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“Quick, Sam! Get into the house!”

Thunder boomed overhead as Sam ran for the front door of Grandma and 
Grandpa’s farmhouse. He’d grown accustomed to the summertime storms 
here in Alabama, but this one had snuck up on him! Sam and Grandpa had 
been out with the animals, tending to the horses and laughing at the goats’ 
antics as they frolicked through the barnyard. The day had been warm and 
humid, but now the air felt heavy as the dark clouds rolled in.
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“Looks like a downburst, Sam. Let’s get 
started rounding up the animals and 
cleaning up. I will explain more tonight,” 
Grandpa responded. Sam grabbed a 
pair of gloves that were shockingly still 
tucked into his box on the porch and 
joined his grandparents in the yard. He 
looked back at the house, peppered 
with leaves, but thankfully still solidly 
standing as the sun shone onto the mess 
around the farm. Cleanup took hours, 
much longer than anticipated, as some 
of the goats managed to sneak through 
the broken fence, and Sam had to chase 
them down. By the time the farm was 
restored to order and the long drive 
cleared of tree limbs, all Sam wanted to 
do was eat dinner, take a shower, and 
climb in bed.



The next morning, as Mom and Dad packed Sam’s stuff into the car to head 
back home, Grandpa pulled him to one side. “I am sorry we didn’t answer 
your question about downbursts, Sam. I will send you a letter explaining it 
all. I had a pen pal as a young boy. Would you like to be mine now?” 

“Definitely, yes!” Sam hugged his grandpa hard. “We can continue our 
game!” Grandpa hugged him and smiled. He made sure Sam was buckled 
in before he shut the car door and gave one final wave. 
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	 This	type	of	weather	is	d
ifficult	to	forecast.	

Since	downbursts	form	
quickly,	it	is	hard	to	trac

k	

them.	Meteorologists	us
e	radar	to	look	for	the	ri

ght	

conditions,	including	un
stable	air,	high	moisture

	in	the	

atmosphere,	and	strong
	winds	in	the	drier	air	in

	the	

middle.	This	helps	them
	to	find	weather	systems

	that	

may	produce	a	downbur
st,	though	they	cannot	t

ell	

when	one	will	form	for	s
ure.	

	 I	am	enclosing	some	pic
tures	that	I	have	found	o

f	 

downbursts.	They	truly	
are	an	amazing	force	of	

nature.

	 I	look	forward	to	your	le
tter,	and	I	hope	that	you

	

are	doing	well.	

With	love,

Grandpa



Sam was quite interested in everything that Grandpa told him about 
downbursts. It was amazing that something as seemingly simple as wind 
could create that kind of havoc. He thought about the way the wind came 
down from the clouds and tried to understand that type of speed.

“I wonder what that kind of wind speed would do if it were swirling, like 
a tornado?” Sam said to himself. He pulled a book off his bookshelf and 
began to thumb through the pictures. The images of tornadoes captivated 
him, and he began to write a letter to Grandpa in hopes that he could tell 
him more.
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Dear Grandpa,

 Well, the weather channel has me curious again, 

Grandpa! A derecho just went through Nebraska, and I am 

amazed at what happened. The people in the videos say it 

was like a hurricane came through the town, but they don’t 

live near the ocean! 

 Tell me about derechos, please, Grandpa? 

Love, 

Sam

May 12
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Dear Sam,

	 Here	it	is,	almost	summertime	again.	In	just	a	few	more	weeks,	you	will	be	back	with	Grandma	and	me	on	the	farm.	We	miss	you	and	cannot	wait	to	see	you!	I	have	enjoyed	our	letters,	but	I	am	looking	forward	to	talking	about	wild	winds	in	person	soon.		 Let	me	tell	you	about	derechos.	“Derecho”	means	“straight”	in	Spanish.	This	long-lived	windstorm	is	named	as	such	because	it	is	made	of	a	group	of	thunderstorms	that	are	in	a	straight	line,	one	after	another,	and	move	quickly	across	the	land.	These	storms	have	very	strong	winds,	some	up	to	130	miles	per	hour,	and	come	up	suddenly	with	rain	and	lightning.	In	order	to	be	categorized	as	a	derecho,	the	path	of	the	storms	must	exceed	240	miles	long,	though	the	width	of	the	storm	varies	from	50	to	300	miles	wide.
	 I	have	enclosed	a	drawing	of	a	radar	summary	I	saw	for	a	derecho	that	went	through	the	Midwest	many	years	ago.	This	storm	spanned	450	miles	over	a	period	of	six	hours	and	had	sustained	winds	of	around	75	miles	per	hour.
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