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Serendipity placed David Johnston on Mount St. Helens when the volcano rumbled to life in
March 1980. Throughout that ominous spring, Johnston was part of a team that conducted
scientific research that underpinned warnings about the mountain. Those warnings saved
thousands of lives when the most devastating volcanic eruption in U.S. history blew apart Mount
St. Helens, but killed Johnston on the ridge that now bears his name. Melanie Holmes tells the
story of Johnston's journey from a nature-loving Boy Scout to a committed geologist. Blending
science with personal detail, Holmes follows Johnston through encounters with Aleutian
volcanoes, his work helping the Portuguese government assess the geothermal power of the
Azores, and his dream job as a volcanologist with the U.S. Geological Survey. Interviews and
personal writings reveal what a friend called "the most unjaded person I ever met," an imperfect
but kind, intelligent young scientist passionately in love with his life and work and determined to
make a difference.

"An excellent biography. . . . This book is a great read." --The Daily Chronicle"A well-balanced
and authentic view of David--where he came from, who he was, what the influences on his
worldview were, and especially his sense of urgency about the unfolding situation at Mount St.
Helens in spring 1980. Volcanoes are complex features; Melanie Holmes explains scientific
ideas in a clear, straightforward manner that make them more accessible to a broad, non-
specialist audience."--Tom Casadevall, former acting director for the U.S. Geological
Survey "The intertwined personal life of David Johnston with Mount St. Helens geology and the
challenges of dangerous research have, in this story, produced an incredibly engaging saga. A
beautiful tribute to a scientist and to science."--Robbie Rice Gries, author of Anomalies:
Pioneering Women in Petroleum Geology: 1917–2017 and president of the Geological Society
of America"Read this book--you will receive an excellent and understandable description of a
volcanic eruption and a moving chronicle of the making of a geologist from a boy to a man."--
Vicki S. McConnell, former State Geologist of Oregon"Anyone who aspires to be a scientist or is
curious about the wonder and fury of volcanoes will be inspired and mesmerized by Dave's story
of courage and selflessness in the pursuit of knowledge to protect all of us from harm."--
Christine McEntee, CEO/Executive Director of the American Geophysical Union"This wonderful
book has several subjects; volcanology, natural disasters and human behavior, heroism, and the
life of one particular man. This is an engrossing read that is absorbingly suspenseful, despite the
fact that readers know the outcome. David Johnston, the hero of the story, is a multi-
dimensional, complex character. Holmes shows an understanding of human psychology and
has a gift for evoking personality with a few verbal gestures. We come to know David Johnston
and the part he plays in the human drama surrounding Mount St. Helens. Unforgettable."--Mary



V. Dearborn, author of Ernest Hemingway: A Biography"Highly recommended." --Choice"Filled
with tender mercies that show the heart and humanism of those whose passion sends them into
peril in the name of science." --Daily Southtown"Overall, A Hero on Mount St. Helens is an
opportunity for the public to understand through David Johnston’s life what a geologist truly does
and the passion they hold for not only the field itself, but the communities affected by such
geological processes" --NAGT's In the Trenches"In this compelling book about volcanologist
David Johnston, Melanie Holmes takes the reader from the cold war and Vietnam days of
Midwest America to the short fuse lit in 1980 under Mount St. Helens. Dave’s story is well worth
telling, and Holmes does so with skill, honesty, and concern for accuracy."--Barry Voight, Penn
State University"David Johnston was a young man who explored; he wanted to know more. He
died in the service of that knowledge--nothing less than a hero in this regard. There have been a
number of memorials, all fine and well-deserved. None is better than this book. It finds a
fascinating story. It tells the story well. And nothing more could a reader wish."--Zay N. Smith,
former Chicago Sun-Times columnist, award-winning journalist, and coauthor of The Mirage --
This text refers to the paperback edition.About the AuthorMelanie Holmes graduated from St.
Xavier University in Chicago. She is the author of The Female Assumption, recipient of a 2014
Global Media Award from the Population Institute. She is also a speaker, educator, and freelance
writer.  --This text refers to the paperback edition.
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“THE INTERTWINED PERSONAL LIFE OF DAVID JOHNSTON WITH MOUNT ST. HELENS
GEOLOGY AND THE CHALLENGES OF DANGEROUS RESEARCH HAVE, IN THIS STORY,
PRODUCED AN INCREDIBLY ENGAGING SAGA. A BEAUTIFUL TRIBUTE TO A SCIENTIST
AND TO SCIENCE.”—Robbie Rice Gries,author of Anomalies: Pioneering Women in Petroleum
Geology: 1917–2017 and president of the Geological Society of America“ANYONE WHO
ASPIRES TO BE A SCIENTIST OR IS CURIOUS ABOUT THE WONDER AND FURY OF
VOLCANOES WILL BE INSPIRED AND MESMERIZED BY DAVE'S STORY OF COURAGE
AND SELFLESSNESS IN THE PURSUIT OF KNOWLEDGE TO PROTECT ALL OF US FROM
HARM.”—Christine McEntee,CEO/Executive Director of the American Geophysical Union“THIS
WONDERFUL BOOK HAS SEVERAL SUBJECTS; VOLCANOLOGY, NATURAL DISASTERS
AND HUMAN BEHAVIOR, HEROISM, AND THE LIFE OF ONE PARTICULAR MAN. THIS IS
AN ENGROSSING READ THAT IS ABSORBINGLY SUSPENSEFUL, DESPITE THE FACT
THAT READERS KNOW THE OUTCOME. DAVID JOHNSTON, THE HERO OF THE STORY, IS
A MULTIDIMENSIONAL, COMPLEX CHARACTER. HOLMES SHOWS AN UNDERSTANDING
OF HUMAN PSYCHOLOGY AND HAS A GIFT FOR EVOKING PERSONALITY WITH A FEW
VERBAL GESTURES. WE COME TO KNOW DAVID JOHNSTON AND THE PART HE PLAYS
IN THE HUMAN DRAMA SURROUNDING MOUNT ST. HELENS. UNFORGETTABLE.”—Mary
V. Dearborn,author of Ernest Hemingway: A Biography“DAVID JOHNSTON WAS A YOUNG
MAN WHO EXPLORED; HE WANTED TO KNOW MORE. HE DIED IN THE SERVICE OF THAT
KNOWLEDGE—NOTHING LESS THAN A HERO IN THIS REGARD. THERE HAVE BEEN A
NUMBER OF MEMORIALS, ALL FINE AND WELL DESERVED. NONE IS BETTER THAN THIS
BOOK. IT FINDS A FASCINATING STORY. IT TELLS THE STORY WELL. AND NOTHING
MORE COULD A READER WISH.”—Zay N. Smith,former Chicago Sun-Times columnist, award-
winning journalist, and coauthor of The MirageA HERO ONMOUNTST. HELENSTHE LIFE AND
LEGACY OFDAVID A. JOHNSTONMELANIE HOLMESFOREWORD BYJEFF RENNER© 2019
by the Board of Trusteesof the University of IllinoisAll rights reservedLibrary of Congress Control
Number: 2019936693978-0-252-08431-7 (paper)978-0-252-05134-0 (e-book)Dedicated to
Pat,and to those who climb mountains,be it Everest, or peaks formed of challenges and
dreamsCONTENTSForeword by Jeff RennerAcknowledgmentsIntroductionPart One: The
Wonder Years1. Tornado!2. The Johnston Family3. Youngest and SmallestPart Two: Coming of
Age4. College Years and Shifting Gears5. Stage Fright6. Dream JobPart Three: Fire
Mountain7. Folklore and History of Mount St. Helens8. The Awakening9. May 18, 198010.
Aftermath11. RecoveryPart Four: Legacy Takes Many Forms12. Volcanology's Giant Leap13.
Twenty-First Century and Beyond14. Memorials with RootsEpilogueAuthor's
NoteNotesIndexFOREWORDJEFF RENNERA VOLCANIC CRATER IS A HELLISH PLACE. It
can also be a place of beauty, fascination, and awe. David Johnston knew both aspects, and he
was among the few who could offer a rich introduction to such an environment. I was fortunate to
join David and two of his colleagues in late 1978 when they climbed into the crater of
Washington's Mount Baker volcano. Standing 10,781 feet tall, the volcano's heavily glaciated



