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Devastation in Tyler
by JENS B. JOHANSEN
During the evening of August 21, 1918, the community
of Tyler, Minnesota, was struck by a severe tornado. Many
people were killed, many more injured, and the damage to
property was tremendous. The letter, written in Danish,
which follows is a first-hand account of what that thriving
community looked like after the storm. In some places this
account is gruesome, in other places it is subtly humorous,
and in all places it is a graphic presentation of the havoc that
can be wreaked in a few moments.
Tyler is a community of some 1100 people, located in
southwestern Minnesota on U.S. Highway 14, about 35
miles east of Brookings, South Dakota. The Danes first came
to this area in 1885. A year later they had founded Danebod
Congregation and in 1888 the Folk School at Danebod
opened its doors. The Danebod area of Tyler lies a little to
the south of the area in which the storm struck and thus
escaped the severe damage.
Jens B. Johansen, the writer of this letter, lived next door
to the parsonage at Danebod at the time this letter was
written. He served for a time as register of deeds and had
operated a grain elevator in Tyler. He was apparently retired
at the time of this letter. Ansgar Johansen, to whom the letter
is written, was the son of Jens B. and Ane Kristine Johansen.
He was a brother of Johannes, Marie, and Marta Johansen.
Ansgar grew up in Tyler and in 1914 was married to
Frederikke Henriksen of West Denmark (Luck), Wisconsin.
In 1918 he was living with his wife and two children in
Watuaga, South Dakota. Shortly after that he moved with
his family to West Denmark and remained there, except for
two years spent at "Valborgsminde" a retirement home in
Des Moines, Iowa, where he died in 1975. He was the father
of Halvdan, Anne Marie (Nichely), Christian, Valdemar,
and Johanne (Hansen).
Thorvald Hansen, translator
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Tyler, Minnesota
September 5, 1918
Dear Ansgar and Frederikke,
I want to give you a written account of the disaster which
struck Tyler on Wednesday evening, August 21. I do have
doubts as to whether or not I can do it completely enough so
that you can understand the full extent of the damage even
though I do know that you are fully acquainted with the
town. You will perhaps understand the difficulties of giving
a written account when I tell you that the changes that took
place that evening were very great. They were so great that
as I go about surveying the destruction I must often stop and
figure out whose building or house stood on that lot, or
whose stood next to it. The destruction must be seen at first
hand to be fully grasped.
That which has been written in the papers, likewise, does
not give a clear picture. When one has, as I have, walked
among the ruins a few hours after the destruction and seen
the things I have seen, one begins to feel that even then one
knows very little and can never completely describe the
scene, either by pen or the spoken word. One would have
had to have been quite differently involved in the tornado
that evening to be able to express with clarity what happened.
I have looked upon the dead and those who were
mutilated by the storm. I have seen wagon loads of debris
hauled away from a site in order to determine why the flies
were gathered there more than in other places only to
discover that beneath that rubble lay a man, dead in his bed,
with a mattress and blanket under him and a blanket over
him. His soul had gone to other regions. His name was
Hans Jensen.
Hans Christensen, the storekeeper, has a daughter who is
12-14 years old. She was lifted in the air, carried over
buildings and treetops by the whirlwind, conscious of where
she was and without fear, until her feet again touched the
ground by the Schwartz house. She did not fall but
continued with full speed and came running in the door to
the Schwartz family. Her mother was badly injured. I am
afraid that she, Mrs. Christensen, has suffered a concussion
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and she is now in a mental hospital in Minneapolis.
John Walker stood in his home and saw Christian Sorensen's house taken by the storm. When it had been lifted six or
eight feet off the ground it began to swing about and
continued to do so until it became just bits and pieces.
Christian Sorensen and his wife were in the house and their
bodies were found a short time later.
Niels Jensen was visiting his neighbor, Chr. Graeser, and
stood looking out of a door toward the north. He heard a
noise in the air as if many trains were going through the
town at full speed. Niels Jensen told me that he could easily
understand that the air was hot because it was filled with
sparks such as those one sees on a dark winter night shooting
out of chimneys as fires are stoked. Agnes was in the drug
store and when the front of that building was blown away,
she was able to get out, as were others in the store. When she
came home to her father one of the first things she said was,
"Oh father, father, the air is so hot, so hot it is difficult to
breathe." Many others also tell of the intense heat in the air.
Johannes, the writer's son and father of Ralph and
Roland Johansen and Olga Madsen, was pinned under a
counter in the western end of the store right by the door
leading to the storeroom. He was fully conscious and one of
the first things he noticed was that the air was unusually hot.
