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Karen L. Palmer

Mrs. Karen Palmer and her family were one of the first
families to live on the newly developed part of Nancy Street in
Niles. The Palmer's lived on Nancy Street until the tornado of
1985 destroved their home. On the evening of May 31, 1985, Mrs.
Palmer had gotten home from work late. 8he stopped at her sgis-
ter's to pick up her daughter. Before they could leave to go
home, the tornado struck the house. They had made it into the
basement safely. Once the Palmer's returned to their home, they
were shocked at the terrible damage to theilr street. Herxr husband
and son were not home at the time of the tornado and also escaped
injury. The Palmer's house was still intact, but looked as
though it had been picked-up off its foundation and dropped.
Insulation damaged much of the furniture and personal belongings.
Instead of rebuilding thelr home on Nancy Street, the Palmer's
decided to move. Mrs. Palmer explained they wanted a larger
house anyway. Today the Palmer's still live in Niles, on Bonnie

Brae Avenue.
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This 1s an interview with Mrs. Karen Palmer for the
Youngstown State University 1985 Tornado - Project by
Molly McNamara at 446 Bonnie Brae Avenue, Niles, Ohio
on November 2, 1988 at approximately 6:00 in the
evening.

Mrs. Palmer, can you tell me a little bit about your
family?

I bhave a husband and two children. My husband works
for LTV in Warren and I have a son who's attending
college and who graduated from Niles, and Ellie is a
sophomore at Niles-McKinley.

Tell me a little bit about your neighborhood. You
lived on Nancy Street, right?

Right. Tell yvou about Nancy Street?
Please.

We moved in to Nancy Street in 1973 and that part of
Nancy Street was a new development. 80 we built one of
the first houses that were built there. All of the
houses that came after that, we sort of grew up togeth-
er with, so to speak. We helped each other with lawns
and drive ways.



So the neighborhood was pretty nice. It was close-
knit. And we lived there until the tornado.

So was it a yvoung neighborhood?

Generally no. 1t was a mixture. There were some young
children, young families and then there were older
families. There was a lady who had no children, whose
children were all raised and were gone. A son and a
daughter....

Yes. There was a mixture. Tell me what you do in a
typical day. Describe for me, a typical day.

I generally get up about 6:00 or 6:30 to get ready to
go to work. I go at 8:00. The kids go to school. T
drop them off about a quarter 'til. I work until 5:00,
sometimes weekends. I generally do a 1l1little house
work. I do zsome type of school organization work.

Do you remember what you were doing on May 31, 19857

I worked that day. We worked late——- finished at 6:15
and I went home and was steopping to pick my daughter up

at my sister's house. She lived behind me, a street
behind me and her house and my house, the backyards
connected. S0, Ellie, I talked to her on the phone

earlier and she wanted me to pick her up. So I stopped
on the way home from work. And I steopped for gas so I
must have gotten there about 6:30, 6:40 something 1like
that. And I went in the house and it was sort of nmisty
and rainy so I still had nmy rainccat on and I was
waiting for her to get her shoes on. And then my
gister's brother-in-~law was leaving the house and saw
the tornade and that's when we ran in the basement.

Do you remember hearing any... Having any warning?
We didn't hear anything from the tornado.
Sc¢ what happened right after that?

We went into the basement. My gister and her husband
and hig Dbrother and they had twe children, and then
Ellie and I. So we all went intoc the basement and we
could 1lock up at the basement windows and see things
coming against the windows, we couldn’'t hear anything.
We couldn't hear anything at all. We heard nothing at
all.

That's strange.
After a while, I don't how know exactly we knew it was

all over, but somehow we knew. So my brother-in-law
went upstairs and came down and said, "There's a little



bit of a problem." He didn't want to scare the chil-
dren or anything. 8o we went upstairs and her house
had been damaged considerably. We went outside. We
just made sure that everyvbody got out of the house. We
were afraid of gas and things like that. We gtarted to
walk away from the house. They were on the last street
of Nancy Street, 50 we started te walk up towards

Nancy. We took the kids up two streets to some houses
that had not really been affected by the tornade and
then my brother—~in-law and I came back to my house. S0
at that time T didn't know that our house was affected
or that Nancy Street was, or whatever. All we knew was
that one area. 50 we came down on to Nancy Street and
we saw some of the people coming out and then we went
te my house. We had two dogs and a bird that the kids
were real concerned about. Ellie and I were Jjust at

home at this time. My husband and my son were down at
the ball park. Anyway, we went in and both the dog
that was d4in the house and the bird that was in the
house both survived, no problem. And the dog that was
outgide in the backvard also was unharmed. We took
those up to the house that we were staying. And we
just stayed for a while there and left the kids there
and c¢ame back down to the neighborhood and Just
found. ..

What did yvour house look like? Was there any damage?

