leveled the place.I wondered when, or if,

that rage would show up in me. I felt like I was moving in the opposite direction that brought me

closer to a numbness than a burning rage. The strongest current of any possible emotion in me

was an overwhelming sense of anxiousness and urgency to get to Jay and know that he was

OK. I wanted to think those feelings were borne from a true desire for his wellbeing, but I

wondered if it was also because finding him was a relatively small, tangible, and realistic goal.

It was easy to focus on and accomplish and helped keep my mind off what we were going to

do tomorrow, next week, or the next several weeks. What could you do when your whole town

has been destroyed and turned into a scene straight out of the apocalypse?The Unrest Before



the StormA flash of lightning woke me up, and my eyes cracked open to the sound of booming

thunder and frantic rainfall, as the fresh, damp smell of a spring storm filled my nostrils.

Through the fog of sleep, I thought I might have even heard a tornado siren. Severe weather

was on the docket, and it looked like the day would not disappoint.I looked out the window and

saw that the shrub just outside the window was putting up a valiant effort, but it was no match

for the weather. It was getting battered by the wind and was laid out nearly flat. Though I could

hear the rain hitting our roof, it wasn't hitting the window. It was flying by like a swarm of

Japanese bombers diving for non-existent battleships below. I imagined the scene on our roof

as the kamikaze raindrops drove themselves into the shingles. The explosion of each impact

contributed to the cacophony assaulting my sleepy ears.The month of April was determined to

go out with a bang, adding the final touches to a month that had wrought such change in mine

and my boyfriend-turned-fiancé’s lives. Meteorologists, both national and local, had spent the

last several days making a big fuss about an upcoming storm system due to hit today. There

had been warnings about the potential for severe weather, but I grew up in Indiana where

practically every spring day had the potential for severe weather.When I was four years old, I

was convinced I would chase tornadoes for a living and enthusiastically announced that

information to anyone in my small Indiana town who would listen and even to those who

wouldn’t. As I grew up, I realized such studies would land me squarely in Tornado Alley, located

just north of Hell and south of Nowhere, USA. I wanted to travel and see more of the world

than that but couldn’t ignore my fascination with our planet. Its inner workings drew my eyes

and interests downward. Geology was the perfect fit for my restless soul, but I never lost my

love and respect for storms.As such, the call for severe weather that day stirred more

excitement than fear in me. Maybe I'd get to see a tornado, finally, though that desire was

tempered with the knowledge that these storms had the chance to produce extremely large

tornadoes, potentially through heavily populated areas. There was little chance for a flimsy

EF-1 or EF-2 off in a field somewhere, existing solely for my entertainment. These storms were

predicted to breed killers.Still, after growing up in Tornado Alley, I knew severe weather was a

part of life. The world didn’t stop because there was a chance of a severe spring storm. A

winter storm would have been a different story. The threat of a snowflake would have shut

down my new hometown of Tuscaloosa, Alabama, but the threat of an EF-4 or EF-5 tornado

meant relatively little. It wasn’t hardly spring without a few severe storms lurking on the horizon.

Besides, I was going to spend my day in a building that may as well have been a bomb shelter:

Bevill Geology Building on the University of Alabama’s campus. There was probably no safer

place in town.As I became more aware, I realized that I was, in fact, hearing tornado sirens,

and my curiosity was stirred. I wanted to check out the Doppler and see what was popping. I

didn’t even have to sit up to grab my phone that was resting on the windowsill. I remained

laying on my side while I checked my weather app’s radar to see if we were under an ominous

red blob indicating severe weather and to see if there were any warnings I needed to be aware

of.Our area was covered in dark green and under a severe thunderstorm warning but nothing

more. The red blob of severe weather was in the northwest corner of the county and heading

northeast. Satisfied that we were safe, I let my eyes wander to the top of my screen and

noticed, with an irritated groan, that it was 5:30 a.m. Though I normally woke up that early to

work out, it was my rest day, which meant no workout for me. Usually, I eagerly took advantage

of my one chance each week to sleep in. Alas, it was not meant to be that day.I wanted to go

back to sleep immediately, but my bladder had different plans. Despite the warmth and comfort

of our bed, it demanded I get up and remedy the fluid levels that had built up overnight. My soul

shriveled as I got out from under the covers and began my contortions in our bed so I could get



out of it without waking up Kevin.A generous estimate of our condo’s size was 500 square feet.

