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An Unforgettable Evening
Like a scene from Night of the Twisters, August 26 roared into the Red River Valley and the history books with a vengeance.  Severe weather raced across the area for hours, spawning heavy downpours of rain, large hail, frequent lightning and tornadoes.

At approximately 4:30 p.m., the Storm Prediction Center in Norman, OK issued a tornado watch in effect until 1:00 a.m.  A tornado watch means that conditions are favorable for the development of tornadoes in and around the watch area.  A tornado warning means that a tornado has been detected by National Weather Service Doppler radar, a tornado has been sighted on the ground or a funnel cloud has been sighted by a trained weather observer.
Just before 7:00 p.m., a tornado was sighted in the southeast corner of Cavalier County, just west of Union.  About a half-hour later, the same storm produced another tornado near Hoople in the southwest portion of Pembina County.  As the storm entered northern Walsh County, another tornado touched down near Nash, N.D.


Around 8:00 p.m., a powerful thunderstorm erupted in the southeastern corner of Nelson County.  It produced a 1/3-mile wide tornado that destroyed several farm buildings, dismantled a combine, left more than a mile-and-a-half track, and killed at least five buffalo, seven miles north of Aneta and four miles from Logan Center.  This tornado was rated an EF3 on the Enhanced Fujita Scale, which is the scale that rates the amount of damage caused by a tornado. 
At 8:41 p.m., a tornado warning was reissued for southwestern Grand Forks County, including the city of Northwood.  This warning was a continuation of the original tornado warning that was issued for this storm at 7:50 p.m.  At 8:42 p.m., the tornado touched down southwest of Northwood.  At 8:46 p.m., the tornado was clearly visible as it raced toward and engulfed the Northwood Airport.  This tornado destroyed a hangar and littered the debris in swirling patterns as the it moved menacingly toward Northwood and widened and gained intensity.  As the tornado entered Northwood at 8:49 p.m., winds raced upwards of 111-135 mph, which constitutes as an EF2 rating on the Enhanced Fujita Scale.  A minute later, as the tornado was centered over Northwood, still gaining strength, the tornado reached the status of EF3, with winds between 136 and 165 mph.  This time it destroyed stories of well-constructed houses, caused  severe damage to large buildings, overturned train cars, debarked trees, lifted heavy cars off the ground and threw them about easily, and blew structures with weak foundations some distance away.  

At 8:52 p.m., the tornado had passed through town and was now to the northeast of Northwood causing havoc and increasing to an EF4 rating.  An EF4 rating is one level below the most devastating rating on the Enhanced Fujita Scale, EF5, and causes well-constructed houses to be completely leveled.  It also throws cars like toys while making small missiles from things such as pieces from structures and vegetation the tornado has picked up.  By this point, the tornado was rain-wrapped, meaning rain had surrounded and obscured the tornado.  The debris it picked up while stomping through Northwood circled it as well.

By 8:54 p.m., the tornado continued toward the east and lifted back into the clouds, leaving a path of destruction just under a mile wide as well as Northwood and its residents with a life that had been changed forever.  Unbelievably, there is some good news about this weather event.  Trees in Northwood helped to somewhat minimize the destruction that occurred.  Greg Gust of the National Weather Service Office in Grand Forks said, “The trees in [Northwood] are, to some degree, providing a shelter.  They’re reducing the friction layer near the surface so that the overall wind speeds of that tornado…the highest winds aren’t making it down.”

Later in the evening, the same parent thunderstorm that produced the Northwood tornado produced another tornado in the southeastern part of Grand Forks County.  It continued into western Polk County, near Eldrid, putting a close of sorts to this storm system. 

With an event as severe as this, it is important to remember the people around who helped minutes after the tornado hit and who continue to help clean up and rebuild Northwood.  The town that stood before August 26 will never be the same, but as the town is rebuilt and lives are pieced back together, we will always remember the events of that day.  The spirit of Northwood will live on for years to come and will be the kindling spirit that will help the healing and be a guide as the town picks up the pieces.