This led him to think that the rubble was on fire and that he
would be burned to death. This matter of the heat can be
explained simply by saying that it was a violent electrical
storm or tornado that leveled the city. When one reads in the
papers that it was because of a heavy hail and rain after the
storm that fire did not break out it does not fit the facts. It
neither rained nor hailed following the storm. This was
fortunate because if there had been a severe rain after the
many buildings had been toppled, end over end, the
economic loss would have been much greater. I think, for
example, that Holm, Riis, and Johansen would have had a
loss of $10,000 more than they did have. Their loss now is
estimated at $9,000 to $10,000. That is too much, but if
there had been a heavy rain, they would have been
completely ruined. It rained a little before the storm came. It
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also hailed a bit, but it was not enough to affect the corn.
This is a fact.
Hans Lauritsen' s farm buildings were the first to go in the
storm. I was over there after the storm and there was hardly
a board left that was four feet long. The storm came from the
southwest, but mostly west. It took the "round house" and
the "coal chute." Tyler Park was on the south side of the
tornado so the trees lie there, tipped and broken but with
leaves on the branches and trunks. However, in the center of
the storm there is hardly a tree that has any leaves. They
have been torn up by the roots, broken in two, or else the
trunks reach skyward with all the branches broken off. In
some cases all the bark has been ripped off, and these were
not small trees but some feet in diameter. This is in the west
part of town. Except for two, all the private homes are in
splinters. One of the two is very old and has been on the
verge of collapsing for several years. The house next to it is
better, though naturally there is not a whole pane of glass in
either of them.
A. W. Maganky's house was torn from its foundation
and carried some three rods. There it rammed against a thick
poplar tree and it lies half on its side with the bottom up.
Mrs. Maganky and Nellie, along with Mrs. Powers, were in
the house when the storm raised it. On Thursday I asked,
Mrs. Maganky how they escaped. "I don't know," she said.
"We found ourselves lying outside the house without a
scratch on any of us." Mads Bobjerg's house was next to
Maganky' s and it was destroyed as was all else on the street.
Maganky' s feed barn was shattered but, strangely enough,
none of his horses were injured.
The Farmer's Bank was destroyed though the eastern end
of it, where the bank business was conducted, still stands.
The upper story, which was the hospital, collapsed on the
western portion. Where there had previously been a post
office there was, on the night of the storm a committee
meeting regarding the county fair. P. D. Christensen, Hans
Lauritsen, T. P. Hermansen, and Stauning were there. In the
center of the floor stood a long, solid wooden table. When the
storm came and the windows were blown in, Hans Lauritsen
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and T. P. Hermansen crawled under the table. When the
walls began to tumble in, Stauning bgan to think of his head
which he would also like to get under the table. P. D.
Christensen was standing beside him. Stauning tried to get
under the table and he did get his head under but his legs
stuck out and they got it. Poor P. D. was killed. He was
struck in the head by a mason brick. The blow was so severe
that when they found him and moved his head the brain was
exposed. An automobile was flung in to those sitting under
the table and blown way over against the north wall. There
it was buried, horribly destroyed by the falling wall. But the
table stood fast and the men were dug out hearty and hale
with only some scratches here and there.
In the pool hall, beside the bank, there were many dead,
as you will have read in the papers. I will not go into that
here. I will just cite one instance regarding that grim tragedy.
I stood there about 2:30 in the morning and looked into the
face of a woman, a mother who was almost certain that she
had a dear child lying among the ruins, covered with many
bricks. I would not say her face looked as if it was frozen in
stone. No, but I have never seen such a look of expectation
as I saw there. Hour after hour she stood in the same place,
waiting until they found her son, Alfred Johnson. The
woman was Mrs. John Johnson (Farmer's Lumber Yard). A
short time later I went over to Hans Lauritsen's farm and
there I met Christian Jorgensen and his wife who, like
myself, were walking around to see the destruction. I walked
with them to the railroad; then they went home. I returned
to the place where Mrs. Johnson stood. I had talked some
with Christian Jorgensen and his wife. They had not given
much thought to the matter that they, too, might have a son
lying dead next to Alfred Johnson. Mangled and dead he was
pulled forth later in the day.
Park Hotel, which is owned by Kr. Duus, flew away. A
man named Peter Jensen stood holding the outer door so that
it would not blow open during the storm. The storm took the
hotel, the man, the door and reduced the hotel to bits and
pieces. When Peter Jensen found himself he was still holding
on to the door. Hans Jensen, the dead man whom I
-77-

mentioned earlier in this letter, also lived at that hotel. He
lived in room number one and he was dug out in back of the
saddlemaker R. J. Larsen's store. Right beside him and the
bed in which he was found, lay a door with number one
painted on it. So you see he also had his door with him.
