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Abstract:

On July 16, 2019, Erin Rider interviewed Brianna Cooper for an oral history project at
Jacksonville State University focused on the tornado that struck Jacksonville, Alabama, on
March 19, 2018. The interview took place at the Houston Cole Library. Cooper shares her
personal experiences of the day, beginning with her decision to stay in Jacksonville rather than
attend a concert in Atlanta due to severe weather warnings. She describes the moments leading
up to the tornado, including her cautious decision to take shelter at her boyfriend’s apartment
near the police station. As the tornado hit, Cooper recounts the intense fear she felt, the
structural damage to the police station where they sheltered, and her relief at having narrowly
avoided being in her own apartment when it was struck by the tornado. Cooper provides vivid
descriptions of the aftermath, detailing the destruction of her apartment complex, the broken
windows, and the damage to her car. She reflects on the surreal and eerie atmosphere in the town
following the storm, marked by blaring alarms and widespread destruction. Cooper also
discusses the challenges she faced in the days and months following the tornado. She speaks
about her displacement, the difficulty of finding a new place to live, and the emotional toll of
simultaneously dealing with her father’s terminal illness. Despite these hardships, she highlights
the support system of friends and family who helped her cope. Cooper emphasizes the
importance of counseling and community support in recovering from such a traumatic event and
offers advice on disaster preparedness and resilience.



Erin Rider: My name is Erin Rider from Jacksonville State University. We are conducting an
oral history project of the Jacksonville tornado that occurred on March 19th, 2018. Today is July
16th, 2019, and we are hearing from Brianna Cooper who will share her experience of the
tornado and recovery. Our interview is taking place at the Houston Cole Library. How were you
affected by the tornado?

Brianna Cooper: Okay. So, on the day of the tornado, I had planned to go to an A Day to
Remember concert in Atlanta. I saw that the weather was predicted to be really bad along I-20
and they were even calling for tornadoes in Atlanta. So, I decided that I wasn’t going to go to
Atlanta, that [ was just going to stay here in Jacksonville instead. School had already gotten out
and everything, but I stayed behind just kind of — because it was peaceful at my apartment. My
roommates weren’t there and so I was just enjoying the quiet. So, that night, I was actually
playing video games on my computer which was right beside my window at Gamecock Village.
I was in building five. So, my boyfriend at the time had been on the computer playing video
games with me. He called me and he said that his mom called him and told him that there was
supposed to be really bad weather coming through Jacksonville and that he was going to come
pick me up because he wanted us to be together and it was safer at his apartment. Well, his
apartment was Campus Inn which had the roof ripped off of it at one point in time from storms.
So, I was really hesitant about that. I was like, “I don’t think that’s the safest place. I feel like
my apartment’s going to be the better option.” But he said that his mom had pointed out that it
was right by the JPD or UPD so we could run over there really quickly and they had a basement
in case of bad weather. So, [ was like, “Okay. That makes more sense.” So, he came and picked
me up and I had taken time to pack. I had a couple candles and stuff and flashlights that I had,
but I didn’t have a lighter to light my candles. So, I was like, “Okay. Well, we need to stop by
the dollar store before we go to your place so that we can get a lighter so I can, you know, light
the candles if the power goes out.” So, we stopped by Dollar General and then we had just
gotten back to his apartment when the tornado sirens started going off. It was that quick. So, we
got out of his car and I was like, “I’m not going up to your apartment. I’'m going straight to the
police station.” I just took off running. He’s not a runner so he just kind of walked behind me.
But I’m terrified of storms, like terrified. Whenever I was younger, I used to hide in my closet
whenever tornado watches and stuff were going on and look at tornado encyclopedias. So, we
got to the police station. Almost immediately when we got there, it started getting really bad
outside and started pouring down rain and the building started shaking. We figured out later that
that was the roof collapsing, part of it, on the police station. Part of the bricks came off and then
water started coming in on the inside. Whenever everybody went into the basement, I noticed
that everybody was just kind of sitting around on all the chairs and very spread out. Then all of a
sudden, when they heard the bricks and stuff and all the doors started shaking, everybody moved
to the inside of the room, which was where I was to begin with. I wasn’t sitting in a chair just so
I was closer to the floor. So, once it was over, we came out. At first, we didn’t think it was that
bad. We just thought that the wind had gotten up really bad. But then the police officers came in
and let us know there actually was a tornado. There was damage. They told us kind of where
they thought it had came through. Because at that point, they weren’t really a hundred percent
sure. But that they thought it was closer to the other side of campus which, of course, was where
my apartment was so I started panicking. So, we also had another friend who was in Patterson at
the time that got really hit by the tornado. So, we were worried about him too just because we
knew he was one of the only people that was still in the dorms because he was in an RA at the