flanks serve as a beacon for the rugged North Cascades near the U.S.-Canadian border. Mount
Baker had shown signs of reawakening in 1975, and the team to which David belonged was
conducting a scientific assessment of the volcano. I was documenting their work as a science
reporter for KING-Television in Seattle and had learned the rudiments of mountain climbing to
prepare for this assignment.The silent snowy beauty of the volcano's upper slopes gave way to
the deafening roar of steam from vents called fumaroles as we descended into Mount Baker's
crater. Surrounding those vents were gaudy deposits of yellow and orange. “The yellow is sulfur
and the orange is a compound of arsenic,” explained David. Then he grinned and said, “That's
why we wear gas masks when we get close.” It was obvious that what I found intimidating was
second nature to David. He methodically conducted his research, but with no more drama than if
he were preparing breakfast. He took the time to explain the significance of each test to me. His
confidence erased my unease, his obvious enthusiasm infectious.Just a year and a half later,
David and I reconnected. Not at Mount Baker, but at Mount St. Helens. A shallow earthquake on
March 20, 1980, was the first suggestion that 123 years of silence at the volcano was ending.
Seven days later, a steam explosion opened a crater at the summit, blackening the surrounding
snowfield with a smudge of ash. As I prepared to fly to the volcano, I telephoned the University of
Washington Seismology Lab, seeking a scientist to accompany us in our helicopter. I was
pleased the scientist that volunteered was David. During our flight south from Seattle, he
provided background on Mount St. Helens's volcanic history and threat. After surveying the
volcano from the air, we landed on a nearby ridge. There, David compared Mount St. Helens to a
keg of dynamite and said, “The fuse is lit, but we don't know how long it is.” And after a brief
pause: “If it were to explode right now, we would die.”In the ensuing weeks during the spring of
1980, I came to know David better. My respect for him deepened; our acquaintanceship became
friendship. I discovered that I had spent part of my boyhood just miles from his hometown in
suburban Chicago. We were two midwestern “boys” who had moved to the Pacific Northwest,
embracing every opportunity to spend time in the mountains, though David was far more
accomplished in that environment than I.David expressed two goals in our conversations:
improving the scientific understanding and ability to monitor explosive volcanoes such as Mount
St. Helens, and raising public understanding of the risks. The hazard assessment based on the
ensuing research prompted officials to set up a restricted “Red Zone.” But pressure mounted
from local property owners, some of whom dismissed the science and maintained they had a
right to use their property when and how they wished. The governor bowed to their demands,
opening the zone to supervised visits beginning May 17. I reported as residents entered the Red
Zone to check on their homes and retrieve belongings. More residents were to enter the Red
Zone the next morning on May 18, but the volcano erupted just eighty-eight minutes before the
scheduled visit. After spending hours flying in what was called the blast zone, my KING-TV
colleagues and I landed to prepare for one of many live broadcasts. Shortly before going on the
air, my engineer handed me a piece of paper. “The latest estimate of presumed dead,” he
whispered. Then: “I'm told we'll recognize some of the names.” I later learned David Johnston



