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THE
UNFORGETTABLE
FURY:
REMEMBERING
THE GREAT TRI
STATE TORNADO
OF 1925

When we talk about
the most devastating
natural disasters in
American history, few
events rival the sheer
power and tragedy of
The Great Tri State
Tornado Of 1925.
This supercell tornado,
which tore across
Missouri, lllinois, and
Indiana on March 18,
1925, remains the

deadliest tornado in
United States history. It
was not just a storm; it
was a catastrophic
event that reshaped
communities,
redefined
meteorological
understanding, and left
a scar on the American
landscape that is still
felt nearly a century
later. For anyone
seeking to understand
extreme weather, the
story of this tornado is
both a sobering lesson
and a testament to
human resilience.

In an era before
Doppler radar,
advanced warning
systems, or even a
standardized Fujita
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storm system caught
entire populations off
guard. The Tri-State
Tornado was a single,
colossal funnel cloud
that remained on the
ground for an
unprecedented 219
miles, carving a path of
destruction that was, in
places, over a mile
wide. Its journey lasted
approximately three
and a half hours, but
the consequences of
those hours would
echo for generations.
To fully grasp the
magnitude of this
event, we must walk
the path of the storm,
examine the science
behind its formation,
and honor the memory
of the thousands
whose lives were
changed forever.

THE PATH OF
DESTRUCTION: A

OF TERROR

The Great Tri State
Tornado Of 1925
began its deadly trek in
the early afternoon,
touching down in
Shannon County,
Missouri, around 1:00
PM local time. The
storm did not simply
touch down and lift; it
maintained continuous

contact with the
ground, a
characteristic that
remains rare even

among modern violent
tornadoes. As it moved
northeastward at an
astonishing average
speed of 62 miles per
hour, it left little time
for anyone in its path
to seek shelter. The
storm was moving
faster than most cars
of the era could travel,
making escape nearly
impossible for those
who saw it coming.

2 The Great Tri State Tornado Of 2023-05-18

1925



The Great Tri State Tornado Of 1925 3

The
Devastati
on in
Missouri

In Missouri, the tornado
first announced its
presence to the rural
farming communities
of the Ozarks. While
the initial damage was
severe, it was but a
prelude to the horrors
to come. The storm
tore through the small
mining communities of
Annapolis, Leadanna,
and Biehle, obliterating
homes and flattening
forests. Witnesses
described the sound as
a deafening roar,
unlike anything they
had ever heard—a mix
of freight trains, jet
engines, and
screaming wind. As the

storm crossed the
Mississippi River into
lllinois, it was about to
meet its most densely
populated targets, and
the death toll would
skyrocket.

The Heart
of the
Tragedy:
Southern
lllinois

The state of Illinois
bore the absolute brunt
of The Great Tri
State Tornado Of
1925. The storm
passed just south of
the town of Gorham,
but the destruction in
this small coal mining
community was
absolute. In just a few
minutes, nearly every
building in Gorham was



destroyed or heavily
damaged. The death
toll in Gorham alone
was staggering, with
over 30 percent of the
town's population killed
or injured.

Minutes later, the
storm descended upon
the city of

Murphysboro. This was
the single hardest-hit
location in the entire
disaster. The tornado
struck the business
district and the
residential areas
without warning. The
Murphysboro death toll
remains the highest
ever recorded for a
single city in a tornado
event in the United
States, with over 230
people losing their

lives. Factories
collapsed, schools were
flattened, and entire

neighborhoods were
reduced to piles of
splintered lumber. The
city’s hospital was

overwhelmed within
minutes, and survivors
were left to dig through
the rubble by hand,
searching for neighbors
and family members.

Continuing its
relentless path, the
storm then hit the town
of De Soto. The
damage here was so
complete that it was
difficult to distinguish
where streets had once
been. The De Soto
school was destroyed,
tragically killing many
children. The Tri-State
Tornado did not
discriminate; it
destroyed homes of
the wealthy and the
poor, churches,
schools, and
businesses alike. This
level of indiscriminate
destruction was
difficult for the human
mind to process,
leading to widespread
shock and trauma.

