
The Longest Night   

On the evening of May 6, 1965, in what came to be known as The Longest 

Night, four F4 tornados ravaged my hometown of Fridley, Minnesota.  We 

would experience four F4 tornadoes and an F3, more in one night than ever 

seen in Minnesota before or since.  By early the next morning there would be 

13 dead, 683 injured, 600 homes destroyed, and another 1700 people left 

homeless, including us. 

In Minnesota, this night of storms marked the first time a civil defense siren 

had ever been activated to warn of a tornado.  Originally installed in the 

1950s to alert people of communist attacks, on May 6th, they were sounded to 

signal the storm danger approaching.  

Weather radar also didn’t exist in the 1960s.  The National Weather Bureau 

tracked storms on a national level and reported directly to local media, but 

there was no technology to follow storms as they happened; weather incidents 

were reported the day afterwards.  On the night of the Fridley tornados, three 

men at WCCO Radio figured out a way to convey the paths of the storms live on 

air.  Using a ballpoint pen and a road map, Dick Chapman, Chuck Lilligren and 

Charlie Boone relayed first-hand reports on the location and direction of twisters gathered from listeners in the 

path of the storm and in doing so, saved hundreds of lives. 

Four hours before my house was blown away, my best friend, Diane, and I were sitting 

together in a rusty wagon leaning against the side of her family’s light blue rambler 

looking up at the sky in search of animal shapes in the clouds. I was in 3rd grade and 

Diane a year older.  It was late afternoon and we were killing time, waiting to be called 

in for dinner. The weather was unseasonably warm and muggy for early May, the 

overcast sky heavy with rain. 

My Mother had just gotten home from her full-time job as a secretary downtown at 

Electric Machinery.  She was making dinner in nyloned feet while my dad took a “quick 

run to the grocery store” which was code for having a beer at the local bar.   

Mom hurried us through dinner, so she could finish our baths before Dad got home. I 

was done with my bath, waiting on the edge of the toilet wrapped in a towel, waiting 

for her to finish with my younger brother, Mark, when the first siren went off.    

Mom pulled Mark from the tub, wrapped him in a towel and rushed me out of the 

bathroom still damp and naked.  We must have been headed to the basement, but it 

quickly became clear from the howling winds and the pounding hail that we didn’t 

have time.  Instead, she threw us both under the long, cherry wood coffee table and laid 
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alongside us, one arm over our bodies, creating a barricade.  I had never heard a storm 

so violent.  I started crying; Mark was silent and shivering next to me. The hail was 

relentless against the picture window. I thought the panes would break.   

Then, as quickly as it started it, was over.  The world was suddenly, eerily quiet.  We 

crawled out from under the table and ran to the window that overlooked the front yard.  

The glass was intact, somehow enduring the tennis ball-sized hail lying on the lawn.  As 

we stood peering out at the green-cast sky and broken tree limbs scattering the road, 

our father’s red Renault sped up the street and cut across the yard, ignoring the 

driveway and leaving tire marks in the fragile spring grass.  When the sirens sounded, 

the men at Howie’s Bar had left their half-drunk beers on the counter and raced home.   

My parents were 26 and 28-years old; a young family just starting out and unsure of 

what was happening.  At that moment, I realized for the first time that my parents 

could feel afraid. 

We listened to the radio. WCCO warned us that the weather was unusually unstable and 

that we may need to take cover quickly.  Mark and I changed into pajamas while my 

parents grabbed extra batteries, a wax carton of milk and a package of Oreos.  The palm-

sized black transistor radio was gripped tightly in my father’s hand where it stayed for the 

rest of the night.  Sitting on the linoleum floor in the basement, our parents listened to the 

latest “live” reports.  For me and my brother, however, it was an adventure.  We setup an 

imaginary campground in the nest our parents made for us from the dirty clothes piled 

beneath the laundry chute and happily dunked cookies into mugs of milk. 

When the siren sounded again, my parents quickly moved the pile of clothes to a cramped 

space beneath the wooden stairwell that led up to our kitchen.  Mark and I huddled on top 

of the laundry. Our mother laid over us, my father over her.  I was quite sure this was not a 

basement camping trip anymore.  I wondered what Diane and my neighborhood friends 

were doing at this moment.  Were they scared, too?  Would we go to school tomorrow?  

Was my teacher, Mrs. Reimer, going to be okay? 

This first F4 touched down on the southwestern corner of Fridley.  It moved northeast, 

skimming the Northern Ordinance weapons plant and stayed on the ground for miles. Its 

path included the junior high school, where 300 students and parents were attending an 

event and where amazingly only one child was injured.  Across the street it tore through the 

high school where students were decorating the gymnasium for prom.  During months of 

clean-up residents found wet and torn prom dresses that had once been hanging in closets, 

now hidden under debris.   



Our neighborhood was directly in the path of this tornado.  Above us, we heard howling 

wind and the cracking, snapping and occasionally thudding of objects falling or slamming 

into other objects.  We later learned that this tornado pried the roof off our house and sent it 

slicing through the home of the neighbor behind us like a knife through warm butter.  We 

stayed in our hiding place, however, rather than checking for damage; my parents choosing 

safety over curiosity, not knowing what was coming next.  