Oh, vyes. I had about twenty-one large trees 1in my
backyvard. Huge trees in the backvard and the tornado
seemed to have come and hit the trees, tore everyone of
them out. We had a basketbhall court in the backyard
with a steel pole for the basketball pole and it had
just bent it completely down. So all the trees were
all torn and the house seemed to have been 1l1lifted up
and then put back down.

No kidding.

So it wasgn't blown away, it was just lifted up and then
sort of settled back down. BSo we managed to recgover
all of our personal effects. There were some things

that were just thrown around, lost, and damaged Jjust
because there was damage inside the house too. 8o then
we just went around the neighborhood and looked and
found out what was going on. So that was, I don't know
what time. My husband finally made his way home late
from the ball park.

Did you have any idea of what had happened to them or
anything?

No.

I bet you were terrified.



Or anvbody else. They were down at the ball park, at
Waddell, and saw the tornado come past, they got into
the bowl, which is a recession in the ball park and
watched it go past but never thinking it would have
caused any damage or anything. So then they got down
to the end of one of the streets and people are telling
them that "You can't go down there." He said, "Well, I
live there." And they told him that all the houses had
been damaged so they made their way on foot to the
house and found out what was going on so...But in our
family, we lost g£ix houses. I don't know if my sister
told you that.

Yes, she did.

But nobody was hurt.

That's unbelievable. 8ix houses.

Yes. Then it was Jjust a matter of...

Was it immediate, I mean did the police come and help?

There were police arcund and there were pecople around
but I don't remember that night. There was nothing.

You didn't stay there, right?
No, we stayed in a house two streets up.
Okay.

One of nmy cousins had a house two streets up so we all
just sort of slept on the floor in the same c¢lothes

that we were Jdn. We didn't ... It was a strange
evening because people were saying that there were
other tornadoes spotted. It was sort of scary. And

the kids were really uneasy. 8o the next morning, we
went back into the area and we started Jjust sifting
through things. We just started...It was a big Jjob.
We knew some people who were in the construction busi-
ness and so they started in right away. The first day,
it was just sort of walking around, finding out what
had happened to things and looking at whatever hap-
pened. We did not get to talk to anybody because of
the phone situation until a day after to make
sure...Somecone c¢alled in. We could not call out from
the house we were in. But someone called in. They
could call in and so we could pass messages along.

I see., S0 you were lucky enough to have a phone that
worked. I know a lot of people didn't.



;

Coming in, not going out. We couldn't get outgoing
calls.

Tf yvou were lucky enough teo have somebody call you.

So, we managed that way to get some messages cut to
people and my sister, I did have a gister that lived on
Woodglen.

Oh, did you.

Yes. My sister lived on Woodglen and we didn't find
out about her until later, Saturday.

What happened to her?
Her house was also...
Was one of the six that vou were talking about.

Yes., Damaged...BEverybody in her family was alright too,
s0 that was... She hag three small children. After
that i1t was Jjust sort of a big c¢lean up process.
Sifting through, settling with the insurance Dpeople,
finding out what was going on. We went and stayed with
my hushand's parents who lived in Howland and stayed
the week with themn.

Did yvou have any problems with people looting?

We did...We didn't have anything taken from our house,
The neighbors across the street stayved in their house.
Their house was not damaged. So they staved in their
house so they sort of watched the neighborhood and then
the National Guard did patrol. They were stationed at
the end of these streets. So they did do a pretty good
job although I know that some of the people at the end
of this street had things taken from the house. But we
didn't, but I did notice some going on at night espe-
cially.

How did wyou feel about people coming down there and
sightseeing, looking at what was going on. Did that
bother wyou?

No. We didn't really have a lot. Unless the people who
came down were the people who were concerned, the ones
that get hit. After a while you couldn't get in.

Really?

No, they had the streets blocked off. You had to show
that wyou 1lived there or had some business there to
gsettle, 30 there weren't a lot of people walking down.
There weren't a lot of drive-bvers because you can't



get to the area too easily.
Right because it's out of the way.

So, no, but most of the people were genuinely con-
caerned. They came down just to make sure what they
could do.

What about some of the relief organizations 1ike the
Red Cross. Did you see any help?

Yes, the Red Cross was very good. They c¢ame around
everyday with hot meals, three times a day. They came
around with coffee or water or whatever, gave you sone
supplies and they were there when we needed them. Then
they =et up the disaster organization at the high
school and it seemed to be very well organized to me.
We had no problems with them.

Now most of vour clothing and things like that were
okay?

Most of ours were saved, ves, eventually. They were
all damaged.

Oh really?

Yes. When it happened, most in our house was that the
insulation that was in the ceiling was blown into the
house and it was Just totally into everything.
Every. ..

Could that be saved, I mean any of the cleothing...

Some of it could, but that is fiberglass insulatiocn and
is very difficult teo...

I've heard everybody tell me that. Everybody that had
their houses damaged.

