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As we have previously noted (more than once), Alabama’s tornado season extends from Jan. 1 to the end of December. However, while tornadoes can occur in Alabama during any month
of the year, April is the peak month for tornado activity.
To remind ourselves of how bad it can be, let’s look at a couple
of April tornado systems that caused deaths and major damage.
Sunday, April 8, was the 20th anniversary of the April 8, 1998,
tornado system that dropped three tornadoes along a path that
stretched from Pickens County near Gordo to St. Clair County
north of Pell City.
The three tornadoes in the system included an EF-3 tornado that dropped in Pickens County and
moved into Tuscaloosa County.
The second tornado was a EF-5 that was the most significant tornado to hit Alabama since 1977.
With winds in excess of 260 miles per hour, that tornado touched down in Tuscaloosa County just
east of the Warrior River. The tornado track, which continued into Jefferson County, was about
30.6 miles long. At its widest point, the track was half a mile wide.
The death toll was set at 32 people killed. At the time it was the seventh deadliest tornado in
Alabama history. Another 250 people were injured. About 1,000 homes were destroyed, while
another 900 had significant damage.
The third tornado in that system was an EF-2 that touched down just north of Moody. Two deaths
were reported in St. Clair County, both of them in one mobile home.
Tuesday, April 24, will be the 110th anniversary of a 1908 EF-4 tornado that stayed on the ground
for 105 miles, from Walker County through Jefferson, Blount and Marshall counties before ending in DeKalb County. The storm caused at least 35 fatalities and 188 people were injured, although more damage and casualties were expected given the limited reporting systems available
in 1908.
Some of the damage reports from that storm are mind boggling. A nine-ton oil tank was reported
to have been moved half of a mile near Albertville. A train with nine freight cars was overturned
and destroyed.

Of course, the systems we have in place today for forecasting severe weather are much better
than they were in 1998, much less 1908. But how effective those forecasting systems will be
in protecting us from storms and tornadoes still depends in large part on how we respond to
those watches and warnings. Warnings have little value if we don’t take shelter or if we take
shelter in places that don’t really offer safe harbor from approaching storms — such as mobile
homes and other less-than-sturdy buildings.
If you don’t have a severe weather plan, now is the best time to make one. Know where to go
and what to do the next time severe weather threatens.
As noted, however, Alabama gets tornadoes and severe weather every month of the year. We
had a strong system go through the state on March 19. It spun up at least 17 tornadoes, which
caused a handful of injuries in central Alabama, but fortunately no fatalities. The storm also
caused some significant large hail events, including what will probably be certified later as the
largest hailstone yet recorded in Alabama. More on that later.
Rainfall was generally below normal in March, with large areas of mild drought returning to
central and southern Alabama. Fairhope had its driest March on record. Temperatures statewide tended to be very slightly cooler than normal, but not much to write home about.
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