was on the list.As I sought brief rest from the sensory and emotional overload that night, I
realized that if the volcano had erupted just a little while later, the death toll would have been
much higher.Today, with the perspective of decades of experience as a science journalist and
meteorologist, I am struck by the parallels between the debates over the proper response to
Mount St. Helens and to the more recent hazard of climate change. We hear the same words
now that we heard in 1980. “I don't believe it.” “It's junk science.” Or, “It's just a theory.” (Never
mind that a theory is peer-reviewed, accepted science, such as gravity.) I believe Mount St.
Helens offers lessons today as we confront new environmental hazards, lessons we ignore at
our peril.This book tells the fascinating life story of a scientist who saw it as his duty to remain at
his post, close to a volcano he had characterized just two months earlier as a keg of dynamite.
David is an icon for all dedicated scientists, most who labor in relative obscurity, but who do so
with passion and honesty and excellence.ACKNOWLEDGMENTSDavid Johnston's sister Pat
gave permission for this book to be written. She is the sole survivor of a family of five—her
parents, Alice and Tom; her brother, David; and an infant sister, Polly, are gone. Thank you, Pat,
for letting us pull back the curtain to see the boy whose humble beginnings began with you and
your family.This repository of stories comes from those who opened their hearts and shared
memories. More than one hundred people contributed to this book in some way—from around
the country and the world. If the four binders of letters and clippings compiled by David's parents
are included in the number of people “reached,” then that number is much larger. Many words
came from beyond the grave, including from David's own writings—the diary he kept as a
teenager, as well as letters he wrote from faraway places.The older generation of David's family
is gone except for an elderly aunt, one with a lovely Irish brogue who could offer only a few
words about David's dad and what fun “the cousins” used to have. I relied on his sister, a cousin,
friends from his childhood and college years, mentors, colleagues, and many others.
Understanding the milieu in which David grew meant sifting through thousands of pages of
research—about wars, historical events, medical conditions, and above all earth science. I
interacted with most of the main contacts who were at Mount St. Helens when David was killed;
one died in 2009—Rocky Crandell (who, like David, grew up in Illinois, and like Tom Johnston,
lost his only son). A tour of the St. Helens area also helped immensely.I knew of David and Pat's
mother, Alice, through my employment at GSA (General Services Administration, not the
Geological Society of America). By coincidence, out of forty-five floors of the Kluczynski Federal
Building in downtown Chicago, Alice and I worked on the same floor—on the same side of that
floor—so that I saw her almost daily in a break room where she sat with a book in one hand, a
cigarette in the other, and a friendly but reserved smile to acknowledge anyone who passed
by.In another coincidence, David's sister Pat lived two blocks from where I moved as a transplant
from a small farm town to the Chicago suburbs. I had left my job at GSA to stay home full-time
with my two children; shortly thereafter, I wandered my neighborhood, saw Pat and her toddler
son in their yard, and asked if our sons might play together. (Thank you, Pat, for saying yes.) She
was seven months pregnant at the time with her second son, and my second son was a



newborn, nestled in his stroller. It was months into a newly formed friendship before I realized the
connection between Pat and her mother, and their shared tragic loss. And it was decades before
Pat and I had more than perfunctory words about her brother, because friends don't shine a light
into areas that need privacy in order to heal—there were enough people doing that already. So it
was a fluke that this book came to be written. When I suggested that her son write about his
uncle, I learned it was not in his wheelhouse—then Pat uttered three words: “Why don't you?” I
was astounded, flattered, and hesitant. I wondered how it would impact our friendship. The first
dinner where we talked about David began tentatively; we were both nervous. She laughed as
she talked of her brother's antics; her eyes sparkled. It was a good beginning and we went
forward from there.The science and details in the chapters about Mount St. Helens were
reviewed—in part or whole—by Tom Casadevall, Peter Lipman, Dan Miller, Willie Scott, Barry
Voight, and Richard Waitt, all of whom were there in 1980; special thanks to each one.Cindy
DiTiberio edited the initial draft of this manuscript; her insight at the onset was invaluable. There
were also unofficial editors; they know who they are.If not for James Engelhardt at University of
Illinois Press, this book would not exist in its present form. Every writer asks, More edits? With
each rendition, the book became better. Thank you, James, for your expertise, patience, and
upbeat, supportive words—Huzzah!And to others at UIP (or through UIP) who helped bring out
this book—from peer reviewers to production and marketing folks to those who gave
endorsement quotes, including Jeff Renner, who wrote the foreword—thank you.Special thanks
to Carolyn Driedger and those on my tour of the CVO in 2016. Thanks also to Rich Batson, Fay
Blackburn, Mindy Brugman, Chris Carlson, Cynthia Dusel-Bacon, John Ewert, Lee Fairchild,
Anne Glicken, Wes Hildreth, Rick Hoblitt, Joe Jakupcak, Janine Krippner, Doug Lalla, Steve
Malone, Marti Miller, Don Mullineaux, Oscar Moore, Chris Newhall, Alyson Newquist, John
Pallister, Don Swanson, and Bob Swedko. Gratitude is conveyed posthumously to Stewart
McCallum. Thanks also to Angela Boss, Danielle Crabtree, Mary Socki, and Erin Reynolds, as
well as Jim Lewis with Menlo Park Historical Association; Cate and Dolly with Oak Lawn Park
District; and those at University of Washington who researched fellowship records. There were
others, too many to name, that answered my requests for information; each nudged this project
forward.Also, thanks to Judy Pazdan who gave me respite when I faced multiple writing
deadlines (thanks most of all for your friendship).To my mom, who taught through example to
love without qualification, to read with vigor, to accept “what is” as well as “what can be.” To my
kids, thank you for walking with me in the mountains and spending nights in forests. And
remember: I like you always; love you forever. A special shout-out to my eldest, whose graphic
artistry contributed to this book.Personal and profound thanks to my rock, Rob, whose support is
solid; your belief in me makes all the difference. ILYF&A.WE ARE ALL ORDINARY. WE ARE ALL
SPECTACULAR.WE ARE ALL SHY. WE ARE ALL BOLD.WE ARE ALL HEROES. WE ARE ALL
HELPLESS.IT JUST DEPENDS ON THE DAY.Brad MeltzerINTRODUCTIONDAVID
JOHNSTON WOULD NOT THINK HIS LIFE warranted a book. He didn't think he was special,
even though others recognized how remarkable he was. Attracting attention was something he



