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Today in Tempest News: A fascinating interview with Michael Rossi, director and
producer of Mr. Tornado, an overview of the Saharan plume of dust and what it
may mean for 2020's hurricane season, PG&E's attempt to mitigate wildfire risks
using a network of weather stations, and a look at how rising temperatures in the
artic caused a catostrophic oil leak.

SAHARAN DUST PLUME HEADS TOWARDS U.S.

The desert dust spans thousands of miles and is currently making its way across
the Atlantic ocean. The dust brings with it the Saharan Air Layer (SAL). As this
warm, dry desert air progresses westward, thunderstorm development could be
hindered, and the likelihood that tropical storms or hurricanes form in the short
term could decrease.

HOW WEATHER STATIONS COULD IMPROVE WILDFIRE
FORECASTING

The infamous Camp Fire in Paradise, California, resulted in 85 deaths and
destroyed 108,804 structures in 2018. Why does PG&E think a network of
weather stations may be the key in preventing similar tragedies?

ARTCIC HEAT CAUSES A STATE OF EMERGENCY

Just one month ago a state of emergency was declared in the artic after it's
suspected that permafrost melt caused a power plant to collapse, spilling 20,000
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tons of oil. While warming is occuring on a global scale, why are some regions
experiencing more dramatic increases?

let's talk about ‘:__:E
the weather —=

...With Michael Rossi, director and producer of Mr. Tornado.

Anyone with a healthy fascination for tornados will appreciate Michael Rossi’s
film, Mr. Tornado. He wrote, directed and produced the PBS film about Tetsuya
Theodore Fujita, aka Mr. Tornado, the Japanese-American researcher whose
forensic approach to studying tornados changed our understanding of severe
weather. Fujita created the Fujita scale of tornado intensity and damage. This
fascinating film is a very personal story about an idea man in meteorology and
the initial resistance of academics in the weather community to accept Fujita’s
analysis of weather patterns. We caught up with Michael just after the
documentary premiered on PBS/American Experience last month. And the good

news is: You can still watch it on YouTube.


https://youtu.be/eIAysI2oBRU

[Tetsuya Theodore “Ted” Fujita, photo by Roger Tully.]

Q: How did you get the idea for this? Are you a weather geek?

MR: | definitely have an interest in weather. This film is part of the American
Experience history series on WGBH in Boston. I’'ve made seven or eight films for
them. My last one was “The Race Underground” about the inventor and engineer
who created the first electrified subway system. Like Mr. Fujita, he sketched out
a lot of his ideas and | had to breathe life into schematics and 2-dimensional
drawings that could also bring to life the mind of the man. The executive
producers liked the approach | took with that and | employed a similar strategy
for Mr. Tornado.

Q: Talk about your interest in severe weather:

A: Growing up in Western Massachusetts, one of my older brothers was
obsessed with meteorology and extreme weather. You get some pretty cool
storms there and we were latchkey kids. So, in summers, we’d be glued to
weather forecasts and whenever there was a tornado warning, we’d run to the
basement, hide behind pillows in the corner and sweat it out.

In 2011, a pretty bad tornado swept through Springfield through to Sturbridge
and was devastating. | lived in Brooklyn at the time but went back with my
camera and started filming. It was my first amateur damage survey of a tornado.
| checked out where it carved out the woods, past my parents apartment and
was talking to people on the streets to track it’'s path. And now, here | am
studying Ted Fujita - the premier tornado damage scientist.



Q: Is it fair to also say that Fujita was the first to map hyper-local weather?

A: Fujita was an artist and data visualization is a boring way to explain what he
was great at. You look at some of his drawings. His goal with his maps was: How
can | get you to understand it. Take this invisible scary thing — tornados. Some
tornados are stronger than others. Some are really dangerous and deadly. Some
have strong winds. Basically what he was doing was really digging into all the
local data that he could get his hands on— synoptic mass, wind direction and
where the fronts, cold fronts and warm fronts began. At that point, meteorology
was presented and taught, on a global scale. Weather stations would generalize
weather and round it out ato predict weather patterns at larger scale.

Fujita noticed all these different conditions at a hyper local level. He wanted to
document all those anomalies and account for all of them. And he did this with
his drawings. The significance of that was he’s a master of detail, and all those
bumps and wiggles in his drawings meant something. He called what he was
doing in Japan - micrometeorology.

Q: When did tornados come onto the scene for Fujito?

A: Severe storm meteorology was born in the 1950s and 60s. In 1957 there was
an opportunity for Fujita to study tornadoes after a tornado in Fargo, North
Dakota. It was a chance opportunity that coincided with the popularity of
instamatic cameras. This Fargo tornado was a series of five tornados. It was
such a slow moving supercell that people took out their cameras. With the help
of a famous local weatherman (Dewy Burquist) who asked people to send in their
photographs, Fujita spent the next two years piecing together the story. He used
photogrammetry to look at the angles they took the photo. He went on the
ground to figure exact locations and then he mapped it. Eventually, he was able
to piece together the almost 200 photographs into an animated film - not just the
tornado but the synoptic moving maps .

After that he became obsessed with understanding the behaviour of the tornado.
That was like the flag in history that launched him into tornado research. That
Fargo tornado put him on the map.

Q: Tell us about the Fujita scale.

MR: Fujita was the first scale for rating tornado intensity, based primarily on the
damage that tornadoes inflicted on human-built structures and vegetation. Now

it's possible to determine— based on the Fujita scale —the intensity, frequency,
time and place of tornadoes.

This scale was useful and at the time funded by the Nuclear Regulatory
Commission — who wanted to know where to build nuclear sites based on the
safest location against F 5’s.

To this day, you can’t predict a tornado but you can predict conditions suitable
for it. So you can predict when a tornado is likely to happen, but can’t guess
how severe. Tornado genesis is the million dollar question in the field. He got
pretty damn close to it, | would say.

Q: Was it controversial that he named the F scale after himself?