Now let us go down the west side of Main Street, then we
can stop here and there. North of the Pool Hall was Blacksley' s Restaurant where a number of persons were killed.
Blacksley's wife was buried in the ruins but she was dug out
alive. She was in the hospital at Danebod for a few days but
has now been released.
R. J. Larsen's building was devastated. On Thursday
Larsen was walking about looking over the ruins from all
sides and Johannes asked him what was wrong and whether
or not he had lost something. Larsen replied: "I don't know, I
simply don't understand it, but I don't recognize this house;
it is not my house." Then Johannes began to look more
closely and found that it was the upper story of the building
that now stood where the lower story had been. The suction
created by the tornado took the lower story, with all of the
merchandise, harness, boots, and shoes, and left the upper
story instead. It did stand a bit crooked on the foundation
though. Larsen now recognized the house and knew it was
his own and to that extent he was satisfied. Later he found
most of his merchandise but he now has 56 unmatched boots
and shoes.
An old lady, stout Mathilda's mother, lived in a part of
the building. Visiting her was Soren Jensen's wife and daughter Olivia and several of Soren Jensen's other children.
They had just left the store where Olivia had purchased a
new coat. They all escaped with whole limbs but the horse
with which they had come to town suffered greatly where it
lay. It was found later in a cellar someplace in town, terribly
injured. The harness had been torn from it and the buggy
hung in a tree.
Moving along, we come to the Holm, Riis, and Johansen
store, the National Bank, and Caspar Larsen's buildings. All
of these were destroyed. Nicolaj Petersen's Barber Shop,
where Simon Krog is the boss, was not damaged much by
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the storm. The front of Hans Olsen and Broconi's store has
been ripped away. The Sondergaard and Sorensen Hardware store has only suffered a little damage and Hermansen's
Drug Store is almost untouched. One makes an exception for
such minor things. Of course everything that was called a
window obviously was destroyed. There are small tears in
roofs and corners, and holes in walls here and there, that a
big boy could crawl through. Such little things were not
taken into consideration in Tyler.
Meanwhile, we are now standing in front of the place
where Doctors Vadheim and Paulson had their offices.
Everything has been destroyed and their equipment swept
away. An X-ray machine which they had owned in common
and which had cost $2,000, they kept at the hospital over the
Farmer's State Bank. It was damaged to such an extent that it
is doubtful that it can be repaired. An instrument for use for
operations at the hospital was carried through the air and
landed in Soren Lyngby's coat pocket. The coat was hanging
on a nail on the veranda of blacksmith Peter Rasmussen's
home, north of the blacksmith shop. The post office, which
was Carl Oxholm's building where Niels Jensen had a
tinshop, was completed leveled.
Rock van, the barber, and his family, lived in the top
story over the post office. Mrs. Rockvan was blown about
by the storm and found herself lying on the doctor's
operating table, though without being ill otherwise. Two
hundred twelve persons were gathered in the motion picture
building - fortunately. Had they been at home one may
assume that many would have lost their lives. When the
storm came, Westlund locked the entrance door and told the
assembly that now they must remain calm and be content
with sitting in their own seats because a violent storm was
passing through the town. The lights went out and some
lamps were lit. Quite a few of those assembled there began
to cry out that they must go home but they were told
emphatically that if they wanted to preserve their lives they
must stay where they were. This helped and a panic was
avoided. When the storm had passed over a couple of
minutes later, the door was opened and they all emerged
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unscathed. The first ones who came out found a little child
who lay crawling on the sidewalk and had not been injured.
It was Rockvan' s child whom the storm had left there after
its removal from the post office building.
Now we will take a walk on the east side of Main Street.
On that side, the power house, Citizen's State Bank, the
Nielsen and Rix Store, and the watchmaker Jacobsen's
building - everything has been leveled. The latter has
suffered the least, though it has sustained much damage. The
walls are still standing as are the cement walls of George
Christensen's building. Aside from that all the buildings
came down with a crash. The cooler belonging to Rasmus
Pedersen, the butcher, remains standing in the middle of the
floor and Rasmus carries on his business as usual from that
little booth. North of here all the buildings have been
leveled. Lauritsen' s store is a misshapen mass of bricks and
tree stumps.