actively avoided. He was shy by nature and abhorred pretentious shows of self-importance. He
didn't even use the title Dr., though he almost lost his life in pursuit of his PhD.Dave came of age
in the turbulent 1960s, a time when danger followed people around like their own shadows. The
Cold War brought nuclear bomb drills into classrooms and homes, and young men saw Vietnam
in their futures.As a boy, Dave wanted to be like John Glenn—the first American to orbit Earth.
When Glenn completed the Friendship 7 mission in 1962, he showed that the United States was
a competitor in the space race with the Soviet Union. Glenn was a hero in the eyes of many—the
crux of the space race was protection from nuclear attack.As a man, Dave left his mark on the
world through his work in the field of geology. More important, and this is what his family is most
proud of, he left an indelible imprint on the hearts of those who knew him.Almost four decades
after his death, hundreds of thousands have spoken David Johnston's name because his story
is inextricably intertwined with the most studied volcano in history—Mount St. Helens. His
comments, captured by the news media, are bookends for the events that occurred in spring
1980. As the mountain heated up, he compared it to a dynamite keg with its fuse lit; and when it
erupted, he saw its beginning from an observation post and shouted into his radio, “This is
it!”Through serendipity, Dave was the first volcanologist on the mountain's flanks when it stirred
in March 1980 after its 123-year dormant period. In a news interview, he stood at a viewing area
two miles from the summit of the seismically active volcano and told reporters that if it erupted at
that moment, they would all die. His statements reflected a healthy fear and deep respect for the
dangers of an explosive volcano that he knew all too well—he had narrowly escaped an eruption
on a remote Alaskan island four years earlier.Dave stayed on at Mount St. Helens after that first
media interview. He was a U.S. Geological Survey employee hired to expand volcanic gas
research in the Cascade Range, of which Mount St. Helens is a part. Since volcanic eruptions
are fundamentally gas-driven phenomena, he was not only absorbed by the volcano, he felt an
obligation to be there.Fifty-two days after his “lit fuse” comment, Dave saw the dynamite explode.
He was asked to camp overnight at an observation post for a twelve-hour period; that small
window turned out to be the last hours of his life. The volcano erupted and destruction stretched
much farther than anticipated. Dave was killed on the ridge that now bears his name.Lodge
owner Harry R. Truman died in the eruption. Photographer Dave Crockett lived; as did
shopkeeper Stan Lee. Thousands could have perished if not for the persistence of a team of
scientists and law enforcement and emergency officials who toiled to protect the area. The
official death toll was fifty-seven souls.Dave would shy away from the limelight and say, “I was
doing my job.” We hear this from people who serve in the line of fire; they feel anyone would do
the same if placed in their situation. Dave was part of a team of geologists tasked with
monitoring an active volcano at a time before the science existed to warn of an impending
eruption. People with passion so deep, their own safety was compromised as they searched for
answers.The United States had a volcano hazards program at the time but its reach was limited.
No volcano observatory existed in the Cascade Range, so when Mount St. Helens started
rumbling, Geological Survey scientists flew in from all over and set up a makeshift office in



Vancouver, Washington.The 1980 eruption brought death and destruction, and it also afforded a
seismic shift in the understanding of explosive volcanoes. Research projects—before and after
the eruption—are puzzle pieces that formed the big picture. The resulting maturation of
volcanology benefits all succeeding generations; it has saved thousands of lives and continues
to do so.People have heard of volcanologist Dr. David A. Johnston who died at Mount St. Helens
on May 18, 1980, at 8:32 a.m. (PDT). What they haven't heard are the stories about Dave
Johnston, the son, the brother, the friend, whose life spanned thirty years and five months to the
day. He did a lot of living in that time. The beginning and middle parts of his life are shared here
for the first time thanks to his family and many others. The timing is right for this book. Many of
Dave's friends are close to or have entered retirement—although it's not clear whether
volcanologists actually retire. They seem to love what they do too much to ever stop. Those
whose voices are included herein have helped paint a picture of Dave in all his kind, intelligent,
sometimes less-than-perfect hues.Before the tragedy that took his life, Dave surmounted many
personal struggles. The youngest and smallest among his peers, he suffered from low self-
esteem. He didn't like that he lagged behind and he chastised himself endlessly. Too often, he
didn't feel good enough. His anxious disposition didn't help matters.Dave eventually found his
niche. One that included hard work and sweat and courage and sometimes tears. Although he
encountered distress along the way, almost every person who remembers Dave comments on
his smile or laughter. A close friend called him “the most unjaded person I ever met.” Others
admired his childlike curiosity and enthusiasm. These all point to a spark that came from within
him—something that helped him overcome many hurdles.Although Dave's death may appear to
be the end, his legacy lives on—one that is much larger than any one person knew until these
tales were threaded together. Any book about Dave must honor others besides him; it is what he
would want. It is appropriate to recognize heroism in its many forms.A SHIP IN HARBOR IS
SAFE, BUT THAT IS NOT WHAT SHIPS ARE BUILT FOR.John A. SheddPART ONETHE
WONDER YEARSTHE BOOK OF NATURE IS THE BOOK OF FATE. SHE TURNS THE
GIGANTIC PAGES, LEAF BY LEAF, NEVER RETURNING ONE.Ralph Waldo
Emerson1TORNADO!DAVID JOHNSTON WAS SEVENTEEN when a killer tornado raked
across his hometown of Oak Lawn, Illinois. Ranked an F4, the tornado killed thirty-three people,
injured five hundred, and left six hundred homeless. At one point, the tornado cut a path almost
one city block wide and passed a mile from the Johnston home where Dave and two other family
members were inside. They were unaware of the nearby danger because it was a time before
tornado sirens sang out warnings. It was before the weather service developed an efficient
communication system to alert the public. And it was before advancement of radar technology
increased the lead time for notification.Before the progress that we take for granted today, on
April 21, 1967, Oak Lawn was caught in a tempest of epic proportion. And it left its mark—on
Dave, on his family, and on everyone else involved in the destruction and its aftermath.The year
1967 conjures images of nature's danger for those who lived in the Chicago area at the time. It
started with a record-setting blizzard on January 26. Snow began falling at 5:00 a.m. and



