	2006 Storms Special Report
	


Two separate storms -- July 19 and July 21 -- plunged much of the St. Louis area into darkness. For some, the outages lasted a week or more, and hot weather added to their feeling of powerlessness. Read all about the storms and their aftermath here.

Storm 1
July 19: Storms cut power, snap trees, topple trucks across region

POST-DISPATCH STAFF REPORTS

07/31/2006

A powerful summer storm slammed into the St. Louis area Wednesday evening, toppling buildings, street lights, tractor trailers and hundreds of trees.

At least 476,000 customers lost power, Metrolink was shut down and just one-third of flights were getting in and out of Lambert Field.

"This is one of the worst storms we can all remember to hit the city of St. Louis in recent years," St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay said at a hurriedly called news conference.

The power outages will present a challenge to utility crews trying to get the power back on in temperatures expected to exceed 100 degrees today.

Until Wednesday, the two biggest storms to hit the area in the last few years were in July 2004, when about 225,000 lost power, and in August 2005, which affected about 250,000. It took AmerenUE crews four days to restore power to all customers in 2004 and five days in 2005.

The storm brewed quickly in central Illinois and swept southwest toward the St. Louis area shortly after 7 p.m. Meteorologists said the storm was unusual, not because of its path, but because a powerful "gust front" preceded the rain and thunder, causing damage from St. Charles County in the west to Madison County in the east, but hitting St. Louis and St. Louis County hardest.

Skies darkened with blowing dust, shingles flew from roofs, and windows were shattered, all before a drop of rain fell. Blowing dust and debris and then torrents of rain limited visibility on roads.

Westbound lanes of Highway 370 were shut down at the Discovery Bridge across the Missouri River because of at least two overturned tractor-trailers, according to the Missouri Highway Patrol. In downtown St. Louis, part of the Switzer building near the Eads Bridge collapsed onto the bridge, trapping a driver - eight months pregnant - in her car for some time.

By noon today, airline travel had returned to normal at Lambert Field. Passengers whose luggage was stranded at the airport's Main Terminal because of the Wednesday night power outage returned to the baggage claim area to hunt for their bags.

Drivers heading east on I-70 near the airport could see camper shells strewn across the highway, twisted sheet metal wrapped around light posts and at least one burning building east of the airport.

The eastbound lanes of Interstate 270 near the Chain of Rocks Bridge were closed as emergency crews responded to three tractor-trailers that had flipped over, authorities said.

St. Mary's Health Center in Richmond Heights and Forest Park Hospital in St. Louis were operating on backup power systems Wednesday night.

In St. Louis

Windows in the old Dillards building at 7th Street and Washington Avenue in St. Louis were shattered, covering the streets with a layer of glass. At the Millennium Hotel, a window at Top of the River, the revolving restaurant at the top of the building, was blown out while guests dined.

No one was seriously injured, said Mark Diaz, the hotel's assistant general manager - "just minor, minor cuts."

Winds also shattered a skylight in the south tower, Diaz said. "We are just going to board everything up and get the repair crews out here tomorrow," he said.

At America's Center, bus driver Gaylon Parker, 60, stood huddled at a corner outdoors, watching the storm rip up part of the center's sign.

"This thing was fantastic," he said. "I never saw anything like it my life ... The buses were blowing back and forth."

Parker said he stayed outside during most of the storm to be "adventurous."

"We did finally go inside," he said.

At the Missouri Botanical Garden, hundreds of people who had been attending the Whitaker Music Festival free concert were moved to shelters at the Schoenfeld Auditorium. Damage from shattered glass was reported to the Linnean House, one of the nation's oldest continuously operating greenhouse conservatories. Trees were reported down at the Garden and in neighborhoods around it.

In parts of south St. Louis, trees and limbs almost covered the pavement for whole blocks south of Meramec Street. South of Interstate 55 and in the area around Carondelet Park, motorists had to weave around limbs and thick mats of branches.

Witnesses reported a driver trapped inside a car at Morganford and Arsenal streets. A building collapse at Sidney Street and Lemp Avenue injured two people inside. An empty building near Natural Bridge and Harris avenues also collapsed.

St. Louis officials urged residents to stay within their homes if possible as crews worked to clean up streets. Residents may report downed lines by calling 314-231-1212.

In St. Louis County

In the aftermath of one of the worst storms in recent memory, St. Louis County Executive Charlie A. Dooley today issued an executive work order that will put county employees on the streets to help residents in unincorporated areas.

Officials estimate that more than 300,000 county residents were without power following the fierce windstorm that uprooted trees, busted car windows and knocked down power lines all over the St. Louis area.

Under Dooley's order, county employees will assist residents by removing trees and debris that is placed by the road. They will not go onto private property.

The county will also patrol streets, removing debris. Officials are also exploring the possibility of joining with area municipalities to speed the clean up.