time. So, we checked on him and then we went to check out my apartment. Luckily, I was on
the bottom floor. So, the only thing that really happened to my apartment was all the glass from
the windows got broken in. So, there was glass shards all over my room. There was some stuck
to my furniture and stuck in my bed and everything. It just blew out all the windows. I guess I
was really lucky because that’s where I would have been sitting had it been ten, fifteen minutes
later that he called me. Because I had no idea that it was supposed to even get bad weather in
Jacksonville. I knew it was supposed to get bad in Atlanta, but not in Jacksonville.

ER: When you were leaving the UPD, how quick did you get to your apartment? What was that
time frame?

BC: Because we were walking, because there was no way that you were driving at that point in
time. It took — We stopped to check on our friend at Patterson. We stayed there a few minutes
trying to help him get some of his stuff out of his apartment. Then we went to my apartment.

By the time we got there, they were actually cutting trees to kind of clear a path into the
apartment complex, but we just kind of walked around just to make sure. We got to see all of the
damage that there was, not my apartment building but one of the ones in Gamecock Village.
There was actually one of the toilets or sink or something that was broken on the third floor
apartment. There was water just pouring off out of the building onto the ground in front of the
building and then running off to the side. My car had been parked right in front of one of the
buildings that got severely hit. So, I checked on it and it was okay other than part of the roof had
caught the back end of it and ripped off my bumper. I actually have a picture of it and you can
see the piece of the roof and then my bumper and then my car. So, I got really, really lucky just
based on, like, we could have been out in it. We could have been at the dollar store. We could
have been at — I could have been at my apartment. We could have been on the road somewhere.

ER: The dollar store was devastated.

BC: Yes, it got completely wiped out. We were just in there right before the siren started going
off. We weren’t in that much of a hurry because we didn’t think that it was — she said bad
weather. She didn’t say tornado weather. She just said severe storms so we’re like, “Okay.”

ER: When you were walking to Patterson and to your apartment, how dangerous did it feel?
Were you worried about down power lines or trees or — was it dark at this time? Because it was
in the middle of the night by the time you’re walking over there.

BC: So, it wasn’t that bad until we started walking into Gamecock Village because the downed
power lines were kind of parallel to where we were walking. When we crossed them, they were,
the ones were still up. But yes, we didn’t go across down power lines and stuff like that to get to
my apartment. We kind of just weaved in and out of them so we didn’t have to cross them.

ER: What’s going through your mind when you’re seeing the damage? Then getting to your
apartment, seeing the damage there, what’s your thought process like?

BC: Well, at first, [ was thinking, “Oh, my goodness. I hope nobody was hurt.” Then after



seeing the damage and stuff, it’s really a shock because I never experienced — I mean, the 2011
tornadoes that came through Alabama, like one hit really close to my house. But we didn’t really
see it until a couple of days later whenever we could go volunteer to help clean up and stuff. So,
it wasn’t right afterwards and it’s just completely different. It was very eerie because all of the
sirens were still going off, like all of the alarms for all the buildings. It’s just deserted. There
was nobody. Nobody was out. I mean, a lot of people were gone. It was really silent.

ER: You said you had roommates, right?
BC: Right.
ER: Were they in contact with you or you were in contact with them?

