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Preface and Acknowledgements

I began this book as a sympathetic bystander, informed by
various news media about the horrific damage done by a
monster tornado to the town and populace of Joplin, Missouri
on May 22, 2011. Having personally experienced very recently
an EF3 tornado, and, even more memorable, an EF5 and an
EF4 tornado, I know how terrifying they can be. As a thirdgrader, huddling behind a couch, I heard a hideous, loud,
frightening sound like a giant locomotive, bearing down on
my mother, myself, and pet parakeet Tweetybird. As a young
mother I looked out the kitchen window, saw a dark funnel
cloud, snatched up my two children and ran for our very lives
to the basement. Numerous tornadoes have barreled into
and out of my life since then, because I am a Midwesterner,
but they have paled by comparison.
Various Internet blogs posted about the Joplin tornado
mentioned tales from children of visitations by angels, or
winged beings sometimes referred to as “butterfly people.”
The existence or nonexistence of such was vigorously
debated, of course. This piqued my interest. Suddenly Joplin
no longer seemed to me a collection of stories of grit and
heroics, determination, survival, love, terror, and violent
weather, but a wholly different dimension had presented
itself. I was, as they say, “hooked.”
The book was on.
ix
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I was fortunate to obtain early on a copy of Joplin 5:41:
When A Monster Storm Shattered A Missouri Town But Didn’t
Break Its Spirit, which contains several articles and photos
from the reporters and photojournalists of The Kansas City
Star, published by Kansas City Star Books. It provided the
starting point for my own research.
I reached out to numerous people in the community.
Not all responded, but to those who did, I want to thank
you, not only for your generous time and patient answers
to my inquiries, but to the kindness shown to a somewhat
pesky, noisy stranger.
I particularly want to thank Sharon Lillard and her
granddaughter, Mason, who invited me into their home and
graciously answered anything I cared to ask. Meeting Mason
was a delight, as she is a very special young lady. It was my
pleasure to have spent some time with you two.
I was also privileged to later meet her daughter Jessica
and her son, Lage, who was in the pickup truck with
Grandmother Sharon and his younger cousin, Mason.
Rod Pace, supervisor of the Med Flight program and
crew at St. John’s Hospital, helped me understand what
happened at St. John’s that day as the hospital took a direct
hit, and in the immediate aftermath. The conversations in
this book between Mr. Pace and the pilots are imagined,
but helped the story line, I felt. Many thanks are due to
you!
Rod fortuitously directed me to the hospital’s website,
which featured a well-written recounting by Dr. Kevin Kikta,
who was on duty in the Emergency Room department when
the tornado struck the hospital. Although the good doctor
preferred not to be interviewed, yet again his story as laid
out is a wonderful testimonial to the community-at-large
x
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and the hospital’s readiness and perseverance in the face
of a cataclysmic event. I can only congratulate, and indeed
express admiration for, the staff of both St. John’s and nearby
Freeman Hospital for indisputably heroic efforts to aid the
injured as best they could in extremely trying circumstances.
Also on the hospital website was a nice article written by
Charles Blaukat, a delivery driver. His quick thinking should
serve as good, commonsense advice if we ever find ourselves
in a similar situation.
Thanks to Angie Saporito of the public relations
department at St. John’s Hospital for her cheerful and timely
help.
And I am in awe of the first responders. They waded
into the unthinkable. Jeff Reeves of the Quapaw Casino Fire
Station and his crew dashed to the scene, along with nearly
100 other first-responder units, and undoubtedly saved many
lives. I am particularly grateful to Jeff Reeves for agreeing to
talk with me and for giving me his first impressions of the
overall scene that greeted them and of the rescue of Sharon
Lillard and her grandchildren, Mason and Lage.
Sean Hogue and his sweetheart Kate Foster as well as
both sets of parents were also contacted and are indeed real
people. All were very forthcoming, especially Sean. (Sean
and his family might even be related to the paternal side of
my family, split long ago by the Civil War.)
The interviews and conversations and emails with
the Weather Service in Weldon Spring, Missouri, were
wonderfully helpful in laying out the timing of events and
the weather components that led to the monster tornado.
Also, the explanation of equipment and how the weather
information is relayed through the national system was very,