Residents needing helps should call the county at 314-615-5000. Those seeking information about cooling stations should call the United Way hotline at 1-800-427-4626. Some area taxi companies have said they will take residents to approved United Way cooling stations for free.

In Bellefontaine Neighbors, 100-year-old trees were thrown down, said resident Stephanie Russell, an employee at St. Louis University.

"We had to use four-wheel-drive low just to get up the street," Russell said. "It was everything from water to debris to branches 5 feet to 20 feet long."

Russell said she eventually got to her driveway, but a fallen branch blocked her progress and then another fell behind her car.

"We can't get in or out," she said as neighbors worked to remove branches from the road. "... I've never seen anything like it."

Power went out during the Bridgeton City Council meeting, but the council continued its deliberations. By 8:30, the storm had left the North County area.

In north St. Louis County, the storm caused a gas leak in the 10000 block of Lord Drive. Authorities were evacuating the block, according to St. Louis County police.

Chairmaine Manse and Anna Hollins, customers at the St. Louis Bread Co. at Manchester and Interstate 270 were taken by surprise by the storm.

"It came up as a strong wind, knocking over umbrellas and tables," said Hollins, who lives in Normandy. "It got dark and all hell broke loose . . . I'm willing to go, but I'm not willing to chance it."

In Ladue, Elfriede Olney said at least two oak trees - one about 3 feet in diameter and one more than 50 feet tall - fell in her front yard.

"It's a total disaster area in the front," Olney said. "The driveways are blocked. I've never seen anything like this."

The Dierbergs store in Warson Woods stayed open by generator power and was doing a brisk business in batteries and ice.

In University City, William Conner, was outside late Wednesday night cleaning tree branches and other debris from his driveway. Storms have knocked out power in neighborhood at least a dozen times this year, he said.

"Here we go again," he said. "I hope I don't have to spend another night in the dark."

Kathleen Jensen, a dispatcher for Creve Coeur police, left her home in St. Clair in Franklin County about 8:45 p.m. to drive into St. Louis County to work. Trees were down and lights were out the entire way, but she was especially impressed with the number of road signs that were knocked over.

"We're talkin' the big, huge, green signs that are at the sides of the roads," she said.

In Normandy, neighbors were avoiding downed wires as they worked to clear roads and yards of debris.

The Hazelwood City Council met Wednesday night even though most of the city - including city hall - was without electricity.

"We have a power-point presentation, but no power," Mayor T.R. Carr quipped at one point. Members of the Hazelwood Police Explorer Post who had been meeting at city hall when the storm hit helped get a portable generator working in the council chamber so the meeting could go on.

In other areas

Storm damage knocked Washington State Park near De Soto out of commission.
 
The Missouri Department of Natural Resources said the park will be closed temporarily after sustaining "significant" tree damage and loss of power. Without electricity - which may take up to four days to restore - the state can't operate the campground, swimming pool or cabins.
 
No other state parks were closed because of the storm damage, said state parks spokeswoman Sue Holst.

There was widespread property damage in the northeastern part of Madison County but no reports of storm-related injuries.
 
In Bethalto, fallen trees or limbs and damage to buildings or utility lines were evident in virtually every block. The entire village was without electricity and Mayor Steve Bryant said it could be two days or more before power is restored.
 
Bryant said the storm was the worst disaster in Bethalto since another windstorm in the late 1990s, but damages Wednesday were far greater.
 
The village opened two cooling centers this morning and Bryant said all the village's streets were cleared enough to allow traffic to pass after street crews worked through the night.
 
Bethalto's water treatment plant was operating with power from backup generators and there was no boil order but all water customers in Bethalto, Meadowbrook, Rosewood Heights, Cottage Hills, Moro and other outlying service areas were encouraged to conserve water.
 
Landmark United Pentecostal Church at 302 East Central Avenue in Bethalto was "pretty well totaled," said Pastor Mark Burk. The wind took the church's roof and collapsed large sections of its walls.
 
Built in the mid-19th century, the church building was one of Bethalto's oldest buildings, Burk said.
 
Three church members were inside for a Bible study class when the storm hit.
 
"They heard sirens and ran down in the basement," Burk said. He said another member arrived as the storm abated and led the three out of the basement.
 
Plans were unclear but Burk said the church will likely rebuild in Bethalto.
 
"We like the town," he said. "I think we'll stay here."
 
Most of Fairview Heights was without power as of late this morning, forcing St. Clair Square and other shopping center's in the Metro East's popular retail corridor, to remain closed.

As well, traffic signals along Illinois Route 159 and U.S. Route 50 were not working, forcing traffic snarls.

Police said that they do not have the manpower to direct traffic at the city's busy, multi-lane intersections and are relying on motorists to follow state law, which says vehicles must stop at signaled intersections, even when the traffic lights are not working.