continued for twenty-eight hours, blanketing northeast Illinois with twenty-three inches of snow.
Sixty people died in the blizzard's wake.1Then in April, ten tornadoes raked across the same
area of Illinois, of which three were rated F4. Sixty more lives were extinguished. More than one
thousand people were injured. Hundreds were rendered homeless.2The Oak Lawn tornado was
one of the three F4s that struck on April 21, and it remains the deadliest tornado recorded in
northern Illinois. It crossed a swath of the busiest part of Oak Lawn, where the greatest loss of
life occurred that day. After it swept through the village, it continued northeast, clipped
Hometown, Evergreen Park, and Chicago's Beverly neighborhood (the only F4 to hit Chicago in
recorded history).The other two F4 tornadoes caused fatalities in Belvidere (near the Illinois–
Wisconsin border) and in Lake Zurich. Elementary school kids in Belvidere were already on
school buses and high schoolers were lined up outside ready to board. When the tornado hit,
students were flung into a muddy field like rag dolls. Twelve buses were rolled like toy Lincoln
Logs. Thirteen fatalities and three hundred injuries occurred at Belvidere High School alone.In
Oak Lawn, the term Black Friday was about to assume a new meaning. After a long winter and
cold wet spring, Chicagoland welcomed a string of 70-degree April days—a real treat for those
with cabin fever. However, the weather system ushered in conditions conducive to tornado
outbreaks.Friday, April 21, started out warm and clear in Oak Lawn. Later that day, at the height
of evening rush hour, the weekend was unfolding. Motorists swarmed the roadways, shoppers
filled the supermarket, and patrons warmed the stools of the local tavern. Kids skated at the
roller rink. Many others were outdoors, including Dave, who would have gone for his daily jog.
He'd joined his high school's cross-country team and made running a religious practice.Dave's
sister Pat Johnston was also outside, traipsing around the neighborhood. Their mom, Alice
Johnston, was running for the Board of Trustees of Moraine Valley Community College (a brand-
new local school) and fourteen-year-old Pat was asked to deliver election fliers. However, the
ferocious weather drove Pat indoors. She returned home, unable to complete the assigned
task.As a high school senior, Dave typically spent weekends with his buddies or taking pictures
of local sporting events for the newspaper where his mother worked as an editor. Dave wasn't
one to date in high school. In fact, when senior prom came around, he and his friends—all
without dates—went on a weekend campout. On this typical Friday evening, after finishing his
run, Dave was in his room. Perhaps he was studying for final exams that were around the corner.
One thing for sure, he was unaware that the darkening sky and quickening wind spelled peril.It
was tragic timing—5:26 p.m. People on their way home from work were unaware of the monster
about to bear down. At a very busy intersection, Southwest Highway and Ninety-Fifth Street,
motorists stuck at the traffic light were caught up in the tornado's fury. Eighteen people were
killed at that location.3 More than twenty-five cars were hurled hundreds of feet. Some sailed
hundreds of yards and landed on the north side of Oak Lawn High School; the school sat on the
intersection's northwest corner.4Amazingly, no Oak Lawn High School students or school
personnel were killed. However, a group of swimmers had a close brush; they vacated the high
school pool just thirty minutes prior to the collapse of its roof. The high school sustained $1.5



million in damage (1967 dollars)—but its occupants were lucky—very lucky indeed.Down the
road, the tornado blew out a supermarket's front windows. Its roof caved in and crushed people
inside—the youngest victim just eighteen months old. Then the tornado slammed into the Oak
Lawn Roller Rink where three more were killed—two kids and one adult. Many others were
severely injured, including Dirk Mooth, then eighteen.Mooth recalled the scene decades later:
“We were first aware that something was happening when it became very dark outside and the
pressure changes caused my ears to pop. We all stopped what we were doing and looked
around when the wind outside began picking up gravel (or debris) from the parking lot and sent it
crashing through the windows. We dove for cover…. As the storm hit, the noise was
unbelievable. I was knocked unconscious…. I came to as rain beat down on me. I looked up and
saw the sky.”5 Two of Mooth's skating partners died that day—one was thirteen years old, the
other fourteen.Fifteen-year-old Catherine Zenner was caught outdoors and killed when the
tornado hit the deadly intersection of Southwest Highway and Ninety-Fifth Street. A petite
brunette with a pageboy haircut, Catherine sat near Pat during school lunch period. And
Catherine's older sister, Cheryl, was in Dave's class. All attended Harold L. Richards High
School in Oak Lawn—a consolidated high school with kids from neighboring towns. Cheryl and
Dave were looking forward to graduation. They could not have imagined the carnage that would
punctuate the end of their senior year.Survivors agree that there was no warning. Just a
darkening sky that suddenly turned green and the horrific wind that became eerily still.At the
Johnston home were Dave, Pat, and their father, Tom Johnston. None of them were watching
television as Chicago weatherman Harry Volkman reported that two tornadoes had hit suburbs
north of Chicago just before 4:00 p.m. and at 5:00 p.m. The next report included a sighting near
Oak Lawn. Then televisions went dark. Seconds later, the storm hit.One person remembered an
Oak Lawn police squad car drove down Southwest Highway; its loud speaker boomed, “A
tornado is in the area; take cover immediately.”6 This mode of warning was well-intended but
clearly not effective. Not with a mile-wide F4 tornado on the attack. For many, all they heard was
what sounded like a train engine roaring overhead.After Pat was forced to discontinue her trek
around the neighborhood, she called a friend to chat about a school dance that evening.
Midconversation, Pat's friend said that she could see a tornado in the distance. Pat's response
was, “You're kidding.” But the friend wasn't. The Johnstons never sought shelter even though
they were a mere mile from the damage path. If the tornado had swerved a bit farther south, they
would have been caught up in it.Dave's mother was still at the office; she worked as an editor of
the regional south suburban newspaper. By the time Alice learned of the disaster and phoned
home, parts of Oak Lawn were a war zone. Perhaps she asked Tom to go out and see just how
bad it was, because Tom quickly ushered Dave and Pat into the car. He drove to a spot about a
block from the tornado's path and parked. He ordered his kids to stay put, then he went into the
streets alone. Tom wasn't gone long when he returned, visibly shaking, and said, “I can't let you
see this,” and drove them all home. At that time, Dave earned money as an amateur
photographer; he was also about to pursue a photojournalism degree at college. But Tom knew it



