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Communities struck by historic
storms take stock of destruction

AILY POST « TUESDAY, DECEMBER 14, 2021

:

MAYFIELD, Ky, (The Washington
Post) — As the temperature dipped
well below freezing and frost spread
over car windows, about 150 men and
women shuffled Sunday morning into
the First Baptist Church on the corner
of South and First streets.

Many wore Carhartt vests, carpen-
ter jeans and steel-toed boots, work
clothes passing as Sunday best in
these extraordinary times. Parishio-
ners say the church's footprint forms
the largest cross in Graves County, and
as a tornado blasted through this town
010,000 people on Friday night, some
of its stained-glass windows blew out

and a hole opened in its roof.

But it was largely spared, as was
the pastor, Wes Fowler, who endured
the storm in a tunnel beneath the
church grounds and led the Sunday
service. The rest of the town was not
as fortunate.

Across a battered region, a public
reckoning with unimaginable loss
began Sunday, as survivors dug out
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REDUCED TO RUBBLE: Rocky Howton climbs on the rubble of his home in Dewson Springs,

Ky on Saturday, Austin Anthony/For The Washington Post

homes and businesses, searched with
diminishing hope for loved ones, and
mourned others who died in the torna-
do's path.

The official death to!l stands at 13,
but with search operations still unfold-
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ing, it is certain to grow. Democratic
Gov. Andy Beshear and other state
officials declined on Sunday to offer
more firm updates to the casuaity
count, but Beshear said he believed
that at least 50 had died and that the
final number would probably be more
than 100 - the majerity from this little
town in western Kentucky.

The need is evident everywhere.
State and medical officials pleaded
for blood donations, warning that in
addition to the scores of dead, there
are likely to be even more injuries.

In freezing temperatures, nearly
90,000 homes and businesses
remained without power across
western Kentucky and northwestern
Tennessee, mauled Friday night and
into Saturday by winds that blew one
Mayfield family's photograph to a
town 100 miles away.

Gas stations along Highway 58
outside Mayfield were dark, as were
homes scattered along county roads.

Maintenance crews had begun to set
up cherry pickers along the roadside
to start the long work of repairing
severed power lines and snapped elec-
trical poles. Kentucky officials opened
more than a dozen warming centers by
nightfall.

Many simply prayed.

While a small choir practiced near
the altar of the First Baptist Church,
Grant Samples, standing with fellow
parishioners between lines of yellow
caution tape, remarked on the turn-
out, which was larger than he would
have expected with many roads still
cluttered and closed by debris,

Samples is a 29-year-oid welder, his
wife Katie, a 29-year-old teacher, and
the two met in the pews of First Baptist
and later married there. Huddling in a
closet with their two little boys, the
couple survived the storm and now
face unanswerable questions.

"It's hard to explain to a 5-year-old
what's going on and why it happened,”
Samples said. "We don't want him to
be scared of every storm.”

The scope of the damage caused by
the devastatingly powerful December
tornadoes stretched across six states,
leaving many dismayed by the potency
of the weather and the loss of life.

A sign outside a Methodist Church
near Mayfield captured the power-
lessness many here felt in surveying
what just a few days ago were busy
towns, now flatted and twisted beyond
easy identification.

"Pray for the storm victims,” the sign
read.

Michael Kayse, an 18-year-old
Mayfield resident, said he was at
his friends’ house when the tornado
struck. He said a tree felt and damaged
a gas line near his house, causing a
potentially dangerous leak.

Kayse said he slept in the family's
vehicle with his mother even though
debris had damaged the windshield.
Two friends stood next to him at
the shelter, explaining that they had
few answers to questions about the
storm's aftermath,
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