In East St. Louis, power is out citywide, including at the Police Department. The 911 center, however, is still operating, as is the Casino Queen, which is using backup generators.

In St. Charles County, tree limbs were down, power was out and the River City Rascals baseball game was canceled.

In Glen Carbon, the storm hit quickly about 7 p.m. and moved on without major damage.

In Arnold, Tom and Tana Harris of the 2800 block of Fannie Drive were home with their sons, Levi and Larry, and Larry's girlfriend, Angela Clark, when a tree crashed through the ceiling and the house collapsed. Levi, 5, was trapped.

"The beams fell on him and all I could see were his little feet," his mother said.

Levi was soon rescued and Angela Clark was taken to a hospital with a broken ankle.

In De Soto, the storm caused the collapse of the Spiedel Muffler building.

In St. Charles County, tree limbs were down, power was out and the River City Rascals baseball game was canceled.

Shedding some light

At Mike Duffy's Pub & Grill in Kirkwood, manager Marty Smith said the patrons remained calm when the storm hit. But then a concrete street lamp came crashing down onto the driver's side of a red Dodge Caravan parked on West Jefferson.

Smith went from table to table seeking the owner of the car.

"As I approached her, she said, 'I have a red Caravan. Are my lights on?'" Smith recalled. "I said, 'There's a light - on it.'"
July 20: Storm rips through stadium before first pitch

FROM STAFF REPORTS 

07/31/2006

Forty thousand Cardinals fans found themselves in the eye of the storm Wednesday night, just before the first pitch.

The umpiring crew at Busch Stadium decided to delay the game against the Atlanta Braves after the national anthem but before the first pitch as the storm front blew a wall of dirt and debris into the stadium from the construction area to the north.

Fans scattered, taking cover in concourses, stairwells and restrooms. About five minutes later, the rain began.

"We were all scared," said Jessica Kester, who was sitting in section 152. "There was so much flying around, (and) we didn't know which direction it was coming from." 


Portable concession stands were flipped, and a 40-pound section sign crashed down. A 60-foot tear in the tarp covering the field allowed water to seep through to the field, further delaying the game even after the storm ended. At least five people were taken from the stadium in ambulances with various injuries. None appeared to be serious.

Water was shin-deep in the dugouts and neck-deep in nearby walkways. Fox Sports had set up a temporary studio but the wind destroyed it, turning over the desk and scattering the lights.

The game finally started at 9:22 p.m.

As the game ended about midnight, thousands of fans were lined up halfway around the stadium to catch buses filling in for the shut-down MetroLink. Five buses were immediately on hand and filling up. Police were present to keep order.
Storm 2
July 21: New storm complicates recovery effort

Staff reports

ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH

07/31/2006

Less than two days after a violent thunderstorm inflicted a record knockout of electricity in the St. Louis area, a second big storm roared through at midday today and snuffed power to more than 200,000 customers. 

There were two more storm-related deaths: a 42-year-old dump truck driver who died following a construction site accident in Affton and a 93-year-old Jefferson County man whose death was blamed on the heat. 

 Before the new storm struck, said an AmerenUE spokeswoman, repair crews had restored service to about 270,000 of the 590,000 customers who had been without power since Wednesday evening's storm. The worst damage and most outages from today's new storm were roughly from St. Charles County, eastward through north St. Louis County to Granite City, Collinsville and Mascoutah, and continuing southeasterly through  southern Illinois. 

As of 6 p.m. today, Ameren reported nearly 560,000 customers without power. That's a running total, including those still out since Wednesday. A spokeswoman said it wasn't known how many of today's 200,000 outages amounted to double-whammies upon customers that had lost power Wednesday and had been reconnected by the roughly 2,700 repair workers, including helpers from utilities in nearby states.

The National Weather Service said the new storms brought winds of 50 mph, with some gusts as high was 70 mph -- almost as wild as the 80 mph winds that shattered trees and ripped down power lines throughout the heart of the metro area Wednesday evening. The new storms also toppled trees or ripped away limbs, once again downing power lines.  

Steve Thomas, a meteorologist with the weather service office in Weldon Spring, said today's storm brewed up in central Missouri as a cool front clashed with the area's heat and humidity. Thomas said there was enough energy aloft to make more such storms possible, especially to the south. 

The new storm further cooled the area, dropping the temperature from a relatively moderate 89 degrees before the blow to 81 afterward. On Wednesday, the pre-storm high was a sweltering 100, and Thursday's was 97. 

Illinois Gov. Rod Blagojevich today declared Madison and St. Clair Counties as state disaster areas after the fast-moving thunderstorm knocked out power to tens of thousands of residents and left the area bereft with boil orders. 

Mike Chamness, a senior advisor at the Illinois Emergency Management Agency said the chief concerns were boil orders throughout much of the Metro East, caused by the failure of a backup generator at the Illinois American Water Company plant in Granite City and a drop in water pressure at the company's East St. Louis facility.
 