BC: Well, I let them know that our apartment had its windows blown out and that they might
want to come get their stuff. But that was before we realized that they weren’t going to let us get
our stuff. They shut down the apartments, but that was before. I actually went in and got my
stuff because I didn’t have any — All I had were the clothes that was on me because I hadn’t
packed a bag or anything. I mean, I had my candles, but — [laughter] So, I had to go in and grab
my stuff just enough so that [ would have clothes and stuft to stay with somebody. Because I
knew that we wouldn’t be able to stay in the apartments, especially ours because part of our
building had the roof ripped off too. I just knew they were going to shut it down. But my
thought process for that was, “If I don’t get it now, I may not be able to get it in the future.” So, I
got all of my mementos and stuff more than clothes and that kind of thing. But then after we got
all that, we started to walk out. Then they were finally, we could see the cops and everything
were finally coming out and closing off the areas and stuff to keep people from going in. But
somehow, we beat them, I guess [laughter].

ER: So, what happens later that night and the next couple days? Where do you stay? How do
you start that process of trying to make sense of everything?

BC: So, because my car was in the apartment complex, I didn’t have a way to get home. So, |
stayed that night with my boyfriend in his dorm room — or it’s an apartment through campus.
But I stayed there that night. Then the next day, my mom tried to come down and get me. It
took her — We live two hours away and it took her close to four and a half hours to get here just
because of everything from here to there that she had to go through. But she finally made it here
and picked me up and made it back to my house up there. By that point, I mean, all of my books
and stuff, I didn’t grab any of those. They were all in my car in my backpack. So, I didn’t even
think to grab those. So, I had no books for classes and we didn’t know what was going on with
that till later on. It was a lot. I don’t know about everybody, but it was kind of perfect timing for
me. Because just a couple of days after that, my dad got put in the hospital and he was
diagnosed with liver failure. So, he passed away two weeks later. I wouldn’t have gotten to
spend that time with him was it not for the tornado and us not being out on break and everything.

ER: Sorry to hear that. Then to go through all that, that tragedy and then to be disrupted from
your home.



BC: It was a lot to handle at one time mainly because I was having to deal with — because I'm
the only child. He was divorced from my mom and his wife had passed away the previous
September. So, it was just him and just me. So, I was having to deal with his house stuft and all
his everything and then trying to find an apartment for myself because I had to come back. I
actually worked for JSU. I was a teacher for the MS-100 classes. So, whenever school started
back whether I chose to end my classes or not, I still had to come back to work. So, it was really
hard to go back and forth in the meantime while I was trying to find somewhere for me to live
permanently.

ER: Thinking about, then, your apartment, so when did they say that it was that you couldn’t get
access to it? Was that pretty right away?

BC: I think it was the next day that they said that right now it wasn’t accessible and they would
let us know if it ever would be — if we could ever come in and get our stuff. Because at first,
they didn’t know. They did say the buildings that weren’t as affected as mine and the other two
that got hit the worst, that those would be able to come in and get their stuff, but we didn’t know
about ours just because of the integrity of the building. But they eventually ended up saying that
unless we were in these few rooms in our building that we could come in and get our own stuff.
The other rooms, they actually went in and got the stuff for them, but we were lucky. I mean, |
had so much help moving all my stuff out. All of my friends and family came together. We
were moved out in fifteen minutes. It didn’t take long at all. I had a lot of stuft.

ER: Did your stuff encounter any damage?

BC: So, I had my comforter and stuff on my bed got pretty damaged just because of all the glass
and stuff. I didn’t trust it trying to pick all the glass out. My furniture that was right by the
window actually had some glass shards in it, but I got those out. I mean, it wasn’t like it was
destroyed. All of the stuff around the window just from the rain and stuff, I didn’t get to keep,
but it wasn’t like where I had gotten rain damage all over my apartment because I was lucky and
had a bottom floor so I still had those people above me. I didn’t have as much stuff damaged as
much as my car and not being able to come back into my apartment.

ER: You said you were searching for a new place to live, how’d that process go and how long
did it take?