wasn't a time for photography; it was a time for rescue—and retrieval of bodies.Dave and Pat
didn't realize the gravity of the situation. They thought perhaps their father was acting a bit
“melodramatic,” as Pat put it. Tom and Alice Johnston practiced the art of shielding their children
from displays of anxiety when possible. They downplayed drama in a world that felt riddled with
angst—it was their armor against news of the Cold War, Vietnam, assassinations, and bloody
clashes in the streets. However, a tornado in their backyard was impossible to minimize. Dave
and Pat soon learned of the helplessness that accompanies such a disaster.From the point of
touchdown, the Oak Lawn tornado traveled sixteen miles and took roughly sixteen minutes
before it reached Lake Michigan and whirled out over the large body of water. In the time it takes
most people to sip their morning coffee, hundreds of buildings and homes were destroyed and
another thousand were damaged.A tornado can blow up buildings as though bombs swirl within
its vortex. Sherwood Forest Restaurant on Ninety-Fifth Street in Oak Lawn was filled with a
typical Friday night dinner crowd. With tornado reports (in the north suburbs) on the television
and vicious winds outside, employees urged patrons to go down to the restaurant's cellar. One
customer decided to stay put—John Haggan. Fifty-one-year-old Haggan died when the building
exploded around him. The next day would have been his birthday.With winds more than 200
miles per hour and pressurized updrafts inside the tornado, vehicles were sucked up and spit
out. An eyewitness described the “raining” of cars.“This is crazy. All the sudden, out of the sky a
car falls down in the middle of Ninety-Fifth Street!” Robert Kehe, manager of the Coral Theater,
aspired to radio broadcasting and took a tape recorder outside. In his voice recording, which
lasted five minutes, he went from a standing spectator to a windblown victim, knocked to the
ground by the gale's force. He had to crawl on hands and knees back to the safety of the
theater.7At one point, Kehe said, “The sky is so dark. Now it's green. It's green!…The ground is
vibrating…hail the size of grapes…. Oh my God, I'm right in the middle of it.”Kehe had ushered
pedestrians inside and directed a few cars off Ninety-Fifth Street into the theater's parking lot—
his actions may have saved lives or prevented injuries. He was one of many heroes that day and
in the period that followed—in the aftermath of horror.A news reporter described Oak Lawn: “It's
like something out of a film of Berlin during World War II…acres of homes and buildings
leveled…people walking up and down the street weeping.” A trailer park was hit; fifty of its
homes were destroyed.A father worried about his son who was at Oak Lawn High School drove
over front lawns to reach him. Once at the school, he was terrified to find stuck on a pole a
decapitated body wearing a jacket that looked like his son's. But the body had been thrown from
the nearby deadly intersection; it was one of the eighteen people killed there. His son turned up
unharmed.Area police and fire departments were overwhelmed with distress calls. Almost five
hundred people were transported to twelve hospitals. Emergency rooms filled up quickly;
doctors treated debilitating injuries including broken limbs, hips, and glass ground into bodies.
Volunteers came from nearby villages and from as far away as Michigan and Ohio. And one
thousand soldiers from the National Guard were activated. But before the cavalry showed up, a
radio announcer put out a call for immediate help; those with station wagons were needed to



transport survivors or move corpses.8 The VFW Hall in Oak Lawn had been scheduled to host a
dance; instead it became a temporary morgue. An Oak Lawn police officer got his wife and kids
to safety, then reported to work and didn't return home for three days.Alice also worked around
the clock. Pat said she didn't see her mom for days after the tornado. Tom described his wife as
working “by the story”—the tornado seemed a story without end. The Suburbanite Economist
printed an article about how their staff worked tirelessly through the night of the tornado to
produce a special edition by 10:00 a.m. Alice was listed in the article as one of two staff on hand
when the tornado hit. With so many people missing and bodies unidentified, disseminating
information was crucial.Tom kept his kids from the havoc beyond their doors on that Friday
evening. He knew downed power lines could cause further harm for those who might go
roaming. So he stayed home and made sure his kids did the same. But the next day was another
story.After rumors of looting, Sheriff Joseph Woods gave orders to “Shoot looters on sight,” and
Oak Lawn was sealed off to nonresidents. This meant Dave and his dad were able to reach
areas inaccessible to outsiders. The day after the tornado, father and son roamed the streets to
capture an unrecognizable landscape.Wedding album embedded in tree. Photo credited to
David A. Johnston in Oak Lawn Tornado of 1967. Used with permission of Kevin Korst.Dave's
comprehension of the situation deepened as he bore witness to the aftermath. As with etchings
in fresh concrete, images were carved permanently into his mind. Later in life, Dave would refer
to the tornado when he spoke of nature's destructive force.The storm's brute impact was best
captured by film—words were not enough. Thirty-one of Dave and Tom's photographs are
included in the 2014 book Oak Lawn Tornado of 1967.9 Although all photos are credited to Dave
in the book, some were taken by Tom. The image of a wedding album ripped from the safety of
someone's home and deeply embedded in a tree speaks of lives torn apart.Other pictures show
mangled buses from the Suburban Transit Company. Each weighed ten tons, but they were
thrown through the air—one landed a half-block away in a resident's front yard. Other snapshots
show cars wrapped around the concrete columns of a bridge. Some landed upside down, and
one car was completely split apart—the front half ripped from the back. A photo of a store
parking lot shows a body completely covered with a blanket; the store's casualties included a
young mother and her toddler.Nature's lessons are frequently learned in retrospect. We often
don't know about a hazard until it is too late.Tornado warnings were banned in America until
1938 because officials thought it would induce panic and cause more harm than good.10 In the
1950s and ’60s, the Weather Bureau issued warnings; however, the use of teletype or
telephones to disseminate information was slow and ineffective.The Emergency Broadcast
System was launched in 1963, but tornado alerts via television or radio were still somewhat
novel in 1967. This was partly because of prediction capability, which was minimal at the time.
Also, telephone lines jammed in an emergency, which kept warnings from reaching the airwaves
until too late.Large outdoor sirens existed in 1967, but they were not used to warn of tornadoes.
Authorized by the Civil Defense Act of 1950, their use was to warn of nuclear attack. Citizens
were told, “In case of a raid, the alert will be a warbling siren blast lasting three minutes.”The



