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On May 25, 2016 at 8:00 p.m. an 
EF4 tornado destroyed our farm-
stead. We lost so much!  But, in the 
end we also realize that we have 
gained so much!  During that time, 
a friend brought us a gift. It was a 
piece of wall décor that says it all: 
“A Thankful Heart.” We are thankful 
that we are alive, we are thankful that 
we live in this rural community, we 
are thankful for the immediate help 
we received in our time of need, and 
we are thankful for the continued 
support. In a rural community one 
finds not only caring support, but 
also the knowledge of what to do and 
the expertise and equipment to ac-
complish it. 

Our home, our employee’s home, 
our barn, shop, and machine shed 
were totaled. We only survived be-
cause we huddled under the stairway 
in the basement with our heads 
protected by makeshift helmets—a 
mixing bowl and a roaster. While the 
stairway was left intact, the entire 
top floor was gone, as were the base-
ment partition walls. Sheet rock was 
sucked off of the basement walls and 

carpet was sucked off of the floor. 
Very few items in our basement 
remained intact. Our machinery 
was either seriously damaged or 
destroyed. The tools and equipment 
from our shop were gone or strewn 
around the farm. We were homeless 

and suffering the loss of the tools of 
our trade.

Helping Hands
As we climbed over our basement 

walls, our neighbor was already at 
the end of our driveway. Moments 
later, Tom’s brother arrived to 
take him to the ER to have his arm 
wounds dressed. We returned to our 
farm later to find many neighbors 
and friends already helping!  Cattle-
men brought panels to secure our 
cattle pens, friends gathered up wet 
papers and photos strewn in our 
basement. Family members went 
shopping for essentials and clothing 
that were delivered to us that night. 

By morning men had loaded our 
cattle and delivered them to the sale 
barn for the Thursday sale, as we had 
no way of taking care of them with-
out electricity for the well and with 
our cattle pens in disarray. Tom’s 
Dairy Board was supposed to meet 
that morning, but instead they all 
met at our farm. They brought small 
and large equipment and even their 
own employees to start the cleanup: 
cleaning up debris and raising metal 
sheds so equipment could be moved.

Soon a group of young Mennonite 
men from a nearby town arrived with 
vehicles and trailers to pick up debris 
from our fields. A Vacation Bible 
School teacher from another church 
rounded up volunteers to help as 
well. Within a few weeks she had 
provided three mornings of volun-
teers to walk our fields. Some of the 
volunteers were active military from 
Fort Riley, Kansas. The local VFW, 
American Legion, and a business 
provided meals for these three days. 

As we surveyed the damage of our 
neighbors, some as devastating as 
ours, it struck us how many volun-
teers were at each location. There 
were over 20 homes and farmsteads 
hit. At every location we saw the 
same neighborly assistance that we 
had. 

LAST YEAR, MY HUS-
BAND TOM AND I RE-
ALLY GAINED AN UNDER-
STANDING OF THE MEAN-
ING OF “COMMUNITY.” 
WE HAVE ALWAYS BEEN 
ACTIVE AT OUR LOCAL 
PARISH, BUT THROUGH A 
TERRIFYING EXPERIENCE 
OF LOSS, WE LEARNED 
THAT THE RURAL PARISH 
EXTENDS WELL BEYOND 
THE CHURCH AND INTO 
THE RURAL COMMUNITY 
THAT SURROUNDS IT. 

Thankful 
Heart

By Janet Whitehair
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The Essentials
I did not realize how much a person 
needs until after we lost everything: 
the essentials of everyday life that 
we would normally take for granted. 
Who would have thought of bringing 
a port-a-potty and a locking storage 
container unit?  Well, people in this 
rural setting did!  Rags!  Someone 
brought rags and another brought 
ice cream buckets full of water. Food!  
Friends and relatives showed up with 
sandwiches not only that first noon, 
but for several meals afterwards. 
Friends and family provided more 
clothing, flashlights, bug spray, hand 
cleaner, band aids, gloves, pens, pa-
per, bottled water, and tool boxes for 
Tom and for me. A friend brought us 
a beautiful quilt her family was no 

longer using, and a quilt guild made 
a quilt for each couple and each child 
affected by the tornado. Implement 
dealers loaned us equipment, fellow 
farmers offered to help us with our 
farming, and businessmen loaned 
us enclosed trailers. A local 4-H club 
gave us a kitchen shower. So many 
people and organizations (including 
Knights of Columbus and Catholic 
Charities) provided us gift cards and 
other assistance. The list is as varied 
as it is long!

In this rural setting and especially 
in the farming occupation, the re-
lationship with our banker is key to 
our successful operation. Our bank 
was there for us!  They know us. Tom 
had banked with them since he was 
17. They trusted that even though we 

were wiped out, we could and would 
rebuild our business. Knowing that 
the bank was still with us was a tre-
mendous comfort.

That first night the local hotel 
quickly cleaned the last rooms avail-
able for the night and then continued 
to scan their client list to relocate 
other guests so we could stay seven 
more nights. On the ninth day, we 
moved into a townhouse made avail-
able by a fellow church family. It 
was completely cleaned and stocked 
with furniture, linens, food, and 
other amenities, compliments of a 
church group, classmates, family, 
and friends. Two special items meant 
a lot to me: my mother’s dishes, 
pots and pans were in my kitchen!  
(My mother died a year before, and 

she gave her dishes to friends, and 
her pots and pans were sold at our 
church garage sale.)  Both were re-
turned to us by these generous souls. 
The other items given away at her 
death have made their way back to 
our house too. Such thoughtful gen-
erosity!  

Some real treasures were found 
in the rubble. Friends restored my 
grandmother’s quilt and tablecloth 
and pieced back together her bro-
ken vase. Our computer was under 
a pile of debris with its data still 
intact, my wedding ring was found 
in the nearby field when a volunteer 
reached down to pick up a nail, and a 
ceramic angel knelt unbroken on our 
basement floor. 

Many meals were eaten in restau-
rants those first few days. Not only 
were some meals comped, but one 
establishment also handed us a gen-
erous gift certificate as we left. On an-
other occasion when I went to pay for 
my breakfast, I was told it was paid 
by an anonymous restaurant patron. 
I still don’t know who.

Seeing Our Real Need
At our rented townhouse, a new 

neighbor stopped by to say, “I’m 
bringing you some things you don’t 
need because you need some things 
you don’t need.”  She brought us dec-
orative items!  She had experienced a 
tragic house fire and knew we would 
enjoy things we didn’t need.

The most unexpected thing about 
this experience was the magnitude of 
all the help!  In addition, we were able 
to respond to the whole situation in 
such a calm manner. This is because 
we were comforted by all of the sup-
port that surrounded us in our parish 
and the surrounding community. 
Our material losses were extensive, 
but because of our rural community 
support we never felt desperate. In 
all of this support, we realized our 
need for community. We learned the 
true meaning of community, and our 
losses became gains—and for this, we 
both have thankful hearts! 

—Janet Whitehair and her husband 
Tom live in Abeline, Kansas.


	CRL Summer 2017 FINAL FINAL 16
	CRL Summer 2017 FINAL FINAL 17

