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tornadic storm may be very subtle and localized. 

Hence, local measurements around storms 

are needed to advance the science to the next 

level.” �at means that researchers at WISE and 

similar institutions need to place data-gathering 

devices next to or, beTer yet, in a storm. And 

while Schroeder may not be in the business for 

the thrills, such work has admiTedly led to some 

adrenaline-infused moments.  

One of them occurred just outside of Hill 

City, Kan., in 2005. Schroeder and his team 

deployed four cars full of gear, just to the south 

of a twister. At about a half-mile from the actual 

tornado, he was in the car closest to vortex, 

geTing clobbered by quarter-sized hail, blown 

by 100-mile winds. “�e wind shook the car,” 

remembers Schroeder, “but the sound of the 

wind-driven hail beating on the windows is what 

really got your aTention, not to mention the 

tornado passing nearby to the north.

“I’ll be honest. �e situation was intense, but 

I remember verbally saying, ‘We are siTing in 

the perfect spot.’ We were focused on acquiring 

a great data set, because you just don’t get that 

many opportunities.”

�e information collected was valuable, but 

Schroeder dryly says he has no desire to be any 

closer, noting his team has developed and uses 

new, unmanned instrumentation platforms, so 

they can deploy the instruments, take shelter 

and watch from afar. Still, he says, the last 

instrument drop is ofien made with a tornado 

just a mile away.   

“We tell students that while going out, chasing 

and seeing a tornado might be thrilling,” says 

Schroeder, “we want them to collaboratively work 

with other students to deploy equipment under 

the duress of a storm. By the end of a project, 

we hope they understand that it’s all about them 

developing to be a good scientist. By the end of a 

season, I want them to say they wish they had one 

more chance to gather a good data set.”   

Rob Thompson has no desiRe To chase sToRms. Unlike Andy 

Gabrielson, an early brush with tornados was enough to last this Ada, Kan., 

resident a lifetime. Still, Thompson is a volunteer for the National Weather 

Service’s SKYWARN program. Developed a little more than 40 years ago, 

SKYWARN positions weather spotters in communities across the country to 

collect and share weather-related data.

Armed with a $90 weather data-gathering station he purchased himself and 

what he calls a “fancy rain gauge” supplied by the National Weather Service, 

Thompson is tasked with monitoring wind gusts, hail size, rainfall and cloud 

formations that could signal a developing tornado. Thompson, who is a salesperson 

for Lincoln Farm Supply, a Massey Ferguson dealer in Lincoln, Kan., also has a 240-

acre cattle and crop operation, and is a volunteer fire fighter. 

SKYWARN does not refer to its spotters as “storm chasers,” nor do they 

encourage risk-taking while collecting data. Typically, SKYWARN spotters stick 

close to home. In fact, Thompson says that when he’s asked to report on snowfall, 

he simply has to look out his window to gather the data. As part of his volunteer 

commitment, Thompson attends a training class once a year and says he has 

access to as much of the National Weather Service’s resource material as he wants. 

Speaking about his time as a weather spotter for the last decade, Thompson 

says he’s “never seen a cow fly by,” referring to a scene in the movie Twister, and 

describes the weather he’s tracked over the years as “boring,” at least mostly. 

Thompson, who, as a teenager, witnessed tornados growing up in Kansas and 

Oklahoma, has reported on cloud rotations twice in 10 years, one of which became 

the tornado that hit the unincorporated area of Lake Row, Kan., in May of 2007, the 

night after a deadly twister hit the nearby town of Greensburg, killing 13 people. The 

Lake Row tornado killed one person.

“Everybody thinks that if you’re a weather spotter, you get to chase tornadoes,” 

says Thompson. “I’ve seen how ugly it can get, so I have no interest in doing that.”

The National Weather Service has 122 local Weather Forecast Offices, each with a 

SKYWARN warning coordination meteorologist. Training is conducted at these local 

offices and covers many subjects, including basics of thunderstorm development, 

fundamentals of storm structure, identifying potential severe weather features, how 

to report information and basic severe weather safety.

Classes are free and are about 2 hours long. To find out when a SKYWARN 

class will be conducted in your area, contact your local warning coordination 

meteorologist at www.stormready.noaa.gov/contact.htm.
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Ride along with Andy Gabrielson, check 

out some of his thrilling video, and find 

links to weather-watching resources at  

go.myfarmlife.com/storm.
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