United States began using sirens to warn of tornadoes in 1970—three years after the Oak Lawn
disaster. Today, sirens alert those outdoors, and those indoors rely on public radio or television.
Also, an NOAA Weather Radio can awake slumbering occupants in case of nocturnal tornadoes.
(NOAA offers a free app for smart phones.)People from rural areas of south-central and
midwestern America know that a tornado can darken a clear blue sky like a total solar eclipse.
People who survive are those who don't waste time; they seek cover immediately.Extensive
scientific research on tornados has improved forecasting. Now the public has more warning
when danger approaches: in 1990, people were typically given five minutes to find shelter; by
2016, that amount increased to fourteen minutes. These improvements are due to superior radar
capabilities and better computer models, which allow for enhanced areal identification and more
accurate targeting of locations.Before April 21, 1967, Oak Lawn had no frame of reference for
the devastation a tornado could wreak. One witness, who was ten years old at the time, said five
decades later that he has thought of the tornado every day since. Those who survived the 1980
eruption of Mount St. Helens have also expressed this sentiment—the experience is forever at
the edge of their minds.For Dave, seeing a tornado rip apart his hometown at a time when the
science and communication systems didn't exist to give forewarning likely planted a seed that
lay dormant. He started college soon after that April day; however, his study focus was already
chosen. Photojournalism—a path his parents had helped open for him.Even though he didn't
immediately pursue the science of the earth's processes, he eventually found his way there. And
thirteen years after a killer tornado sideswiped his life, Dave was at the forefront of protecting
civilians from a different kind of natural disaster—the deadly blast of a volcano. He likely recalled
the inability of officials to warn those in harm's way in Oak Lawn, and it bolstered his courage to
speak up about the dangers he saw at Mount St. Helens.FAMILY, WHERE LIFE AND LOVE
BEGIN.Anonymous2THE JOHNSTON FAMILYDAVE LOOKED UP TO HIS DAD. In fact, he
thought highly of all those who had served their country. On Veterans Day 1965, when Dave was
fifteen, he wrote, “I owe a good deal to the men, which includes my own father, to whom this day
is dedicated.”At twenty-six, he felt patriotism at a broader level. It was 1976, America's
bicentennial, and Dave wrote, “Yesterday, the bicentennial was a bumper-sticker and a candy
wrapper, but today it is my mother, my grandfather, Ken Gooley.*…I feel very proud today of my
heritage, I'm not blind to its faults…but I believe that the U.S. has given an opportunity to man/
woman/kind to learn what life must be in order to have meaning…. Everything America is, was,
and ever will be is the result of what its people are.”Tom Johnston stood for America when he
fought in World War II. Never one to talk about his service, he stashed away his stories—stored
on pieces of paper, carefully typewritten, double-spaced, by a young Tom's hand—to be
discovered many years later by his daughter. At nineteen, he took part in fifteen bombing
missions over Japan from April through July 1945 with the U.S. Air Force.Tom and Alice
Johnston with their children Dave and Pat, December 1957. Photo courtesy of Johnston
family.“Mission One” was on April 24; the intended target was an aircraft plant fourteen miles
west of Tokyo. Tom wrote,We had a normal take-off and uneventful trip to the Jap mainland. We