Crammed into that diminutive space was a kitchen, living room, bedroom, office, and bathroom.

As such, the bedroom was quite small, and our queen bed was over-sized for the room. It was

shoved to one side, headboard opposite the door. The long part hugged the exterior wall below

the window. There was not enough space for me to fit between the bed and wall, so if I wanted

to get up without waking up Kevin, I had to curl up on top of the mattress, get on my hands and

knees, and crawl to the end of the bed opposite the headboard, where I could surreptitiously

make my escape.I did not enjoy the setup, but it wasn’t like there was a lot of space on Kevin’s

side, either. He could barely fit between the closet and the bed. In fact, I could almost touch the

corner of the bed from the doorway. If I were more of a romantic, I would say it was cozy or

quaint.But, at 5:30 a.m., no one is a romantic, and I grumbled my way out of our bed to the

bathroom. I was greeted by a cold tile floor and flash of lightning breaking the blue light of dawn

coming through the glass block window in our shower. I closed the door and got on with my

business in the semi-darkness, hoping I’d be able to fall back asleep once I got back in

bed.The noise from the wind and rain drowned out the sound of the toilet flushing. It seemed

pretty nasty outside, and I was grateful to be safe and dry inside. Though it didn’t feel cozy or

quaint, the condo felt den-like that morning. It was small, secure, and warm, despite the cold

tiles. With that last thought, I finished up in the bathroom by washing my hands and gulping

down some cool water before I headed back to bed.I opened the bathroom door and found that

my spot on the bed had been commandeered by Denver, Kevin’s brindle Boxer. I’d been gone

less than 60 seconds, but the little snot had caught on to my morning routine. He knew I was

usually already at the gym by this ungodly hour, and he never missed an opportunity to seize a

warm spot on the bed.As I approached, he looked at me, big brown eyes pleading. I booted

him out of my spot with zero guilt. I wasn’t the type to share my bed with a dog, especially not a

solidly built Boxer. He had to go. Upon his exit, he didn’t have the level of courtesy I did and

jumped over Kevin to get off the bed, but it didn’t seem to bother Kevin one bit. He remained

solidly asleep through it all. Though it had irritated me that Denver been so eager to replace

me, I appreciated the heat his stout body had provided. I snuggled back under the deliciously

warm blankets and was quickly asleep again.Backpressure BuildingI woke up a few hours later

to a beautiful day that all but demanded I ride my bike into work. My usual outfit of gym shorts

and a t-shirt would have accommodated such transportation nicely, but I still decided to drive. It

was my one concession to the weather. If severe weather hit, I didn’t want to be stuck at Bevill

and have to wait out the storm to ride my bike back to the condo, or worse, get caught mid-ride

in a storm.There were old oak trees occupying as many square feet of Tuscaloosa as they

could, so much so that the town was nicknamed the Druid City, harkening to the ancient Druids

who held the majestic oak in high regard. They provided a sense of serenity in their

steadfastness and more than a little bit of seclusion because they blocked most of the horizon.