very interesting. Thank you for your time and patience.
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The Science Department at Francis Howell High School
acted as fact-checker for weather and geological information
cited at the beginning of the book and deserves a special
mention. Thanks—I hope I get an “A”!
Of course, Missouri Governor “Jay” Nixon is a real
person. I obtained facts about his life and town of origin
from Wikipedia. The speech he gave to The Joplin Treatment
Center was sent to me by Kim, from the State’s Media PR
website. I appreciate her speedy response to my request for
a copy of his remarks, because prior inquiries had gone
nowhere. I used the Governor’s speech almost in its entirety.
Governor, I could not have written a speech more tailormade to what I wanted and needed if I’d tried.
The Joplin Treatment Center is a real entity and did in
fact receive a visit by the Governor on the date indicated.
He did not speak with the fictional counselor afterward, nor
are the children as represented real persons. They are but a
fictional liberty I took to move the story line along.
Also, thanks to Harold Wieneke, a pilot whose skills I can
personally vouch for, having once been a passenger aboard
his aircraft to London. He provided great information on
the Governor’s airplane with very little prompting from his
wonderful wife, MaryLou.
Steve Simmons was wonderfully helpful on the technical
side, helping to adjust website and domain. I would be lost
without his kind and soft-spoken approach and can-do skill
set.
John Seay, a visitor at the hospital that was soon to take a
direct hit by an EF5 tornado, is a real person and not easily
reachable. I contacted his brother, Roy, who provided me
with the facts concerning his experiences. John’s caring,
compassion and strength was something I could not leave
xii
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out. You and your family have my deepest condolences on
the passing of your mother, Gladys.
The scene inside the Home Depot cannot be exactly
factual. Some of the participants died and cannot tell their
stories. However, Dean Wells, an employee and an actual
person, did attempt to gather some stragglers from the storm
and get them to safety, losing his own life in the process.
The young father who tragically perished trying to shield his
two small children was based on a real person, too. Rodney
Lillard and the store employee he emerged with from the
rubble of the Home Depot are both, to the best of my
knowledge, accurately depicted.
However, not all the story lines are of real people. Some
are composites I read or heard about, some were mere
suggestions of a story line, such as a child telling a Sunday
school teacher or minister or classroom teacher or counselor
about his or her experiences; others are partial memories of
my own woven into the story and expanded upon, like Mikey
and Samantha. The conversation of Paula and her minister
is wholly fictional. I also took my childhood church, Central
Church of Christ in Mt. Vernon, Illinois, and plopped it
down into a different town and state. Also, the Interfaith
Council as depicted in Joplin might or might not exist in
some similar form; the fact of the varied churches and faiths
in the town of 50,000 or so, is true.
Any misstatements from any of the above-mentioned,
generous people are my mistakes and mine alone. I tried very
hard to remain true to the facts and spirit of the interviews
and the information imparted to me.
A good number of children, none over the age of 12, did
tell various adults about their experiences with angels, or as
some said, “Butterfly People.” This has been documented by
xiii
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teachers, ministers, parents, counselors, and a host of others.
One anonymous individual estimated to me that as many
as 80 stories may have come to light. That some might have
been reported more than once is certainly possible. What
is difficult to reconcile, however, are similarities recounted
by the children. One is the swiftness with which the beings
appeared at a moment critical to their survival, and then as
quickly vanished. The other feature I find striking is the large
wings described by so many. Also, many children reported
that the beings were bright, or glowed. Some reported feeling
a light, gentle touch, looking up or around, seeing the beings,
and then feeling comforted and protected. These entities are
such common knowledge in Joplin that an outdoor mural
dedicated to the day of the tornado features a person with
wings. Also, this gave rise to the now popular saying in Joplin,
and the title of this book, that “The devil came to town and
the angels followed.”
As my fictional minister says to his fictional church
member, “You either believe or you don’t.”
Methodist minister and town founder, Harris G. Joplin,
probably would have believed.