arrived at the assembly point…spotted our lead, formed up and headed to the target…. We
appeared tense, excited and a little scared. We began to pick up flak the minute we hit the
coast…. This was the first flak I have seen except in movies. The next several minutes we were
over the mountains and saw no flak. Mount Fujiyama was beautiful, all covered with snow on top
and down the sides, like a picture post card…. As we neared the target we began to get heavier
flak…. The bomb bay doors were open and we started on our bomb run. At this point the
formation flies straight and level with no course changes. This is when the planes are sitting
ducks. We went over the target and the lead crew dropped their bombs and the rest of the
formation followed suit. The sky was filled with bombs, an unforgettable sight…. The lead plane
was hit in the aft-end with an anti-aircraft shell. It was a direct hit…the tail section was blown
away from the main part of the plane, flipped upside down and plunged into the target area. I
prayed to see chutes, there were none…. I lost all sense of feeling.After a mission in June, Tom
wrote, “Passing over the mainland and out to sea, we could look back and see three cities in
flames. From 14,000 feet, it was beautiful in a horrible, horrible way. How much more can they
stand?”Not long after this mission, President Harry S. Truman authorized use of the world's first
atomic bomb, dropped on Hiroshima on August 6, 1945. And another was dropped on Nagasaki
on August 9. Six days later, Japan unconditionally surrendered, ending World War II.Tom looked
the part of an Irishman with bright red hair. His immigrant parents were born and raised in
Ireland. They came to America around 1910 and settled on the south side of Chicago in an area
populated by others of Irish descent. Tom was the youngest of four children born to George and
Adeline Johnston. Then in 1934 in the midst of the Great Depression, when Tom was just nine
years old, his dad died.
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startupnow, “Very touching and well written.. This book was so touching to me. First of all Mt. St.
Helens was 'My Mountain". In the late 60's I would travel from Hawaii to Washington State to
spend the summers with my dear Dad. My parents were divorced and Dad was a teacher thus
my spending summers with him. Dad loved sailing on the sound and loved hiking and nature.
He and I would hike up and over 'windy pass' and down into the boulder strewn fields of Mt. St.
Helens. Dad would explain why the boulders were there etc. and the past of a once active
volcano. As an 12 year old I would ask him "COULD it erupt????" He would chuckle and
explain how it was dormant. We loved that Mountain. As years progressed I moved to the
mountains of Colorado. When the mountain came alive I followed intently. On May 18, 1980
myself like so many others were shocked that it actually happened. I couldn't get through to Dad
for days. He said the ash was awful and that it was good that I was in Colorado. I asked him if
he remember how I would pester him about it erupting when we would hike. He indeed
remembered! As soon as the news of the missing and deceased came out I was heartsick for
the families. The 2 pictures that have haunted me over the years are the picture of the little boy
in the back of the pickup truck and the picture of David sitting outside the trailer just 12 hours
before he would no longer be there. Two years later my Dad died unexpectedly and early. I
cannot believe so many years have come and gone. All these years later I bought this book and
enjoyed hearing about dear David's life.....Thanks so much for a very interesting read about his
life and legacy! It somehow ties me back to my Dad and that mountain. So grateful for your
story!  Thank you!”

L. Paul, “Authentic and Full of Great Info. I grew up in the shadow of Mt. St. Helens, but as a teen
didn't pay a lot of attention to how the whole eruption played out. This is a wonderful book, not
just a testament to a dedicated scientist but to all who were guardians of the landscape and
used the lessons of the mountain to safeguard others in the future. Full of info on science and
not just David, I found it really hard to put down.”

Amelia Helman, “Wonderful to Read. Such a wonderful book to read about David Johnston and
of his life to his dream job!! I have enjoyed this so much that it will deepens my understanding of
volcanoes and eruptions.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Quick read. I really enjoyed this book. It was nice to read about his impact
before and after that fateful day.”

jed dronet, “Top notch product and service by seller!!. Superb book and amazing service by the
seller!!”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Well researched. Captivating read from beginning to end”



Kelly M, “Touching tribute. NUMBER OF HEARTS: 4May 18, 1980“Vancouver, Vancouver, This
is it.”Being from the Pacific Northwest and loving our mountains I understand David Johnson’s
draw to Mt. St. Helens. It was amazingly beautiful mountain, it still is but in a very different way. I
have climbed St. Helens twice now, once before reading this book and once after. I took a few
extra moments the second trip up just for David. I was young when St. Helens blow but grow up
learning about it and remember hearing David’s warning to Vancouver.It was a wonderful tribute
to a man who died doing what he loved. If you are from the PNW (or really anywhere) you should
pick up this book and learn more about this wonderful young man.Disclaimer:I received a
complimentary copy of this book from Netgalley & University of Illinois Press in exchange for an
honest review. This review is my own opinion and not a paid review.”

Valerity, “A moving book. A very good account of the events at Mount St. Helens, Washington at
and around the time of it blowing up back in mid-May 1980. But more than that it tells about a
volcanologist who lost his life while doing his job. Much of what was learned by him and others
after the event helped a great deal since then in the amount of knowledge going forward. The
team of scientists that were conducting scientific research at the closest camp to the volcano,
Coldwater II, were sent back to Vancouver for the night, while David remained behind. He was
serving watch in his assistant’s place, sending him away after 2 weeks of his being on site. David
was scheduled to be relieved the next morning. He got up at dawn and radioed into Vancouver
just before 7 a.m. on the 18th with the results of three laser measurements he’d taken earlier. He
reported the weather as very nice, perfectly clear, temperature about 50 degrees Fahrenheit (ten
degrees Celcius). At 8:32 a.m. (PDT), a 5.1 magnitude earthquake caused the bulge on the
north face of the mountain to give way and the largest landslide in recorded history sped down
its flank. Just before it hit, David managed one final radio message, “Vancouver, Vancouver, this
is it!” He was 30 years and 5 months old, to the day.This wasn’t an excessively long story, it was
just about right, giving background on David and his family as he grew up in Illinois. Very well
written as it blends in facts about a deadly tornado early in Dave’s life...shaping him and leaning
him toward a career in photojournalism. Then he got to college, with the Vietnam war going on
and two of his early school buddies already on their way there. Dave took a geology class almost
randomly and it changed his entire future when he found he was crazy about it and eventually
changed his major. This ended up adding four more years to his college years, making a total of
eleven. Partway through, this book became emotional for me as often happens. But it’s a really
good story for those who enjoy science type memoirs. My parents traveled out west sometime
after this event happened, and brought me back some of the ash. They went to where the lake
used to be and talked about an abandoned truck that was still around somewhere. You could tell
it had really made an impression on them, seeing the after effects. I highly recommend this book
for those that have any interest.”

Oglach, “A very readable and loving portrait of a man. A really fine little book about an



unassuming, ‘average man’ who was killed in extraordinary circumstances. I must admit that I
was captivated by the life story of this young man, not at all expecting to be so ... I bought it
wanting to know more about the volcano but discovered that the story about the man was nearly
as compelling.”

The book by Melanie Holmes has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 40 people have provided feedback.
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