Now we will walk toward the east by Andrew Lauritsen's
house, a house that suffered little damage and that has already been repaired. The Congregational Church lies several
rods from its foundation, destroyed but not completely
splintered. After passing that we miss the Baptist Church and
eight houses on the south side of the street. All have been
either partly destroyed or are completely missing. The
Catholic Church, on the north side of the street suffered
some damage but has now been repaired. Hermansen's house
on the corner has not sustained much damage. Again, you
realize I am not considering such things as a damaged roof or
holes in the wall as serious. Pete Nielsen and his brother,
Soren Nielsen, the shoemaker, both built on the north side of
the street and their homes, east of the Catholic Church, have
not been damaged much. But, east of here the storm crossed
over to the north side and swept everything clean. Thomas
Astrup' s house lay here and, along with two or three others,
it was completely swept away; not a stick remains. Haue was
among those blown away. Unfortunately Haue and his wife
were killed here. On the night of the storm they were found a
ways away from where their house had stood.
Frederik Andersen's house lies farthest to the east here.
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Strangely enough, it remained standing. It was partly
damaged but Frederik has $1,000 in storm insurance on it
and there was no one in the house when the storm struck.
Frederik, Clara and the children were down at Holland
where Frederik works. He hauls tile to a tiling machine there.
I was at the house on the night of the storm and saw that all
the windows were gone as was the stable. The pump had
been pulled from the well and was gone with the stable. Yes,
things were really humming that night.
Toward the east, a scant half mile from Frederik's we
reach the edge of town. Some good farm buildings had stood
here on Andrew Andersen's farm. Not a board a foot long
remains. Here the tornado ended.
Now we will retrace our steps until we reach Andrew
Lauritsen's house. Then we will walk south on that street.
Here lies a house in which Arkilles Morris lived some years
ago and in which Holger Riis now lives. The house stands
and has not suffered much damage. Then we come to Doctor
Paulson's house. The upper story has been battered but it
can soon be repaired. On the night of the storm, Paulson was
on the second floor to gather the whole family into the
basement but events turned out otherwise. Mrs. Paulson
sought to close a window on the lower floor and was in the
process of doing so when a long 2x6 came crashing through
the window and into the lower portion of her body, carrying
a mass of splintered glass with it. Dr. Paulson could later
reach his hand far into her body and remove splinters of
glass. Both her legs were also broken and she died the next
day. Dr. Paulson has since moved to New York. He never
will come to Tyler again. I spoke with him the day before he
left. He said that he could not bear to remain here. When he
looked upon the destruction all around he could see his
terribly mutilated wife. Around the first of November he will
establish a medical practice in Fergus Falls, Minnesota.
We are now standing opposite George Christensen's
house and we see that it was frightfully damaged by the
storm. George has suffered a loss of many thousands of
dollars. Then we move to the east side of the street. Here
stood Phillip Ehrite's house but not a stick remains.
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Henriksen' s house has not had much damage and it has now
been repaired. Between Henriksen's and the Congregational
Church stood the house in which Aage Jacobsen lived but
only the foundation remains. Mrs. Aage Jacobsen and the
children were with Elmer Christensen's widow in her home.
The house they were in was smashed by the storm and Mrs.
Elmer Christensen's little girl was killed. Poor Mrs. Christensen! If only it had been that poor sick boy that was taken
from her.
But we must move on. We have now come to a section of
town where everything has been laid waste. Not a house
remains nor a tree that has not been broken. This is where
the southwestern portion of Tyler lay but there is no town
now; just empty lots remain. We have now come to a
foundation on which Nikolai Pedersen's home stood. Nick
was married and shortly after that he was drafted and is now
a soldier in a camp somewhere in the east; I can't recall just
where. Their home stood here. His wife had been on a trip to
Fort Snelling, where Nick was, but he was to travel to the
east very soon. She had just returned home and Louise Utoft
and Karoline Eriksen were visiting her to see how Nick was
getting along. The storm took the house. Mrs. Nick Pedersen
had both legs practically torn off and both of her hips were
broken. She suffered greatly and died the next day. Karoline
was found a ways from there. She was dead and almost all of
her clothes had been ripped from her body. Even her shoes
were ripped from her feet. Louise Utoft was also dead when
she was found. Johanne Utoft was injured a bit. So far as I
know she suffered a couple of broken ribs.
Yes, much remains to be told but this will have to be
enough for now. My letter has gotten quite lengthy and I will
be making a trip out to you when the flax is ready for
threshing. Then I can tell the rest.
(The remaining part of the letter is brief but it is of a
personal nature and includes a greeting to Halvdan and
his little sister, Ane Marie from their grandfather Johansen.)
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