
 

 

 

Ten minutes to disaster: How St. John's braced for 
tornado  

 

05/24/2011 
Staff at St. John's Regional Medical Center—which took a direct hit from a massive 
tornado that barreled through Joplin, Mo., on Sunday night—had just minutes to prepare 
for a disaster that ultimately killed several patients, devastated the hospital, and forced 
them to abandon the facility. 
 
The tornado cut a six-mile-long path through Joplin and directly hit St. John's, one of the 
region's largest hospitals and a level II trauma center. The deadly twister, rated an F4 on the 
five-point Fujita scale, was part of a storm system that spawned multiple twisters and 
"supercell" thunderstorms throughout several Midwestern states. The tornado is believed to 
have killed at least 116 people, and the city's fire chief estimates that the storm flattened 
25% to 30% of the city (see related coverage in the May 23 Daily Briefing).  
 
'Execute Condition Gray!' 
When tornado warnings sounded on Sunday evening, St. John's declared a "Condition 
Gray" and staff immediately began executing emergency procedures. Nurses shuttled 
patient beds into hallways, moved furniture, and shuttered blinds.  
 
But only 10 minutes after officials issued the "Condition Gray" warning, the tornado 
slammed into the nine-story facility, tearing off the roof and shattering most of the 367-bed 
hospital's windows, MSNBC reports. One hospital executive said he was briefly sucked 
outside the building, but held onto a door handle and was able to eventually run to the 
center of the facility, before hearing a "roar." It sounded like the building was breathing, he 
said. 
 
Hospital staff work quickly to save lives 
"The hospital imploded," one emergency room physician said, adding that "it looked like a 
nuclear disaster had happened" after the storm had passed. The tornado killed at least five 
patients, who were all in critical condition before the storm, and injured several of the 183 
remaining patients, the New York Times reports. A backup generator failed, plunging 
facility into darkness and leaving all medical equipment—including ventilators—without 
power. In the ICU, one hospital worker manually pumped air into a man's lungs to keep 
him alive, according to the Times.  
 
Hospital officials say St. John's was evacuated within 90 minutes of the tornado following 
concerns that the building was unstable. With no power to run the elevators, staff slid some 
patients down the stairs on mattresses. Some workers loaded patients on pickup trucks to 
get them to safety. St. John's staff—many of whom had been injured in the storm—then set 
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up a triage center outside of the hospital, working through the night to treat injured 
residents and direct them to other facilities.  
 
Other hospitals step forward in time of crisis 
Various other hospitals have volunteered to treat patients in light of the damage at St. 
John's. According to Modern Healthcare, St. John's patients were triaged through Freeman 
Health System in Joplin and sent to hospitals in southwest Missouri and northwest 
Arkansas. However, most St. John's patients ultimately were transported to a sister facility 
in Springfield or to nearby CoxHealth hospitals, MSNBC reports. 
 
The St. John's facility in Springfield canceled many elective procedures to accommodate 
injured Joplin residents and staff coordinated with CoxHealth officials to handle incoming 
patients in Springfield. A field hospital also has been set up to treat injured residents at 
Joplin's Memorial Hall.  
 
Sisters of Mercy Health System, which runs St. John's, has mobilized further resources 
and workers to Joplin to assist with disaster relief efforts, Modern Healthcare reports. The 
system currently is asking residents who find patient records, which the storm reportedly 
carried to neighboring counties, to keep them until the system is able to collect them.  
 
President Barack Obama, who is scheduled to visit the area on Sunday, has deployed 
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) resources to bolster recovery efforts. 
The FEMA administrator is en route to Joplin, where he will coordinate the recovery 
(Sulzberger/Stelter, New York Times, 5/23; Riccardi et al., Los Angeles Times, 5/23; 
Carollo, ABC News, 5/23; MSNBC, 5/23; McKinney, Modern Healthcare, 5/23 
[subscription required]; Okeson, News-Leader, 5/24; Associated Press, AP/Yahoo! News, 
5/23; Terris, National Journal, 5/24 [subscription required]).  
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