As the storm pushed
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further northeast, it
struck the town of
West Frankfort, a
bustling coal mining
hub. Because the
storm had been so
widely reported by
telegraph from the
previous towns, some
residents in West
Frankfort had a few
precious minutes of
warning. However, the
tornado's size and
speed were soO
immense that many
did not believe it could
be as bad as the
rumors suggested. It
was. The storm left a

trail of wreckage
through West
Frankfort, killing

dozens and injuring
hundreds more before
it finally crossed into
Indiana.

The Final

Act:
Indiana
and
Beyond

By the time the
tornado crossed the
Wabash River into
Indiana, it had been on
the ground for nearly
three hours. It struck
the town of Griffin,
Indiana, leveling most
of the community. As
the storm finally began

to weaken, it
dissipated near
Princeton, Indiana,

lifting back into the
clouds after its 219-
mile rampage.
However, the storm
system continued to
produce severe
weather, but the main
funnel cloud had
exhausted its terrible



energy. The total death
toll for the three states
was officially recorded
as 695, though modern
historians believe the
true number may be
higher due to
unrecorded deaths of
farm workers and
sharecroppers. Over
2,000 people were
injured, and property
damage was estimated
at nearly $17 million in
1925 dollars—a sum
equivalent to hundreds
of millions today.

THE
METEOROLOGICAL
ENIGMA: WHAT
MADE THIS STORM
SO POWERFUL?

For decades,
meteorologists have
studied The Great Tri
State Tornado Of
1925 to understand
why it was so uniquely
destructive. One of the
key factors was the
atmospheric setup. A

strong low-pressure
system moved across
the central United
States, pulling warm,
moist air from the Gulf
of Mexico northward,
while a powerful jet
stream pushed cold,
dry air from the
Rockies. This collision
of air masses created
an environment of
extreme instability.

The
"Family"
Theory
and the
Long-
Track
Debate

For many years, some
experts argued that
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the Tri-State Tornado
might have been a
“family" of tornadoes,
where multiple funnels
form in succession
along the same path.
However, extensive
research by severe
weather expert Dr. Ted
Fujita and others has
largely concluded that
this was, in fact, a
single, continuous
tornado. The evidence
is found in the
"continuous swath" of
damage, where trees
and structures were
consistently flattened
in a convergent
pattern, rather than
the scattered damage
pattern typical of
multiple tornadoes.

The storm’s forward
speed was a critical
factor in the high death
toll. With the tornado
moving at over 60
mph, the warning time
for communities ahead
was drastically

reduced. Modern
tornadoes typically
move at speeds of 30
to 40 mph. The sheer
speed of the Tri-State
Tornado meant that by
the time the sky turned
black in one town, the
storm was already
bearing down on the
next.

HUMAN RESPONSE
AND THE DAWN OF
DISASTER
PREPAREDNESS

The aftermath of The
Great Tri State
Tornado Of 1925 was
a scene of
unimaginable chaos.
Communication lines
were severed, roads
were blocked by
debris, and the sheer
scale of the disaster
overwhelmed local
resources. The
American Red Cross,
under the leadership of
a relatively new
organization, mounted




a massive relief effort.
Volunteers from
surrounding towns and
states rushed to the
affected areas to assist
with rescue, medical
care, and the grim task
of recovering the dead.

This disaster served as
a brutal wake-up call
for the United States. It

directly led to
significant changes in
how the nation

prepared for and
responded to natural
disasters. One of the

most important
outcomes was the push
for better

communication

networks and the
formalization of
disaster response
protocols. The storm
also highlighted the
need for stronger
building codes in
tornado-prone regions.
While it would take
many more decades
for modern warning

systems to develop,
the lessons learned in
March 1925 laid the
groundwork for future
safety improvements.