According to AmerenUE's running list of outages by ZIP code, parts of north St. Louis County and Madison County, Ill., were almost entirely without power after today's storm. In Jennings, about 90 percent of the customers werre reported without power, as were 75 or more of the customers in the Florissant area and Granite City. The loss of traffic lights in many parts of region caused long traffic jams.
  
All of Maryville's customers were reported without power, as were nearly all of those in Lebanon.
 
Pine Lawn was roughly 80 percent without power, slightly worse than the outages around Fairground Park in north St. Louis.
 
In many parts of south St. Louis city and county, which were struck heavily by Wednesday's storm, the continuing outages were reported at roughly 50 percent, although the city neighborhood east of Tower Grove Park remained about two-thirds without electricity.
 
Boeing Co.'s St. Louis-based defense business sent home 4,000 production and office workers this afternoon and told second-shift employees to stay home after a severe storm knocked out power at 13 buildings. 

"We don't know when we'll be back on line," Boeing spokeswoman Lynn Steinberg. 

Boeing employs about 16,000 workers in the St. Louis area. They make F-15 Eagle and F/A-18 Super Hornet Fighter jets and assemble part of the C-17 cargo plane. 

The Eads Bridge will not be open to pedestrian traffic this weekend during Live on the Levee, said Missy Slay, an event organizer. 

Officials worried that a building near the bridge on the Mississippi side wasn’t structurally sound after Wednesday’s storm knocked out bricks from it. The building would have posed a danger to fairgoers on the bridge, Slay said. 

Bricks from the building also knocked out the generator that supplies the bridge’s lights, she said. 

The bridge was expected to close this weekend, but not for safety reasons. It was supposed to serve as the "Eats Bridge," where food and drink vendors operate during the live music event. 

Slay said she expected the bridge to open to foot traffic next weekend. 

Metro officials said the bridge’s lower level, which carries the MetroLink line, was inspected by engineers. No damage was found. 

At about 4 p.m. Friday, Metro lost six power stations for its light rail system in Illinois from the Laclede Landing stop to Fairview Heights. One train was operating in each direction between the stops. 

Officials were also implementing a bus system in both directions. 

MetroLink's sub-stations have experienced power surges since Wednesday's storms, causing minor delays along the light rail system. Officials expected it would be several days until the system is back to full strength.
 
Lambert Field experienced a momentary power failure throughout the airport as today's storm swept through, causing minor delays for some departing and arriving flights. But there were no blackouts like those caused by Wednesday's storm. 

Damage was reported throughout the two-state St. Louis region. 

St. Louis County 

In Affton, a dump truck driver was killed in a construction accident. The man, from High Ridge, was talking to a construction crew in the 7500 block of MacKenzie Road near the Merrill J. Rogers Middle School when the storm blew in about 11 a.m. A box of steel, which was supposed to go into a trench for support, blew onto the man, crushing him. He fell into the trench, which was about three-feet deep. Emergency crews working in the mud and rain had difficulty pulling him out. He was taken to Barnes-Jewish Hospital, where he died. ¶ 

The man was not identified by authorities pending notification of his relatives. ¶ 

The victim was working on an addition being built behind the middle school. The general contractor on the project is Wachter Inc. of Jefferson County. A spokesman for the contractor was unavailable for comment. ¶ 

North St. Louis County took a significant hit from the region's second powerful storm in less than a week. 

Power outages were widespread and knocked out electricity to St. Louis Mills, the Jamestown Mall in the unincorporated county and St. Louis Community College Florissant Valley. About half of the stores at Northwest Plaza in St. Ann closed after today’s storm. 

Bill Olwig, manager of the Missouri Mercantile at St. Louis Mills, said he was disappointed because Friday sales at the store are usually brisk. The store sells food, wine and other products made by Missourians. 

For Olwig, who had lost power during the first storm at his Hazelwood home, the store was a place where he could work on a computer in an air-conditioned environment. 

"Now that this is gone," he said, "I don’t know what to do." 

A fire broke out at a Brandywine condominium building in Chesterfield at about 11 a.m. Friday morning, displacing roughly 40 people, most of whom were elderly retirees. 

No one was injured, said David B. Nichols, a spokesman for the Monarch Fire Protection District. 

Investigators sifted through the charred building a few hours later trying to determine what started the blaze at the Brandywine Condominiums. Although the fire ravaged a large portion of the roof, Nichols said he didn’t believe the building was totally destroyed. Several residents said they believed lightening struck the condominiums, but Nichols said firefighters hadn’t made that determination. "You heard a pop," said Betty McClinton, 70, who lives next door to the building where the fire occurred. "I didn’t actually see the bolt hit the building, but you could hear it, and then you saw the flames." 

Many residents planned on staying with relatives or in hotels for the next few days. They did not know when they would be allowed to return to their homes. 

