
SC UMC ERT Call Out to Brent / Centreville, Alabama – April 5-8, 2021 

Following the catastrophic tornadoes in Alabama on March 25, 2021, the SC UMC Early Response Teams traveled to 

central Alabama to assist with recovery efforts. The main tornado traveled about 100 miles and had a damage path up 

to 2 miles wide. More than 180 homes were damaged or destroyed along with several churches. The South Carolina ERT 

divided into two teams and were accompanied by several volunteers from the Alabama – West Florida Conference of 

the UMC.  

 

Brent United Methodist Church graciously hosted the team members and fed/housed us as family. Truly a blessed 

congregation. 

  

 

 

The team led by Rev. Fred Buchanan arrived at their primary site to find a home with six trees in/on the structure. The 

damage was so severe the home would not be repairable. The electrical system had been destroyed when two massive 

pine trees cut through the kitchen. Power was verified to be disconnected at the transformer before work began. The 

work objective was two-fold. One, provide safe access for the homeowner to recover her possessions. Two, provide a 

means for the trailer to be removed/replaced. 

   



The two photos below show the front and back of the trailer with the kitchen completely destroyed. 

  

 

These pictures show a cluster of trees that fell in/on the living room and bedroom area of the home. 

 

  



These pictures show the extent of the debris field in the back of the home and the size of the root ball for the largest 

pine tree that went through the kitchen. 

  

 

The chainsaw work entailed careful planning, cutting and supervision to prevent any dangerous shifts of debris. One of 

the hazards was poison ivy 1-2 inches thick on some of the trees. ERT members did come into contact and later get 

rashes from the noxious plant. Fortunately, there were no worse medical events during the ERT work effort. 

The tractor and skid steer loader were a tremendous help and provided by the UMC in Andalusia, Alabama. 

  

  



The “Fred Device” designed and built by Rev. Fred Buchanan is used to raise trees from structures so they can be safely 

cut without further damage to the home or create hazards for the ERT members sawing and removing the debris. 

It is an A-frame lever that is placed under a fallen tree and raised with a come-along winch. Fred estimates it can support 

up to 20 tons, but we don’t weigh the load and make sure everyone stays clear of any fall zone. The tree is raised just a 

few inches above the roof to allow cutting without damage to the roof or shifting of the tree trunk. In this situation the 

trees were large enough to be sawn into logs for lumber, so the homeowner had some salvage value from the trees. 

Note the 2 x 10 board used as a skid for the legs to slide on as the come-along winches the tree upward.  

  

 

Although the two pine trees demolished the kitchen, there were no injuries as the homeowner was not present when 

the tornado struck.  It was necessary to cut the tree into smaller sections from inside the home, but carefully in case of 

any shifting of the tree or structure. 

  

  



These two photos show the tree trunks in the rear of the home after limbs have been removed and the damaged section 

that cut into the living room and bedroom. 

  

 

This shows the kitchen appliances with the refrigerator in the foreground. They were crushed below floor level. 

The home is not salvageable, but the homeowner was able to recover nearly all her belongings. When I offered her a 

bible, she broke into tears saying she was able to recover her family bible. When inside the home I noticed that on top of 

a stack of books, the ‘Holy Bible’ was the one on top. She was clearly a Christian and prayed with us on several 

occasions. 

  

  



A home on adjoining property had damages from two pine trees that broke and fell on the end of the home, mostly 

damaging a porch and preventing access to the home. The primary hazard to ERT members on this job was hanging 

limbs, known as ‘widow makers’. Frank Gramling expertly tossed a line through the hanging limbs on the first try. We 

pulled a rope through the limbs and were able to safely pull them down from out of the fall zone. The tractor and skid 

steer loader were instrumental in pulling the main trunks of the downed trees off the porch after most of the limbs were 

cut away. 

  

  



Damages in the path of the tornado were catastrophic in the main path. Few trees remained standing, and many homes 

were destroyed or severely damaged. One church was destroyed and one on the edge was heavily damaged on AL 382. 

 

   

  



We were blessed to have four ERT trailers with equipment for the response. This allowed the two teams to have two 

trailers at each work site. The highlight of the end of each workday was having a mobile shower facility provided by the 

Alabama – West Florida Conference along with outstanding meals provided by Brent United Methodist Church. 

 

 

  