BC: So, I was avidly searching for three months. A bunch of the places that I called said that
they had openings, but that I would not be able to see the apartment before I moved in. That was
a lot of the places that I was looking at. I really just, I don’t like to move into places sight unseen
because they didn’t even have pictures of what it looked like before the previous tenants moved
in. So, I finally found a place that had pictures of what it looked like before the last tenants
moved in. They basically told me it was still going to be sight unseen for that apartment, but I
could at least see how it was going to look, hopefully. So, I actually got to move in on the 29th
of June, finally. That was a lifesaver.

ER: Well, I’'m thinking because you said that you’re going back and forth from where your
family is and then you’re trying to return to work. You haven’t gotten to school yet. What was



that like then in between not being in a permanent place until June 29th? What were your living
arrangements?

BC: So, I was still working that summer. I was still taking classes here, but my classes were
online. So, that was also lucky. But I was either staying with friends or I would stay with my
boyfriend during the weeks. Then on the weekend, like every weekend, I would go home. But
the other problem was that I didn’t have a car. So, my mom would have to drive down every
Thursday because I didn’t have Friday classes. I only taught on Tuesday and Thursday. So, she
would drive down, pick me up, and then bring me back on Monday whenever I had to be back
for class. Then she did that every week. Then my boyfriend would drive me around or my
friends drive me around. It was basically like I was fifteen again.

ER: Timagine that’d be an adjustment.
BC: It really was an adjustment.
ER: How’s your car? What was the damage on your car?

BC: So, they ended up totaling it just based on cosmetic damage from shingles and stuff like
that. But I found someone who would fix it for less. So, they didn’t have to total it because it
was under that amount. So, I got it fixed. It was never the same after the tornado. I should have
definitely just had it totaled. But I was like, “It’s still such a great car. I had low miles; nothing
had ever been wrong with it.” I was like, “I don’t want to total it. I want to keep my car.”

ER: But did you notice what’s different about it?

BC: So, they had to actually repaint it because of all the cosmetic damage. So, when they put
the doors back on, they didn’t put them on correctly. So, they didn’t shut it, which means — I
have a mustang. So, the top part of the window is actually the door where it shuts. So, because
it wasn’t put on correctly, it leaked. So far, I’ve had to take it back three different times to get
them to try to fix it, but it’s never been the same.

ER: It’s so hard.
BC: Yes.
ER: What were your greatest challenges following the tornado?

BC: Actually, one of the worst things was sleeping afterwards because I’'m already so scared of
storms. Just scared that another one was going to happen especially if there was bad weather or
if it was super windy outside and I could hear the trees knocking against the house or anything
like that. I didn’t sleep at all really the next week. It was very minimal, only a few hours at a
time. I just kept waking up. Then after that, it was with bad weather. I still have trouble with
bad weather. I still panic. Another challenge would probably be the car, like finding people to
take me different places because I lost a lot of freedom. I didn’t really realize how much
freedom I had when I had a car until I didn’t have a car anymore and then I had to ask for rides



and different stuff. I guess, I took it for granted and I got to see kind of what it’s like on the other
side.

ER: In terms of your classes and work, did you struggle or was that disrupted in any way?

BC: So, I ended up taking my grades for my classes because there was just so much going on,
there was no way — I had two ten-page papers due within the next two weeks if I would have
kept going on my classes, there was no way. So, I took my grades with those. So, I didn’t really
struggle with those once I figured out that we could keep our grades. Before that, I was
struggling because [ was trying to keep up with my schoolwork and that kind of thing without
having books. Work wasn’t bad because they were working with me. They kind of understood
my situation and they had a couple other people that was working with them that had gotten
damages or were affected. They made it to where it was easier for me. I didn’t have to stress out
as much about working all the time. So, I ended up working, but it kind of worked out that they
gave that option that you can kind of take your grade because a lot of people ended up not
coming back. So, we only had a few that we had to come in for and then we worked with them
kind of on when they wanted to come in. So, we didn’t have to work normal hours. We kind of
worked whatever hours that they wanted to come in. So, it worked out better.