St. Charles County 
Today's storm did not spare St. Charles County, an area that escaped the heaviest blows of Wednesday's powerful storms. 

Before this morning’s storm blew through, a little more than 500 AmerenUE customers were without power. As of 1:30 p.m., about 26,000 were dealing with outages. 

On Main Street in St. Charles, many restaurants and other businesses were forced to close just before the lunch hour today. Storefronts were dark and tables and chairs outside sat empty. On First Capital Drive and Veterans Memorial Parkway, traffic was slowed because power was knocked out to dozens of signal lights. 

Dennis Wagner was standing in the doorway of his St. Charles home when high winds caused a large tree in his yard to crack and split, falling just a few feet from his 15-year-old son who was standing on the front porch. 

"Rain was coming down and all of a sudden I heard crack, crack, crack," Wagner said. "I’m yelling at him to get in the house and now there’s probably 3,000 pounds on the power line." 

Jefferson County 

Jefferson County authorities reported their first heat-related death today.The victim, a 93-year-old man, died at his home in the De Soto area. The death was reported about 9 a.m. The victim’s name was not immediately released. 

Police said the victim’s home has been without power since storms came through Wednesday night. 

Capt. Ralph Brown of the Jefferson County Sheriff’s department said the man and his 82-year-old wife had refused to leave their home and were being cared for by their daughter and son-in-law, who live next door and also had no power. Brown said the temperature in the victim’s home was about 85 degrees. 

"I’m sure the heat and the stress of not having electricity played a part in his death," Brown said. He added that the man’s wife is now staying with relatives in the Arnold area, who have power at their home. 
Jefferson County health officials reported two other heat-related illnesses and said roughly 18 percent of the county’s 220,000 residents remain without power.The latest fatality is the third reported in the aftermath of the storm. 

St. Clair County 
There is a boil water advisory for most of St. Clair County and Columbia and Waterloo in Monroe County. Illinois American Water Co. said it temporarily lost power at its water treatment plant in East St. Louis after today's storms. As a result, the plant did not maintain significant pressure to ensure safe drinking water. Drinking water should be boiled for five minutes and the order is in place until Saturday afternoon. 
 
East St. Louis Police Chief James Mister enforced a curfew from 8 p.m. Thursday to 6 a.m. today. He said the curfew is expected to continue tonight to deter any looting or vandalism due to the power outage. He said power lines are still down. He said the curfew was also enforced to avoid another hazardous situation like the electrocution death of Chester Chapman, 50. 

"That is one of the main reasons for the curfew," Mister said. "We didn’t mind people sitting on their porches because we know the houses are like ovens." 

Mister said some of the main roads have been cleared but many remain blocked. 

He said he had extra officers out in the last two days to keep the city calm. He said anybody who was walking was stopped. All businesess closed around 8 p.m. and officers patrolled in the area of businesses to make sure they were not vandalized. 

Washington Park Police Chief Isadore Chambers said his department is running off an emergency generator and that there have been no reported problems in the city. Power had been off and came back on at 8:30 a.m. today then went back off at 11:20 a.m. after the second storm. Centreville reported that the power was off still in most of the city. 

Madison County 

Illinois American Water customers lost service indefinitely after today's storm because of a power outage at the company's Chouteau Island intake building, the company said in a news release. 

The loss of water service affects Illinois American customers living in Granite City, Madison, Venice, the Mitchell Water District, and the Pontoon Beach Water District. It also affects the Bond Madison Water Company. 

In Troy, Police Chief Bill Brown said today’s storm knocked down numerous trees and power lines, leaving about 80 percent of the city without power. 

Authorities are blaming fierce winds for the damage but don’t believe it was a tornado. 

Trees fell on a couple of homes and several cars may have been damaged, but there were no reported injuries. The city was forced to cancel tonight’s homecoming celebration. 

"The biggest problem is getting the power back on," Brown said. "Traffic is all fouled up with the signals out." 

St. Louis
 
The mayor's office today released the identity of a woman who died from this week's heat as Ella Willis, 93, who was found in the 4400 Block of Alaska Ave., near Cleveland High.
 
Her body temperature was 106 degrees when officials found her body, the mayor said. 

In the Baden neighborhood of north St. Louis, the metal roof over the pumps at a service station was blown onto a car, smashing its front and back windshields and crunching its top. The four escaped without serious injury. 

"It just fell over," Felicia Echols, 33, said of the pump shelter at the Speedie station at Broadway and Riverview Boulevard. "We heard a boom and then the front doors popped open and we ran out of the car. We were lucky, real lucky, to get out."
 
A man who was injured critically in Wednesday’s storm was upgraded to serious condition today at Barnes-Jewish Hospital. Jeremiah DeGuire, 26, suffered a broken back when the storm collapsed a wall at a tavern in Soulard Wednesday evening. 
DeGuire underwent surgery Thursday, but it appears likely he was paralyzed from the waist down by the collapse, said his mother-in-law, Ricka Morse. 

