40th anniversary of the Palm Sunday Tornado Outbreak

On April 11, 1965 one the nation’s deadliest tornado outbreaks occurred. A total of 48 tornadoes killed 260 people and injured 3000 across 5 Midwest states. The palm Sunday outbreak ranks as the third deadliest tornado disaster in U.S. history after the Tri-State tornado of 1925 (695 killed) and the Super-Outbreak of 1974 (310 killed). Four of the tornadoes struck northeast Illinois, including a violent F4 twister that ripped through northwest suburban Crystal Lake, killing 6. 

[image: image1.jpg]



 twin tornadoes near Goshen, IN April 11, 1965 – photo by Paul Huffman, Elkhart Truth
Meteorological situation
Warm, moisture laden air streamed north from the Gulf of Mexico ahead of a fast moving low pressure area (fig 1). It was the first really balmy day of the spring. Cool, dry air was moving in from the west behind a cold front. Aloft, a very strong mid-upper level jet stream was in place (fig 2).  This set the stage for violent thunderstorms. 
Crystal Lake Tornado

The tornado began by cutting a narrow path across Crystal Lake Country Club around 327 PM. The first evidence of damage were a few fir trees uprooted on the golf course. The storm widened as it moved across an open field skirting South Junior High School. It then crossed Nash Street severely damaging several houses. The tornado continued across McHenry Avenue at Lee Drive where several residences were unroofed or damaged. It continued across an open field skirting the northern fringe of the Coventry Subdivision. The damage path widened to 1300 feet as the tornado crossed Virginia Street (Highway 14). At Highway 14 a man was killed in the wreckage of his barn. The tornado damaged two gas stations, several houses and the Crystal Lake Plaza Shopping Center. The roof of the Pigley Wiggley Supermarket and the Neisner Department Store collapsed, trapping people in the debris. Cars were scattered like toys in the parking lot. 

Next the storm hit the Colby’s Homes Estates Subdivision . Homes were severely damaged and 4 people were killed in this neighborhood. A family of 3 was sucked out of their basement and carried 2 blocks. Their house was leveled and a pickup truck was found in the basement. Another man died in the debris of a collapsed house. Forty five houses were severely damaged and 110 more were badly damaged in this neighborhood. The tornado left a half mile path of debris over an open field. 

The tornado skirted the Pure Oil research lab, and hit a group of houses on sunset drive. The tornado crossed the Chicago and Northwestern tracks and Main Street, then inflicted heavy damage on the Harnischer Diesel Plant and lighter damage to the Slatter Wallpaper and Oak Plants. It then crossed the Chicago and Northwestern mainline and hit more houses. 

At 333 PM the tornado moved along Crystal Lake Avenue. Here the tornado weakened and the path narrowed to about 300 to 500 feet. The tornado widened again as it approached Orchard Acres Subdivision on Route 31. Moderate to heavy damage occurred here. 

After crossing 31 the tornado moved into open country damaging 2 barns. It then appeared to lift. About a mile and a quarter west of the Fox River the tornado became violent again. There was a path of devestation through a woods of mature oak trees in a 500 to 800 yard wide path. The tornado ripped up trees as it moved down a steep hill. The tornado hit the Bay View Beach area where several houses were severely damaged. The tornado mowed down willows and crossed the river. The twister crossed a mile of unpopulated marsh land before hitting the west side of Island Lake along Illinois 176 around 337 PM. Many houses were severely damaged along the east end of Island Lake. Boats were blown out of the water, pier battered and several houses were blown off their foundations. A boy was killed when a house on the shore collapsed. The tornado then tore a 600 foot wide swath through 4 blocks of houses. 

The tornado then moved through a heavily wooded area. The tornado crossed Darrell Road and damaged a farm and 2 houses. Then the tornado moved over open marshy country before lifting before reaching Highway 12.   