Families
Torn
Apart and
Communi
ties
Rebuilt

In the weeks and
months following the
tornado, the human
story was one of
profound grief and
incredible resilience.
Mass funerals were
held for unidentified
victims. Orphaned
children were taken in
by relatives or
neighbors. The
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economy of the region,
heavily dependent on
coal mining and
agriculture, was dealt a
severe blow. Yet, the
people of southern
[llinois, Missouri, and
Indiana did not
abandon their land.
They rebuilt. New
homes, new schools,
and new churches rose
from the rubble. The
experience became a
defining moment for
these communities, a
shared hardship that
forged a strong sense
of identity.

THE LEGACY OF
THE 1925
TORNADO IN
MODERN CONTEXT

Today, The Great Tri
State Tornado Of
1925 stands as a
benchmark for severity
in tornado climatology.
It is the benchmark
against which all other
tornadoes are

measured. The term
"Tri-State Tornado" has
become synonymous
with the concept of the
"worst-case scenario"
in severe weather. The
storm is a key case
study in meteorological
education, used to
teach students about
long-track tornadoes,
outflow dynamics, and
the limits of
forecasting.

Modern technology has
made it easier to track
and warn for such
events. Doppler radar,
spotter networks, and
satellite imagery
provide hours of lead
time for severe
weather. However, the
Tri-State Tornado
serves as a reminder
that nature is still more
powerful than our
technology. Even
today, a tornado of
similar intensity and
speed would cause
catastrophic damage,



although the death toll
would likely be lower
due to improved
warnings and
construction.

Historical
Research
and
Unanswer
ed
Questions

Historians and
meteorologists

continue to study the
event. Recent research
has used tree-ring
analysis and geological
survey data to map the
exact path of the storm
with greater precision
than was possible in
1925. There are still
debates about the
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exact strength of the
tornado. While it is
widely rated as an F5
on the Fujita scale,
some damage
indicators suggest it
may have been even
more intense in certain
locations. The official
records of the death
toll are also subject to
revision as
genealogists and local
historians uncover
more information
about the people who
lived in the path of the
storm.

HOW TO HONOR
THE MEMORY OF
THE VICTIMS

Remembering

historical tragedies is
not about dwelling on
the horror, but about
honoring the lives lost
and learning from the
past. Communities
across the three states
hold memorial services
on March 18th each
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year. Museums in
Murphysboro and
surrounding areas
have dedicated
exhibits to the tornado.
For those interested in
the history of American
weather, visiting these
sites provides a
powerful connection to
the past.

¢ Visit the
Murphysboro
Historical
Society
Museum: This
museum has an
extensive
collection of
photographs,
letters, and
artifacts from the
tornado.

e Read first-hand
accounts:
Numerous books
and oral histories
have been
compiled from
survivors. These
personal stories
offer a deeply
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human
perspective on
the disaster.
Support severe
weather
preparedness:
One of the best
ways to honor
the victims is to
ensure that your
own community
is prepared for
severe weather.
Support local
emergency
management
services and
invest in a NOAA
weather radio.
Learn the
science:
Understanding
how tornadoes
form and why
the Tri-State
event was so
unique helps us
appreciate the
power of our
planet's
atmosphere.



CONCLUSION: THE
STORM THAT
CHANGED
AMERICA

The Great Tri State
Tornado Of 1925 was
more than just a
weather event; it was a
national tragedy that
reshaped the American
landscape, physically
and psychologically. It
remains a stark
reminder of our
vulnerability to the
forces of nature. The
695 lives lost that day
are not just statistics;
they are stories of
individuals, families,
and communities
whose futures were cut
short in a matter of
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minutes. As we look
back on this historic
event, we must carry
forward the lessons of
preparedness,
resilience, and
community solidarity.
The roar of that
tornado has long since
faded, but its echo
remains in the
strengthened building
codes, the improved
warning systems, and
the unbreakable spirit
of the people who
rebuilt their lives from
the ruins. By
remembering this
storm, we ensure that
such a tragedy is never
forgotten and that we
remain vigilant in the
face of nature’s most
violent fury.

12

The Great Tri State Tornado Of 2023-05-18

1925