I enjoyed maneuvering under them when I rode my bike in for the shade and coolness they

blessed me with on muggy days.While the trees provided such positive aspects to my daily life

and even could give decent cover from rain or hail, they weren’t the safest shelter to seek in

the event of a lightning storm because of their proclivity to attract bolts of death from the sky. I

wanted to avoid being a third wheel in that relationship, thank you very much. The possible

consequences of riding my bike into school that day and getting caught in a storm buried that

mode of transportation under a big pile of “Nope,” and solidified my decision to drive in.Thus, I

lazily drove in to work and took the opportunity to share my taste in music with the other drivers

in town by turning up the volume and rolling the windows down on my old Chrysler Concorde. It

was a geriatric beast of a car with questionable air conditioning, but it was great for the eight-



hour drives back to Indiana, which I made frequently to see my family. The radio in it didn’t

suck, and there was no payment attached to it, making it the perfect car for a graduate student

like myself. The drive put me in a good mood, despite the forecasted doom and gloom. It was a

beautiful morning, and I was happy with my college-town life.While I had settled into that kind

of life just fine, it had taken more time to get used to life in general in the South. Down there,

the Civil War happened only yesterday, and the country was still split between Northerners and

Southerners, or damn Yankees and locals, depending on who you spoke with. I was clearly a

Northerner, and even I noticed my attire alone was enough to call me out. Most female college

students at Alabama wore Nike running shorts with a large t-shirt or tank top and tied their hair

in a loose side-ponytail with sandals that showed off toes treated to regular

pedicures.Meanwhile, I’d never had a pedicure in my life, which was fine because my tennis

shoes never betrayed my laziness. Even when I wore flip-flops, I figured anyone looking at my

toes and judging me by them was probably someone whose opinions were worthless anyway. I

also wore my hair in a typical ponytail or bun, depending on its length, and preferred my t-shirts

on the smaller side. I absolutely adored and took great pride in my $8 no-name mesh shorts I’d

gotten from Academy. They fit well and were priced right, and the fact they had pockets was

nothing short of a miracle. When I discovered they had pockets, the rack at the store suddenly

radiated light while angels joyously sang from the heavens. I bought several pairs in various

colors.Aside from those obvious differences, there were minor cultural differences too. In the

South, no one ever seemed to be in any hurry to do anything, except getting through an

intersection during a yellow light, which was no small feat. A yellow traffic light down south is a

fleeting thing. Not making the cutoff and running the red light is so expected that drivers

hesitate for several seconds at a green light before venturing into the intersection. It took some

getting used to, but once I understood the flow, the urge to honk at people that didn’t

immediately get moving when the light turned green subsided. Slightly.Aside from the contrast

between the fast-yellow lights and slow pace of life, the South had a refreshing certainty about

the way life was led. If something needed doing, it just got done. Whoever saw there was a

need took care of it, often without being told or asked and usually without the expectation of

anything in return. It was simply how things were, and that was that. Not many people would

complain beforehand or brag after. They just rolled their sleeves up, focused on the task at

hand, and got it done. Once a task was started, anyone involved stayed at it until the job was

finished and finished properly.Such a work ethic bred pride, and you could see that pride in

various things, from the lawns, whose manicures rivaled those of the ladies, to the way most

people carried themselves. This was very much so a “do it yourself” culture with a heap of “love

thy neighbor.” Of course, if thy neighbor turned out to be an idiot, there was a side of “bless

your heart,” to soften the blow. Translated to Northerner, “bless your heart” was generally as

close to “screw you” as Southern manners permitted unless it was given with genuine pity or

concern, such as during a conversation involving a grandmother in the hospital.I chuckled

thinking about “bless your heart,” as I parked my car one spot over from some blessed soul

who must not have understood what parking lines were for. The offender had effectively taken

up two spots in the parking deck. The feat was more stupendous given the fact that the car in

question was a Prius. I wondered if I could lean into it and single-handedly scooch it over into

its appropriate spot between the lines and assumed maybe some sleep-deprived graduate

student had been too bleary-eyed to see the bright, thick, reflective neon white lines. I thought

nothing more of it as I jogged down the steps and began the trek toward my lab.The walk from

the parking deck to my lab was beautiful. Alabama's campus had buildings ranging from the

pre-Civil War era to brand-spanking new and still under construction, and they did a good job



of keeping the architecture under a fairly consistent pattern of red bricks and white columns.

