
ZACH PAUL CAN’T SAY WHAT 
causes the calm before the storm, but 
he knows how it feels. “It can be sort of 
an eerie feeling,” he says. “It goes from 
being very breezy to very quiet, and all 
of a sudden you look, and you’ve got a 
tornado coming right at you.” 

Paul, a storm chaser and 
meteorologist, has been fascinated 
with following storms since he began 
studying meteorology and atmospheric 
science as an undergraduate at MU. He 
has worked at KRCG, the CBS affiliate 
in Columbia, since 2003 and is now the 
chief meteorologist there. Throughout 
his career, Paul has pursued roughly 100 
storms and been in a few tight spots.

+ CLAIRE LANDSBAUM

Why do you enjoy storm chasing?
For me it’s really exciting. There are few 
places in your educational experience that 
you can look at a textbook and go, “OK, 
this is what it’s supposed to look like, 
and this is what it’s supposed to do,” and 
then you can go out and see what actually 
happens. To be able to connect those dots 
just makes it that much more exciting.

What does storm chasing 
contribute to scientific research? 
Right now we don’t know what triggers 
a tornado. Lead times are increasing 
because we know what ingredients it 
takes to produce one, but we don’t know 
what happens or how that happens. The 
primary focus of a lot of this research 
is to better the warning system because 
right now there are a lot of false alerts.
 
Tell us about some of your riskier 
storm chases.
I was near Topeka, and there was a storm 
that went tornadic right behind us. It was 
a very fast-moving storm. It’s dark, it’s 
pouring down rain, we’re in the middle of 
a tornado warning and can’t see anything. 
I was terrified. 

The other time was in Sedalia. We 
actually had to drive right into the path 

of that tornado so we could get out of 
there. That was a tense moment.

How has technology evolved since 
you started chasing storms?
It’s a day-and-night difference. When 
I went out 10 years ago, you couldn’t 
get Internet on your phone, but satellite 
radio was available. You would look at 
where everything was the night before, 
have a target, drive to that location and 
get there hours before anything would 
happen. Now you can just take your 
laptop with you.

For people who don’t have 
basements, what’s the best thing 
to do during a tornado warning?
The smartest thing is to make friends 
with your neighbors downstairs. If 
you’ve got a good relationship with 
your neighbors, then you can use 
their lowest level. If you don’t have a 
basement, and you don’t have a first floor, 
get in the central-most interior room 
of the building. Bathrooms are really 
good because they’ve got additional 
reinforcement with the pipes that run 
through the walls.

What would you say to someone 
who refused to seek shelter during 
a storm?

The reference I would use is, “Look what 
happened to Joplin.” People heard the 
warning and didn’t take action to protect 
themselves. As a broadcaster, I can tell 
you to go to your safe room until I’m 
blue in the face, but ultimately you’re the 
one who has to make that decision. It’s 
a matter of time until that big tornado 
actually happens.

What advice would you give to 
people who want to go out with 
their laptops and chase storms?
Don’t. When you get inexperienced 
people out chasing just because they want 
to take a cool photograph, that can put 
life and property in danger.  

Do you think the age of YouTube 
and social media has produced a 
lot of amateur storm chasers?
The fact that there is a camera on every 
phone now does give some people the 
feeling that, “Yeah, I can be a storm 
chaser. I can get this,” which is not the 
right mentality to have. 

I think everybody’s fascinated by 
storms. Whether you’re afraid of them 
or you love them, you’re still awed by 
them. Others want to capture that for 
themselves, and that’s when problems 
happen, when inexperienced people get 
out there.

ENDNOTES
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a conversation with

What’s your idea of 
heaven on earth?

+ IAN SERVANTES

MARILEE 
CLARK, 63
“Living every day 
to its fullest and 
honoring the people 
around me.”

CAMEO 
WINCHESTER, 35
“I’m living it. My 
family.” 

EMILY 
THORNTON, 18
“To be a college kid 
in Portland, Ore., 
forever.”

CINDEE 
CHAPPELL, 61
“To live in an 
environment that’s 
clean, green and be 
with ones you love.” 

SHERMUN 
THOMAS, 39
“Room service.”
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Local storm chaser 
keeps his head in 
the clouds

The conversation continues online with storm chaser Zach Paul.

ZACH PAUL

Zach Paul was named chief meteorologist at KRCG in March 2012. He also goes out on 
his own time to chase storms and take video and pictures of the severe weather. 