ER: You said you got to the apartment around June 29th. When was your car fixed?

BC: It got fixed probably right around that time, too. Because it took me a while to find
somebody to actually fix it, that would fix it instead of totaling it.

ER: Makes sense.
BC: Yes.

ER: So, when we think about disaster resilience, we’re talking about the capacity to cope with or
adapt to the recovery challenges brought by the tornado. Can you talk more about this? Maybe
think about what helps you cope with the challenges from the tornado?

BC: So, after the tornado and in conjunction with my dad and everything, it was really, really
difficult for me. I didn’t know heads from tails for a couple weeks. One of my friends suggested
counseling. So, I actually started going to the counseling center on campus. She was amazing.
She helped me. She listened to me. She helped me devise strategies on ways to cope and
different — I guess, coping mechanisms that I could do. So, one of those was actually the
coloring pages, that helps me forget about everything else and just focus on that and jigsaw
puzzles. So, that helped me with the emotional coping part. Listening to music helped a lot.
Then as far as not having a car or a place to live or anything dealing with that, I had a really great
support system that would help me, that took me anywhere I needed to go. They let me crash on
their couch if I needed to, anything like that.

ER: It really was like three months of you don’t really have your own permanent place to stay.



BC: Plus, JSU helped with that, too, because at least, during the last part of the semester, they
actually gave me a dorm room that I could stay in until classes were over. So, that helped during
that time. But then after that, whenever I had summer classes, I had to kind of couch surf for a
little bit.

ER: You had people there that were able to help you with that, right?

BC: Yes. I never had to worry about it. I mean, somebody was always there to take me in. |
tried to rotate so I wasn’t with one person all the time because I know having an extra person that
you’re not used to is a lot.

ER: It sounds like they wanted to help though?
BC: Yes. They really did. I have a really good support system.
ER: Well, what advice would you give others about how to deal with an event like a tornado?

BC: Counseling, definitely, or just having someone there that they can talk to. Maybe not
necessarily counseling, but as long as they have somebody that they can talk to if they have any
problems or questions or fears or anything, like. That helped me so much. Also, being prepared
for such a disaster. Because even though I’d never experienced one, just being in emergency
management, | kind of knew what to expect and the series of events that would happen
afterwards. I mean, just being prepared, have your tornado kit ready.

ER: T know I thought, when you said that you already thought about going to UPD, you were
already thinking about what structure would be best in that kind of event. Even when you didn’t
really think that, people weren’t really talking about that it was going to be a tornado yet or not,
you were already thinking about that.

BC: Yes. But just in case, know where you’re going to go because knowing where you’re going
to go, at least you have a plan. Have a backup plan just in case that plan doesn’t work out, in
case that gets demolished or something. Always have a backup plan.

ER: Now, thinking back to like, you finally get into your apartment stuff, any other things that
you were doing to help out with the recovery in addition to counseling?

BC: Volunteering helped me a lot, too, getting out in the community and helping with cleanup
and stuff. That really helped. I didn’t really get to volunteer as much as I wanted to just because
I had to drive two hours to volunteer, but we did get to volunteer a couple of days. Then that
summer, we worked with [Five Star?] Academy. They have to do service learning. We chose to
do it on the disaster and like giving back and stuff. So, we helped out then, too. We tried to do a
canned food drive and different things like that to give back to our community and learn about
different things that the students could do. I thought that was really —

ER: Sounds like perfect timing and helpful.



BC:

ER:

Yes.

Is there anything else you’d like us to know kind of about your experience or anything that

we didn’t touch on?

BC:

ER:

BC:

ER:

BC:

ER:

I don’t think so. No. I’m not sure.

Okay.

I think I covered everything unless you have any other question.

I don’t have anything specific. Well, we thank you for sharing your story with us —
Thanks for listening.

And being able to recover as well as you have, especially with the multiple tragedies that

you went through. It sounds, like, kind of gave helpful advice to people in the future that may be
able to listen to this and get some better insights. So, thank you.

BC:

Thank you.

End of Transcript
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