Some of the relatively older buildings were made with the same bricks that had come from

buildings destroyed when the campus was razed by the Northern armies. You could tell which

ones those were because the bricks were burned, blackened by ash more than a century old.A

few buildings on campus had managed to make it through the war. I thought those were the

coolest, though the newer ones had some nice perks, like central air conditioning. While it had

some of its own perks, including a second-floor balcony that made for a nice lunch spot, my

destination building, Bevill, was one of those buildings which was old enough to be old, but not

old enough to be interesting.My lab was on the second floor in an interior room. When my

advisor, Dr. Timothy Masterlark, was hired on, the department wanted him to have the tools

necessary to do his work, so he got a chemistry lab complete with a hood, emergency

eyewash station, and an emergency shower. It was an excellent setup for a team of

geochemists, which we were not. We were computer nerds who made numerical models of

geologic systems and needed a computer lab. When my advisor came into the department,

however, there wasn’t any space available that was appropriate for a computer lab, so he got

the available chemistry lab instead. Apparently, no one had stopped to consider the conflict that

existed between high-level computing hardware and active water spigots designed to dump

large volumes of water very quickly and with great ease.We mostly ignored the setup and

made do with what we had. I even got used to the white noise from the fan in the hood, which

ran constantly. We each had a workstation and all shared access to a Cray supercomputer that

hid in the corner of the room past my desk. When the Cray was turned on and crunching

numbers, it sounded a little bit like a jet engine and provided my one source of warmth in the

otherwise freezing lab. If you came in at just the right time, you might find me huddled behind it,

sticking my hands out near its fans as if they were a nice bonfire on a cool night.Because of the

caliber and volume of the hardware, Tim had zip-tied the emergency shower handle to the pipe

coming from the ceiling so it couldn't accidentally be pulled and cause a catastrophic deluge.

Since my desk was directly beneath that emergency shower and associated handle, I was

grateful. I often wondered if Tim had even needed a ladder to do that. At 6’4” he wasn’t a short

man, and though his personality was definitely that of a nerd, his physical build betrayed his

time as a Ranger in the 101st Airborne Division.I sat down at my desk and got to work. A few

hours later, Tim walked in with an unfamiliar, sleepy-looking student trailing him. “Hallo, Sarah.

This is Jay,” Tim said, introducing the newcomer. “He’s from Hong Kong and will be working

with us for a few weeks. I just picked him up from the airport and figured we’d swing by on the

way to his hotel. He’ll be at the Microtel for now.” I stood up to say hello and made some small

talk about Jay’s long travels.The nearest airport was in Birmingham, which was a 45-minute

drive up 20/59 and was not large enough to handle an international flight. Jay had undergone

over 20 hours of flying and a layover in Dallas. He then rode with Tim for the 45-minute drive to

Tuscaloosa and was now inches away from going full-blown narcoleptic on us and falling

asleep on his feet. I couldn’t blame him. I remembered how exhausted I was when I made my

own exhausting travel across the globe. I made sure to keep the conversation short, so Jay

could get into the bed he obviously needed and deserved. As they left, I was grateful to be

home and not in the exhausted state of having just arrived from travel.Later that afternoon, the

tornado sirens went off again. The university had an internal alarm, like a fire alarm, that

sounded whenever the sirens outside went off, which was good. With my lab’s interior location

and thick walls, I wouldn’t have had any knowledge of what was going on outside

otherwise.The basement would have been the safest place for me to go in the event of a

tornado, and I wanted to know if I needed to make my way down there, so I pulled up the radar



to have a look. The northeast edge of Tuscaloosa County was lit up like Christmas by an angry

blob of red and green. It was moving northeast, but the University of Alabama is in the middle

of the county. I was perfectly safe and didn’t need to seek shelter.Still, the scientist in me