Two more F4s followed like planes lined up for take-off.   They hit the munitions plant 

again, causing two million dollars in damage and shutting the plant down for a month.  

Again, we huddled, stacked like matryoshka dolls.  The small space under the stairway was 

crowded and my back was pressed against the cold cinder block wall on the south side of 

the house.  This may sound like a cliché but there is no better description of the sound than 

that of an approaching train. My parents hugged us tighter under the shaking staircase as 

one of the twisters came directly toward our house, getting louder and louder.  Suddenly, 

the train was upon us. The roar filled my body as if I could hear with every cell.  I stopped 

breathing, both from fear and from the pressure of my parents’ bodies as they held us 

together.   I could feel the foundation shaking and felt the cement block crack against my 

back. Water started trickling in, leaving us huddled in a growing puddle.  We could hear 

wood creaking and splitting.  Large objects were falling and smashing into other objects 

above us.  It felt like our world was falling in and would come crashing down through the 

floor; that it surely couldn’t hold with a train roaring across the thin boards and rafters that 

were the only thing keeping us from being crushed.   

In just minutes, the train had passed and again, we were left in silence except for the sound 

of rain on the floorboards above us.  Slowly, my parents got up and, with a small flashlight, 

surveyed the immediate damage to our basement.  Other than the crack in the foundation, 

everything seemed okay.  I was damp from the water seeping onto the floor.  My mother 

sorted through the dirty laundry for dry clothes.   

Carefully, my father walked up the steps to the basement door.  He tried prying it open, but 

it wouldn’t budge. He tried pushing a little harder but couldn’t move it.  I don’t know if he 

yelled or pounded on the door, but I do remember that we heard voices outside, yelling to 

us with words I couldn’t make out.  We were not alone. 

Our neighbors had gathered outside after the last tornado passed to assess the damage and 

to check on others.  Our house was one of the hardest-hit, though only one house on our 

block was still habitable.  The refrigerator had been thrown against the basement door on 

one of the few walls left standing.   While we were inside, they were outside moving the 

refrigerator, eventually freeing us to join them in the darkness and view the shambles left of 

our homes and lives.   



What I saw as we came up the stairs is etched in my mind forever: a group of stunned and 

crying adults with small children in their arms standing in the rain on our driveway.  What 

used to be our house was now a flat square of wooden boards soaked with water and 

covered with debris.  Two walls stood:  the east wall of our kitchen and the north wall of my 

bedroom.  Every other wall was fully or partially gone.  Even as an eight-year-old child, I 

could see that almost all our possessions had been destroyed by the violent, swirling wind 

and what was left were pieces of wood, wire, and fabric, much of which may not have 

belonged to us, but likely to a home down the block or even from someplace miles away.  

The power lines were hanging loosely on the few upright poles that remained, but most of 

the wooden poles laid across streets and lawns, the wires intertwined in an elaborate lattice 

pattern. Loose wires sparked in the rain.   It was eerily dark on our street.  There was no 

electricity for miles.  Looking back, I don’t know how my parents and their friends were 

able to act in that moment after seeing the destruction.  I do know that all of us children 

were left in the care of our neighbors, Joe Mathison, and his sister Gilma, who lived across 

the street.  The older kids slept together in Joe’s large bed; the younger kids crowded into 

Gilma’s bed or on the couch.  Though they didn’t have electricity, Joe and Gilma’s house 

was only minimally damaged as if the twister had hopped over their roof and landed 

directly on ours.   I remember feeling, at least temporarily, safe and warm in this dark house 

with these lovely older neighbors watching over me and all my friends.  

I don’t know where our parents went that night.  I don’t know if they walked out together, 

dodging downed power lines, shards of broken glass, and nails protruding from two-by-

fours at every turn. I don’t know how far they had to walk to find a phone or a police officer.  

I wish I’d asked. I do know that the next day Mark and I went to live with our grandparents 

in Mankato during the cleanup.  National guardsmen patrolled the area to keep away 

looters.  A few weeks later, we moved to a duplex in Columbia Heights until fall, when our 

rebuilt rambler was ready for us to move in.  Every time the sky got dark or it started to rain 

that summer, my mother would give me my little green “storm pill” to keep me calm.  She 

said that it was from the doctor.  I later learned that it was indeed from my pediatrician, but 

there was no medicine in the little sugar pill. No matter; the placebo worked, and I calmed 

down. 

Eventually, everyone came back to 5th street. We all had new, or newly updated houses.  

Families planted trees, dug garden beds and spread grass seed.  Businesses re-opened. Kids 

went back to school.  Life returned to a new normal. 

In 2015, my same childhood friend, Diane, and I attended the 50th anniversary of the 

tornadoes held at Fridley Senior High School.  The lobby was filled with tagboard posters of 

photos taken after the storms. The auditorium was standing room only.  Grey-haired local 

police and the Mayors of Fridley and nearby cities told stories about what they experienced 



that night and the days to follow.  In the lobby afterwards with cups of coffee and plates of 

lemon bars, those who’d lived to tell about the storms shared stories with old friends and 

new residents.  Half a century later, The Longest Night had still earned its’ name. 

 

 

 

 