He was buried by bricks and other rubble in the collapse at Trueman’s Place Restaurant, 1818 Sidney Street, Morse said. DeGuire and a friend went to Trueman’s after the storm washed out their softball game, she said. 

Four people in St. Louis were taken to Barnes Jewish Hospital this morning with carbon monoxide poisoning, officials said. The family, who lived in the 5900 block of Pamplin Avenue, inhaled fumes from a generator providing power to their home. 

At least one case was serious, said Kim Bacon, spokeswoman for the St. Louis Fire Department. St. Louis paramedics had treated 19 patients for heat-related illnesses by midday, Bacon said. Most were taken to a hospital for care.

July 21: St. Charles County is hit harder by second storm

By Jessica Bock and Valerie Schremp Hahn
ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH
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St. Charles County went from mostly unscathed to unplugged Friday.

Unlike Wednesday, when the county suffered only minor damage from a storm that wrecked havoc on the metropolitan area, a fast-moving storm Friday morning knocked out power to about 26,000 homes and businesses.

After Wednesday's storm, about 4,000 AmerenUE customers in the county were without power, but all except 500 had electricity restored by Friday until the latest storm hit. There were no reports of any injuries.

On St. Charles' historic Main Street, many restaurants and other businesses were forced to close just before the lunch hour on Friday, typically a key business day. Storefronts were dark and tables and chairs outside sat empty.
Dozens of traffic signals were out in the city, slowing traffic on two of the city's major thoroughfares, First Capitol Drive and Veterans Memorial Parkway near Interstate 70. County government buildings were without power, and the employees who stayed did what they could. St. Charles City Hall closed, and the county jail was running on generator power.

Dennis Wagner was standing in the doorway of his St. Charles home on Lindenwood Avenue when high wind caused a large tree in his yard to crack down the trunk and spilt, falling just a few feet from his 15-year-old son who was standing on the porch.

"Rain was coming down, and all of a sudden I heard crack, crack, crack," Wagner said. "I'm yelling at him to get in the house. There's probably 3,000 pounds lying on the (power) line right now."

Firefighters placed caution tape around the power lines and another portion of tree that had snapped off. Neighbors and other residents gathered to look at the damage.

"Anybody want to buy some firewood?" Wagner joked.

Kathy and Bill Bathe of St. Charles thought they were living large this week - they had power, and their neighbors across the street did not. Then, an electrical pole next to their yard caught fire during Friday's storm, blowing out power to their home and setting fire to bushes below the pole.

Firefighters took care of the fire, and the Bathes resigned themselves to their uncertain fate.

"I was just about to blow dry my hair," Kathy Bathe said. "Guess we'll be flatheads for a while."

Friday afternoon was a wedding day Matt Logan and Sarah Boyd of Harvester will never forget. The St. Charles County Courthouse sent most employees home because of no power. A county employee also told them that their judge had canceled afternoon weddings. The couple waited with family members outside the courthouse, Logan in his suit and Boyd in her white dress, not sure that anyone would let them in.

They did finally make it inside, and Associate Circuit Judge Terry Cundiff agreed to marry them. "I'm not going to turn down anyone who is ready to get married," he said, his black robe draped over his arm. "Before they get cold feet, you know?"

But there was another glitch - because of the power outage, the county couldn't print out their marriage license, and Cundiff needed that to make it legal. Logan and Boyd looked crestfallen.

"We can fake it," Cundiff suggested. "We can do the ceremony today for your friends and family, and just you two can come back Monday and we can do it again."

Logan and Boyd brightened. "That works," Logan said, starting his march up the stairs to the courtroom. "We can celebrate."

Street party called off

Friday's power outages spurred the cancellation of tonight's Hot Summer Nights street party on North Main Street in St. Charles. The event was to have featured the cuisine and music of New Orleans.
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The Aftermath
July 20: National Guard troops mobilized to help in storm recovery

By Jake Wagman
ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH

07/31/2006

Gov. Matt Blunt today mobilized troops from the Missouri National Guard to help the St. Louis area recover from Wednesday night's widespread storm damage.

About 230 members of the 1140th Engineer Batalion were sent to St. Louis from its annual training in Wappapello and Macon to assist with the storm cleanup; the Missouri Air National Guard's 218th Engineer Installation squadron had already sent 30 airmen, and the local senior command, 70th Troop Command, is mobilizing about 35 soldiers for the effort.

Earlier, with scorching temperatures and thousands without power, St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay had asked the governor to declare the city a disaster area, echoing an earlier state of emergency declaration from St Louis County Executive Charlie Dooley. 

"We are concerned that this heat is going to overtake too many people," Slay said.