wanted to get a look at the weather for myself. As a geologist, I was often restricted to remote

views of what I studied. I couldn’t look at it directly and had to rely on seismic data or models of

the system. The weather had no such constraints, so I left my lab and walked down the hallway

to look out the window.I was greeted with blue skies and fluffy white clouds reminiscent of the

ones from the opening scenes of the Simpsons. The view was in direct conflict with the tornado

sirens that were deafening me while they warned of imminent danger. I briefly wondered if

someone screwed up and was running them through their usual Wednesday test. I knew that

couldn’t be right, though, because it was too late in the day. Regardless, it looked like

Tuscaloosa had nothing but boring weather for now. The nerdy Hoosier in me was a little sad

about the lack of a good show.
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doubledpawn, “Excellent Account. The author did a wonderful job in not only describing what

going through an EF4 tornado within close proximity, but also the physical and psychological

work it takes to survive this type of incident. Kudos to the author and her now husband for the

hard work in organizing a work crew and helping other with tree removal and cleanup. She left

the reader with a lot to consider regarding disasters. I liked this book. The writing style was

easy to read and devoid of a lot of unnecessary information. Complete and concise.”

Heather R., “Excellent, excellent read. Sarah takes her readers through her experience of the

event in such an honest, self-aware way, it's (really) hard to put the book down. As a kid

growing up in southeast Michigan, I remember all to well the regular "tornado drills" we had to

practice in school, and tornado siren testing. I was never close to one, but the fear and

fascination was always there. This book is like a front seat to what could always be a worst-

case scenario - but this time, for a lot of people, it was.(My (undoubtedly inappropriately)

favorite part in the book was the description of Denver's joyful kidney-bean greeting. It was like

I was seeing it in person.)Thank you for putting in the time and effort to write this book and
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share with others your experience of this historic and unforgettable event.”

Jill, “You will want to finish it in one sitting. This story is so compelling, it’s hard to put down.

Each chapter draws you into the next, wondering what is on the horizon. No blockbuster twists

and turns, just a real perspective on a terrible events. A heartfelt insight into not only the

tornado itself and the aftermath, but also the emotional experiences that come with a near-

death event.”

Angela Sontoya, “Glued!. From the first paragraph, I was glued. Such a well told story from true

events. Having lived in Alabama for a couple years myself, I fortunately never had to

experience the intensity of the tornadoes that have often come through the south. Definitely a

must read!”

Steve Leeds, “Exciting and Exhausting!. This was a thrill ride from beginning to end! The

author enables the reader to imagine the fear and horror of going through and surviving an

EF4 tornado. Then takes us through the aftermath of the destruction left behind so quickly as

she and her boyfriend survey the damage to homes, businesses, and lives.There is also the

inspiring story of gathering the troupe together to assist whomever they can every day

following the tragedy. I felt wrung out and exhausted just reading the account! Well-done! A

true story of resilience!”

Dan Wheat, “The truthful recollections of drama and emotions surrounding a most harrowing

experience.. I was taken aback by Sarah and Kevin's dramatic and emotional journey through

an experience none of us would ever want to participate in. Being someone who, at 18 years

old narrowly escaped a tornado's wrath and witnessed many years later the destruction from 3

hurricanes in Texas, I could relate with Sarah's account. The description of the storm was

vividly accurate, enough to bring goosebumps to my arms, but what I appreciated was their

emotional response to the days afterward. I think this is what sets this book apart from others.

How they both dealt with the terror and disbelief of what happened, and then evolved into

compassion and empathy toward others. Really had me put the book down and think about

these feelings as I read them.  Truly a touching and introspective story.”

Gayle Marie Pietz, “Factual & Engrossing. Once I started reading Tuscaloosa Strong I couldn't

put it down until the end. Sarah's telling of her harrowing experience and how she coped with

the destruction afterwards will keep you riveted. A well written first person account.”
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