And then there was the thing of not wanting to take a
chance, you know, wear sgsomething because the fiberglass

was Jjust all over, just blown into your clothesg, inteo
your c¢lothes drawers and there wasn't anything that
didn't have fiberglass in it or on it or.... And then

there was damage...The house wag plaster, all plaster,
the walls, the ceilings. It wasn't dry wall and the
plaster had broken the plaster was all down in every-
thing, so some of the stuff was damaged... Flying
glass...

What was your address on Nancy Street, I'm trying ¢to
think of which...



930, T was one of the first new houses on the left hand
side on the street.

Okay, so it was more, when you turn down, it was kind
of ...I'm trying to picture where it was. Because it
seems like the ones in the center were the ones that
were hit really bad.

Yes, because their homes were totally destroyed.
Things were scattered all over the place. Thelr houses
were scattered, where as ours were Jjust contained in
the house. There was damage lying around, some thing
like that.

Why didn't yvou rebuild on Nancy Street?

Well at the time, oh mavbe a vear before, we had looked
to buy another house, a bigger house. So really when
that happened, it was just sort of an impetus to 1look
for a new house and it was not the same feeling either.
It was different.

Is the house standing today.

Yes. They rebuilt it.

Because, I know, down there, I've ncticed on all thege
streets, on Lantern Lane and even on Woodglen there was
a lot of empty lots. I was just wondering 1f mavbe
they...

I think most of the houses down there they rebuilt.

I think sc too.

Maybe not by the same person. I know there were a
number of people who moved away from here but they're

all different.

So it wasn't because of yvour fear mavbe of living there
again?

No. In fact my children say they would 1like to go
back.

Would they?

They had a lot of happy memories there. We've only
been here three years,.

0f course yvou're not that far away.
And my sister lives in the same place.

That's preftty convenient. That's really nice. Can you



tell me about...What was your impression of the Niles
Safety System, maybe then and today, what you think?

Well vou know, I don't really remember having a lot of
communication with our need to do anything. They're
there, but not...I wasn't ....The fire captain at that
time, he came around and was very helpful to us and he
did help us with some preoblems that we were having
g0...But other than that, we really didn't have a need
for anything. But they were there, I realized they
were there.

How about the federal agencies. You probably didmn't
even have to go through them if yvou had insurance.

No. We didn't have to. We didn't have any reason to
know what was going on.

Some people have told me, they didn't have enough
insurance to cover everything and they d4id have some
major problems with the federal agency. So I was Just
wondering.

It is a shame.

Tt is. Tt 1is a shame. Since the tornado, I know
vou've moved out of the neighborhood and all, do you
feel safe, I guess 1f that's the right word to asgk?

Sure. I don't feel any differently than T did before
the tornado happened. The first few months to maybe a
vear afterward, there was...Anytime there was a major
storm or a problem like that, I was working, 1in the
summer , I went back to work and my daughter would be
alone or something for a while, then we got upset.
Sometimes when there is a bad storm we went to the
basement. That's hardly anyvtime now. We don't even
bother.

Do vyou have anything like a weather alert that vyou
keep? You know it seems like evervbody I've talked *to
has told me, "Oh, well we bought this or we bought that
to warn us." I was Just wondering.

Ne. But you do listen for the sirens.

¥ think those are new.

The times that they test the sziren, we listen to make
sure.

The times that they have tested them.

Other than that, no, we haven't thought about 1t or
taiked about it. The last couple yvears we have not



even been aware that there was a bad storm or some-
thing.

That's good though, that vou've gotten over it. I know
of a lot of people who have had major psychological
affects from it.

I can understand.
How do yvou think the neighborhood has changed?

Physically, the neighborhood has changed because all
the trees.

Yes, I've noticed that,

It was such a change to see that because it was a nice
neighborhood. The people who developed it believed in
leaving all the trees that they could. And it really
added something to the neighborhood, especially on my
lot because I had most of the trees in the area. It
was a nice wooded lot and the kids spent a lot of time
in the backvard. Our kids and the neighborhood kids
too, it was always & place to play and now there are
none. It's Jjust amazing. It does look different.
But people, some of them are the same, I think most of
them stayed the same. Some of them built different
types of homes, I know my aunt had a two-story house
and built a ranch, and there was a family in the
cul-de~sac area that had a split level and built a two
story. 8o there are some changes physically and

Did most of the people move back there?
Yes.

Is there anything else that I haven't mentioned or
talked about or that maybe I have forgotten that you'd
like to talk about?

I don't think so. Today I was mentioning to the people
at work that I was going to do this interview and I
said that I hadn't thought about the tornade for a
while and so I was trying to remember and it was coming
back and then we started talking a little about it and
they started talking about where they were and I really
haven't thought about it much lately.

Maybe that's good though. Mavbe it is good to forget
it. Okay. Thank you.

END OF INTERVIEW



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