City officials are chiefly worried about the heat and its effect on the elderly and other vulnerable people; they have opened a telephone hotline to help arrange transport to cooling centers. (1-800-427-4626) 

City officials estimate that as many as 100,000 homes in the city are without power and that it could be days before electricity is fully restored. 

Police will be on heightened patrol this evening, with rooflights on as they patrol darkened neighborhoods. 

Slay wants National Guardsmen to be in place by this evening and to begin the cleanup of debris and the operation of relief centers. 

In addition to existing cooling centers at the Marquette and Wohl recreation centers, Slay wants to open new centers in Carondelet, O’Fallon and Forest parks. 

Fire Chief Sherman George said that one family had already suffered carbon monoxide poisoning from running a generator inside their home. Their condition is unknown. 

Blunt is expected to be in the city by 3 p.m. for a briefing at the Carondelet Senior Center on Michigan Avenue. 

Around midday, St. Louis City firefighters were evacuating 107 seniors from the Alexian Court Apartments, an assisted living complex in the 2600 block of Chippewa Street. 

The residents had been without power through the night. Firefighters were taking them to Holy Angels Apartments on St. Charles Rock Road. 

Two firefighters, sweat dripping, escorted an elderly woman wearing a floral shirt down the stairs – since elevators weren’t working. She walked into the darkened lobby with her cane, a firefighter on each arm. 

A staff member told the woman, "We’re going to have a fun adventure. We’re going to some place cool." 

The firefighters took her to a bus outside, while others went up to the third floor with yellow sticky notes, which they planned to put on the doors of each evacuated room. 

At a Quik Trip gas station a block away, at Broadway and Chippewa, chaos reigned. 

Long lines poured out into the street, as people yelled at each other and jostled for position at one of the few working stations in the area. 

Inside, people made runs on ice and drinks –- anything to stay cool. 

A rumor was floating that gas, currently at $2.99 a gallon, would soon rise to $4.00. 

"Gas prices are going through the roof. Nobody’s got electricity. There’s not a single bag of ice in there. It’s like the end of the world," said James Burkett, 25. 

In other areas, like the Tower Grove Park neighborhood, streets were eerily empty, as police cars roamed the streets, broadcasting with loudspeakers the phone number to call if trapped residents needed help. 

Refugees from shuttered workplaces or sweltering homes flocked to restaurants that had power. 

"I must have had 1,000 calls already this morning," said Ronnie Perricone, a hostess at Chris’ diner on Southwest Avenue, which was packed with people waiting 30 minutes or more for a seat this morning. 

Even businesses without power were able to keep clientele seeking a refuge. Wednesday night, Brian Goebbe was at a friend’s tavern on Macklind Avenue, when the gushing winds came through and the bar’s power went out. 

That didn’t stop the beer from flowing. "Just sat outside and drank," he said.
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In Ameren's emergency operations center, a flat-screen TV displays hundreds of trouble spots. A dozen employees work the phones and computers, and one of the company's top executives glances at a digital clock timing the outage.

They never want that clock to top 72 hours.

By now - 1 p.m. on Thursday - it's approaching Hour 186.

"Obviously we didn't make our goal (on) this one," said Thomas Voss, Ameren's chief operating officer. "But Mother Nature sometimes does some things you don't expect."
As the region recovers from its worst outage ever, some local leaders, customers and regulators wonder if Mother Nature isn't the only one to blame.

They've questioned everything from tree-trimming schedules to manpower on repair crews in an outage that knocked out electricity to 700,000 homes and businesses, closed stores, displaced families and contributed to several deaths of residents from heat and a worker repairing the outage.

Ameren insists that the outage couldn't have been minimized by anything it did or didn't do.

Despite the assurances, frustrated customers and some local leaders are skeptical of a utility with three major outages in three summers. Among those critics is the Missouri Public Service Commission, which ordered a wide-ranging investigation.

"Is there some overall reason why no other city is facing these types of outages with this type of frequency?" asked Commissioner Robert Clayton, who is pushing for public hearings on the outage.

There's little dispute over the ferocity of the storms that hit the area July 19 and 21 - spawning seven tornadoes and a broad line of winds up to 90 mph. And that's enough for some leaders and customers to give Ameren a pass.

But others wonder how summer storms - even such severe ones - could lead to the worst outage in Ameren's more than 100 years of operation. They're suspicious of the company's claims.

"People just don't have the confidence or believe that Ameren has done their due diligence," said Missouri Sen. Joan Bray, D-University City.

Industry analysts aren't willing to lay blame yet. But they joined a host of local leaders, regulators and customers in saying that Ameren must answer a broad series of questions about its actions before and after the storms.

Trimming the trees

Utilities have long had the responsibility of trimming trees near power lines to ensure that branches and limbs don't sway into the lines and knock out electricity.

But after the 2004 summer outage - which left 220,000 customers without power for up to four days - the Public Service Commission discovered that Ameren had cut the budget for tree-trimming, putting it behind schedule. So the commission ordered the company to catch up by 2008.