xiv

Introduction

The lovely, forested hills of the Ozark Mountains undulate
over the southern half of Missouri, wind their way into
parts of Arkansas and Oklahoma, and even meander into
the southern part of Kansas. The southwestern corner of
Missouri is the very heart of these mountains, with scenic
bluffs abruptly jutting up and out from the earth in striking
contrast to so much of Middle America, which is serenely
planted with grains that feed the world and cattle that dot
its pastures. In total, the Ozarks encompass 47,000 square
miles of land.
While commonly referred to as “mountains,” this area
is actually part of a high and deeply folded plateau1 fanning
out from the highest area in Missouri, the Saint Francois
Mountains. Eastward, toward the mighty Mississippi, about
an hour south and slightly west of St. Louis, Taum Sauk
Mountain in this range is the state’s highest point at 1,772
feet. Formed partly by volcanic activity, it is ancient, dating
back to the Paleozoic Era, 542 to 251 million years ago. By
comparison, the Appalachians began forming 460 million
years ago, and the Rockies a mere 140 million years ago.
Fossilized coral, the remnants of ancient seas, can be
found clustered around the base and sides of Taum Sauk.
1

J. Schaper, “The Geology of Missouri”, Joschaper@socket.net.
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It is thought that during the great submersion by the warm,
shallow seas, a time frame extending back some 300 million
years, this might have been the only island or archipelago
visible in the entire Midwestern portion of what is now the
United States. These ancient seas and reefs contained layers
of mineral-rich waters, which after receding left their rich ore
deposits behind for those who would come much later, and
to modern-day Joplin in particular, to find.
Recorded human activity in this area began with the
great, laborious migratory treks that inched across the North
American continent. Europeans, seeking freedom and land,
found on the plains a great inland sea of grasses, stretching
to the horizon and who knew how much farther. Astounded
by the scale of such a vast landscape, hungry to own a piece
of earth, many followed the beckoning waves of the windbent grasses. The rich resources of the land, the timber for
shelter and abundant streams and game, were seemingly
heaven-sent to the arriving masses.
Some hardy souls followed the prairie grasses farther,
eventually encountering these beautiful hills and mountains
in present-day Missouri, Arkansas, Oklahoma and southern
Kansas. Many decided to stay. Armed with picks, shovels,
saws and plows and a mighty will, they began to wrestle
houses, barns, food and even minerals from the earth.
This seeming Eden was not without a flaw that would
send some fleeing to gentler climates. Of the huge, empty
land mass between the Rocky and Appalachian mountain
ranges that stretched all the way south to the Gulf of Mexico
and the Canadian border to the north, forces of nature
constantly mixed and unleashed storms upon those settlers,
who had not encountered anything like them before.
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Thunder boomed across the prairies like cannon shots
heard back in the old country; jagged forks of lightning
illuminated the sky and sometimes struck objects,
occasionally setting fires; fierce downpours washed away
crops, and hail shredded what was left. Sometimes ominous
clouds portended fierce, howling winds that blew away
everything they had planted, worked for and sweated for, as
if the hand of the Almighty wanted to sweep the land clean
of these lately-arrived humans.
It would come to be called Tornado Alley, this area that
has the most tornado activity on the entire planet. It averages
1,000 tornadoes in any one year; any other given area on
earth will average possibly 100 or fewer such catastrophic
events in the same time frame.
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Origin of a Town

By the 1830s, European settlers had begun to drift into the
southwestern corner of Missouri.2 Attracted by the easy
accessibility of numerous clear, flowing streams, to be called
by names like Silver Creek, Turkey Creek, Shoal Creek and
Joplin Creek, as well as abundant game for the table and
grasses for their cattle, they started putting down roots,
building and planting crops.
One early arrival was Harris G. Joplin. A native of North
Carolina, and a Methodist minister, he selected a site beside
a flowing creek and built a cabin for himself and his family.3
He probably also farmed like his neighbors, planting cotton
and corn and harvesting hay. That he would become a
community leader in the town which was to later bear his
name cannot be doubted.
Crops, however, were not the only things yielded up by
the land. The farming community soon discovered deposits
of lead. No serious attempts to begin mining operations
took place at this time, food and shelter being the primary
objectives of early settlers.
2
3

