Cleanup starts
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Backyard barbecues during the Fourth of July weekend may be put on hold for some in Neosho, Cherokee and Crawford counties.

Throughout the three counties, residents in Galena, McCune, West Mineral, Scammon, Weir, Chanute, St. Paul and Erie spent Friday amidst the roar of chain saws, clearing yards that were buried beneath massive amounts of uprooted trees, broken limbs and debris following Thursday night's storms.

Seemingly, not a single city street or yard in McCune or West Mineral was without tree damage, and many homes, barns, sheds, and out buildings sustained structural damage. Several vehicles were damaged or destroyed. Hail damage was evident throughout the areas.

Debbie Ball of McCune stood outside her home Friday looking at the wreckage of her car after the tree that crushed it was removed.

"My car is definitely a total loss," she said. 

Ball, along with others in McCune, had taken shelter at the school when sirens earlier in the evening sounded a tornado warning.

Three earlier storms had caused some damage, but Ball said, "This happened from the fourth storm that came about 1 a.m. There were no sirens. I was in bed asleep. I didn't even know what had happened until my boyfriend's sister came knocking on the door and said there had been a bad storm."

Lisa Creamer of McCune said she had toured the rural areas around town and said devastation from the storms could be seen everywhere.

"It's terrible. Corn crops are laid over, there are silos tipped over onto barns, power lines are down everywhere and the poles are leaning. And one house on K-126 had trees laid over on top of it," Creamer said. "I've lived here 13 years and while there have been tornadoes all around us, we haven't ever had anything like this."

In West Mineral, generators hummed behind the sounds of saws, as trucks and bulldozers hauled away tree trunks and limbs from city streets and yards.

Bob Thomison with the Pioneer chapter of the American Red Cross said he had been delivering cold drinks and snacks to workers as a part of mass care disaster relief.

"On my way over here last night I had to drive 25 miles an hour because of the wind and the rain," Thomison said. "It was bad."

The evidence of how bad could be seen everywhere. Among other homes, the old West Mineral Grade School, which has been converted into a private home, had sustained roof damage.

The scene in Erie and St. Paul was much the same. Nearly every yard in each town was a whir of activity as people worked diligently to clear away trees and limbs. 

Brian Shultz of Erie could not manage cutting away the large pecan tree that had toppled onto his roof.

"As big as the limbs are, it was too much for us, so I contacted a tree service," Shultz said.

Describing the storm, Shultz added, "My son and I, as smart as we are, were standing at the patio door, looking out at the storm. The wind was really blowing and there was pea size hail, but it was coming down heavy at that time, and then all of the sudden, BOOM. The tree came down in front of us."

Although the tree was not completely cleared from the roof, Shultz said, "Right now I think we are pretty lucky. I think we only sustained minor damage. It was mostly the limbs and not the trunk of the tree that hit."

He said a neighbor had a large tree in the yard split in half, and part of it had poked a hole in the top of a newly redone garage.

About a mile away, Bill Noakes' mechanic shop, which he had operated for 40 years, was flattened, and all his equipment and tools were buried beneath.

His home received damage as well, but his wife, Linda, said it was not from straight-line winds of 70 to 100 mph as the National Weather Service claimed.

"I saw the tornado funnel and screamed for everyone to get back. We barely had time to react before the glass in the windows burst," she said.

By 4 p.m. Friday, many Erie and St. Paul residents had reported no state assessment personnel, nor Red Cross or Salvation Army disaster relief workers stopping to ask about needs or offer refreshment.

Neosho County Emergency Management Director Max Gough had reported earlier in the day that he would be working to bring in bottled water for residents. With no power to operate the water treatment plant, the plant was expected to run out Friday afternoon, even with conservation efforts.

Westar Energy had 23 additional crews and contractors working non-stop, but damage is extensive, with many utility poles snapped in half ‹ 70 in St. Paul alone.

Westar spokesman Mark Schrieber said he anticipated Erie would have power returned Friday night, but it would likely be this morning before St. Paul, Galesburg and Thayer received power.

In the meantime, Schrieber said, the National Guard had brought in a generator to the St. Paul water plant, although it was unknown if the generator was up and working Friday evening.

No city officials could be reached Friday afternoon, and the total extent of the damage at this point in time remains unknown.