Ameren agreed, although executives say tree-trimming limits only small outages, not big ones from storms.

"It isn't like tree-trimming would make a little difference; it makes no difference at all," said Ameren's chief executive, Gary Rainwater.

Warren Wood, who oversees utility operations for the PSC, agrees that, in this storm, 80 percent to 90 percent of the outages were caused by trees outside the trimming zone. But the commission still plans to look at what damage could have been prevented, including whether Ameren should trim more.

Florissant Mayor Robert Lowery hopes it does. He said he's complained for years that Ameren ignored pleas to trim trees in his North County city.

"Why should they respond to me? That's their attitude," Lowery said. "When you're the only game in town, you can act like that."

Maintaining the system

Weeks before the power outage, Ameren executives dropped off hundreds of pages of documents for the Public Service Commission. They wanted the commission to grant them a rate hike, and they offered a slew of reasons why - including the need to boost spending on the distribution system.

To lessen the chances and severity of outages, Ameren had just started a program to add more fuses to circuits, and it wanted to quadruple spending on inspecting and replacing problem poles and equipment.

Ameren officials won't elaborate on those specific needs - saying they're prohibited by commission rules from discussing their testimony. But, in general, they say they doubt whether anything in their system played any part in increasing the likelihood or severity of the outages. It was simply trees blowing into the system.

In fact, Voss said, there were no outages hours before the first storm, when 100-degree temperatures had led to peak energy demands, and when shoddy systems are most often exposed.

Still, critics aren't convinced of the quality of Ameren's system.

Missouri Sen. Tim Green, D-Florissant, points to the collapse in December of the upper reservoir at the utility's Taum Sauk hydroelectric plant, and wonders if the company's failure there indicates a broader problem with its maintenance culture. Regulators found that Ameren knew of problems but failed to notify them, as required, or make adequate repairs.

Across the country, regulators are demanding that utilities shore up distribution networks, with some states even fining utilities that don't meet specific benchmarks. Missouri and Illinois don't.

And experts say worn equipment can play some part in a utility system's failure during storms. Weakened poles blow down easier. Equipment hung by rusting bolts falls down quicker. So, they say, the questions are valid.

"One of the concerns you have, with aging infrastructure, and the price of gas and oil going up, is: Are they cutting back on maintenance because they don't want to raise their rates?" said Mike Hyland, of the American Public Power Association, the trade group of government-run utilities.

Aggressive response

Beyond the frustrations of those who lost power, the brunt of the recovery was borne by more than 4,000 workers from 13 states, who worked minimum 16-hour shifts.

Even critics of Ameren applaud the work done in high heat and in dangerous conditions.

Still, the commission plans to investigate how well Ameren recruited and managed the outside help.

Ameren executives insist that they spared no expense in hiring outside help to repair an outage that is expected to cost the company $30 million.

"We got everybody that we could get, as soon as we could get them, as far away as it was practical," Rainwater said.

But that's a hard sell to people like Mattie Morris, whose home in Fordell Hills, in north St. Louis County, lost power for eight days.

"Why did it take so long?" Morris said. "Why weren't they better organized?"

Talking to customers

Leroy Atkinson thought he was among the lucky ones.

Atkinson, 73, of Olivette, escaped both storms without losing power. Then, an Ameren worker told him that his power would be out for an hour.

It lasted three days.

"They didn't explain anything to me," Atkinson said. "They roped it up, looked at it and disappeared."

Atkinson joined a chorus of customers who struggled to get help from Ameren's overwhelmed phone lines and Web site.

Most customers had to rely on Ameren's broad pledges in news reports to restore the power in a matter of days, but nothing specific for their area.

States have pushed utilities to better predict the length of outages by area. Ameren has software to do that but turns it off for big storms - saying it's unreliable then.

Ameren, with 2.4 million electric customers, says it's impossible in big storms to offer more tailored timetables for specific areas.

But Florida Power & Light did it last fall, during a much bigger storm: Hurricane Wilma. Three-fourths of its 4.3 million customers were knocked out for up to three weeks.

The utility offered customers different restoration dates by county and, toward the end of the restoration, by smaller areas within counties.

Ameren says it plans to review all of its post-storm operations and make adjustments - just like it has after other storms.

"This is a learning organization," said Ronald Zdellar, who oversaw the emergency operations center as Ameren's vice president of energy delivery.

Some customers just hope that someone will do something to limit future outages.

Among them is Morris, who sat Friday at her dining room table. She glanced at a tank that once held 30 fish. Now it holds six.

She opened a refrigerator once stocked with $500 worth of chicken, ribs, pork chops, bacon and ham.

"How am I supposed to replace all this?" she said.

Post-Dispatch writers Stephen Deere, Matt Hathaway and Elizabethe Holland contributed to this report.
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