“US Gazette Files, 2010,” US Census Bureau, retrieved 2012-07-08,
Wikimedia Foundation, Inc., accessed July 2013.
Dolph Shaner, The Story of Joplin, New York, New York: Stratford
House, 1948, pp. 20-33.
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But the lead was not forgotten. After basic necessities
were taken care of, some attempts at mining had begun
by the 1850s. Alas, the disruptions of the Civil War soon
intruded and mining was not to be resumed on any scale
until after the war.
A border state in the great conflict, Missourians’ political
ideologies clashed, leaving the entire state hanging between
the North and the South.4
Jasper County, which encompasses Joplin, had many
southern sympathizers. Guerrilla activity proliferated largely
through the direction of one prominent resident in the
county, Thomas R. Livingston, who led the Confederate
irregulars.
Geographically placed next to the staunch Union state of
Kansas, troops from both sides waged skirmishes and even
a couple of major battles. The Confederate forces achieved
victories in July 1861 in Carthage, and a month later at
Wilson’s Creek. This secured the southwestern portion of
the state for the Confederacy.
But Livingston overreached in the spring of 1863.
Black Union soldiers from the First Kansas Colored
Infantry stationed in Baxter Springs, Kansas, were sent
into Missouri to forage from farms in the rebellious Jasper
County. Farmer Radar’s place was of particular interest to
them. Finding a good supply of corn, they happily laid aside
their arms to load their wagons.
Suddenly a troop of approximately 70 men from the rebel
cavalry burst out of the surrounding woods and swept down
upon them. A scramble for weapons commenced. Some of
4
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Larry Wood, local historian, “Jasper County hotbed of guerrilla
activity during Civil War,” Joplin Globe, April 7, 2013.
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the black soldiers, finding their guns out of reach, turned
and fled into the brush, running for their lives.
Livingston and his mounted men, with thundering
hooves and rebel yells, pursued the troops that sought to
flee. Some they chased for perhaps eight miles. All caught
were killed.
The next day other members of the First Colored Infantry
along with 100 white Union Cavalry returned to the Radar
farm area. They found the dead. They also found one local
man who allegedly had taken part in what was deemed a
massacre.
Due to the terrible injuries the departed soldiers had
suffered and the hot weather, the commanding officer
decided to gather the bodies into the farmhouse and
cremate them. The Union soldiers took the local rebel to
the house and shot him. Then they set the house afire.
They also set a neighboring farm afire, too, and burned to
the ground the nearby town of Sherwood, a local southern
stronghold and home to approximately 250 people. This
town would never be rebuilt, nor would the Confederate
alliance. Missouri was now firmly pulled to the Union’s
bosom.
People would keep their heads down for the remainder
of the war, and rebuild commerce after the war’s end.
By 1900, Harris G. would hardly have recognized the
robust town-sprung-from-creek-bed he had helped found.
Those deposits of lead, and zinc, in particular, had fueled a
population boom. Some 26,000 people, and counting, had
poured into the town to take advantage of the wealth and
jobs provided by the mining.
Main Street now boasted big fancy houses, hotels, restaurants
and bars. The most famous of its saloon establishments was
3
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the “House of Lords”5 which had no relation to any churchgoing experience. It featured a bar and restaurant on its first
floor, a gambling hall on its second, and a brothel on its third.
The structure is still standing today at 407 Main Street, its walls
whispering of its storied past.
Better transportation had sprung up: Trolley lines
connected Joplin to the smaller, surrounding towns and
countryside. The commercial center of the growing city
bustled with activity.
The railroad arrived in 1877, more efficiently joining
Joplin to its markets for its minerals and other goods. The
town prospered further, and the mining became extensive.
Joplin used surface mines as well as deeper tunnel mining
to extract the valuable ores, even under the city center. It
earned the title of the King of Lead and Zinc Mining in the
world.
Today Joplin has been left with numerous mine shafts
and open pit mines. Along Main Street and outward,
approximately 75 percent of the city is undermined. Some
shafts are more than 100 feet deep.
The precious gifts of the mineral-laden waters of the
ancient seas, and the interrupted and resumed mining
thereof, meant that the older city housing of today was
located above the old mine shafts. About four out of five
houses had no basements.
The last of the mines was closed by the 1970s. Groundwater
from those abundant springs and creeks, a sought-after
feature by Joplin’s first settlers, filled the abandoned shafts.
No longer pumped out to facilitate mining operations, the
5

4

Kathy Weiser,“Legends of America,” www.legendsofamerica.com/
mo-joplin, updated August 2013.

THE DEVIL CAME TO TOWN AND THE ANGELS FOLLOWED

rise in the water table made basements impractical, and the
danger of sinkholes and cave-ins were problematic too.
But the major problem, the lack of below-ground shelter
available on May 22, 2011, the day the killer tornado struck,
was complicated by the existence of these old mining shafts.
For many people, there was simply no good place to hide.
Faced with an EF5, or an EF4 tornado, being below ground
is necessary for survival.
When the storm began to rage, people with survival plans
clicked into gear; some people ducked into stores, halls,
bathrooms, churches, anywhere they could find immediate
shelter.
They hunkered down for the 20 long minutes the twister
was on the ground with winds of over 200 miles per hour
swirling about. With a roar like a gigantic locomotive engine
bearing down on them, Tornado Alley had once more sprung
to life.
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