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COVER STORY

n her way to the bank, 
driving along one of 
the few roads that lead 
into the middle of the 
small town of Harvest, 
AL, Judi Pittman looks 
at a small white house 

sitting all alone on the barren land-
scape. She thinks back to a time just 
a few weeks earlier when she made 
the same journey. Only then, the 
house was barely visible through the 
large trees that obscured the view.

“Now it sits there by itself, and it 
looks so strange,” says Pittman, pres-

ident of Nitro Green Lawn Care. 
Those trees fell victim to the 

most prolifi c spate of tornadoes this 
country has ever seen. Hundreds of 
tornadoes were reported on April 27, 
including an F5 tornado that wound 
its way through Harvest. 

The storms killed hundreds of 
people across the country. Fortu-
nately none of Nitro Green’s employ-
ees were lost or injured, though sev-
eral did have damage to their homes. 

Disasters, whether they’re tor-
nadoes, hurricanes, fl oods or some 
other form of Mother Nature’s 
wrath, have the potential to uproot 
more than just trees. What follows 
are the stories of three companies 
and how they prepared and lived 
through the worst nature could 
throw at them.
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Workers from Homestead Landscaping, 

Bondville, VT, clean up after Hurricane Irene; 

Waters rise in Vermont after the storm (inset).

HURRICANE
Vermont isn’t generally the fi rst state to 
come to mind when most people think 
about hurricane damage.

But as it slid along the East Coast 
and headed north, Hurricane Irene was 
both fi guratively and literally on the 
radar of Tami B. Blanchard, president 
and owner of Homestead Landscaping 
in the ski resort town of Bondville. 

“You fi nd yourself checking the 
weather every time you walk by the 
kitchen and the iPad is sitting on the 
counter,” Blanchard says. “You’re 
pulling up the weather report and 
hoping that little weather bug warn-
ing isn’t the fi rst thing that pops up on 
the screen. You’re listening to the rain 
outside. Is it heavy? Is it the rain or is 
it the wind blowing the trees around? 
You don’t sleep. You wonder what’s 
going on.”

What was going on was the rain 
from Hurricane Irene. It began pound-
ing the community on the night of 
August 27, a Saturday. Blanchard, along 
with her husband, Steve, moved the 
company’s 24 trucks and other equip-
ment to their home located not too far 
away, but on higher ground. 

Steve returned to the business 
Sunday morning around 8 and started 
moving more equipment. Blanchard 
recalls trying to call him a few 
times without success.

“He called back, probably 
around 10:30 to let me know 
the place was under water, and 
I needed to get down there 
now,” Blanchard says. “The 

river had jumped its banks 
up the road and come 

across the back of 
the library, which 
is right across the 

street from us, and then 
right through the front of 

our property.”
A river behind the company’s 

property would later jump its banks and 
wash away 20-30 feet of the property.

“We had water in the offi ce. We had 
damage to two of our storage sheds. We 
have three large landscape venues that 
were completely silted in,” Blanchard 
says. “Our front parking lot was gone. 
We lost a lot of material — gravel and 
driveway surfaces throughout. The 
irrigation in our nursery was totally 
destroyed. Our irrigation pump was 
fi lled with silt.”

The company also lost about 
$40,000 worth of nursery materi-
als, much of which were to be used 
for installation jobs later that season. 
Between cleanup, lost materials and 
equipment, and damage to structures, 
the Federal Emergency Management 
Association (FEMA) estimated Home-
stead took a $290,700 hit.

But that’s just the damage to the exist-

ing structures. It doesn’t take into account 
the effect it will have on future business.

“I expect to take a 5% hit to our bot-
tom line,” Blanchard says. “Our bottom 
line this time of year is very suscep-
tible to weather. If we can get through 
November with no snow, we can work 
installation longer. If it starts snowing 
November 1st, and installation is shut 
down, that impacts our bottom line.”

It also has an effect on her employees.
“We were pretty clear with our guys 

about what that means — no new trucks 
this year. It probably means no profi t 
sharing this year.”

The company is eligible for a Ver-
mont Development Economic Author-
ity loan and for loans through FEMA. 

“Most of the damage we have, we’ve 
resigned ourselves to the fact that it’s 
going to go back together over time and 
we’ll make it work,” Blanchard says.

And that’s just what they’ve been 
doing.

“We were back mowing lawns on 
Tuesday,” Blanchard says. “We had to be. 
It’s amazing the things that are changed 
or gone and the things that are still here. 
There seems to be no rhyme or reason 
as to how that happened. You can’t curl 
up into a ball and cry about it.”



COVER STORY

continued on page14 IL
LU

ST
R

A
TI

O
N

 B
Y:

 IS
TO

C
K 

IN
TE

R
N

A
TI

O
N

A
L 

IN
C

.; 
PH

O
TO

S 
C

O
U

R
TE

SY
: M

IC
H

A
EL

 E
KL

U
N

D

April tornadoes created extensive 

damage throughout Alabama, such as 

these post-twister scenes in Harvest.

TORNADO
Hurricanes are monstrous storms that 
generally wreak havoc across areas 
measured in the hundreds of miles. Tor-
nadoes generally infl ict their damage on 
a comparatively smaller area — gener-
ally. From April 25-28 a super outbreak 
of more than 300 tornadoes impacted 
areas across the South, Midwest and 
Northeast. No state was hit more 
intensely than Alabama. 

Harvest, AL, home to Nitro Green 
Lawn Care and that house now sitting 
on a treeless patch of land, was one of 
the hardest hit communities. Harvest 
was struck by an F5 tornado, the most 
severe designation for tornadoes. 

“Everyone in the community had 
their televisions on because the weather 
was so terrible,” recalls Pittman. Sitting 
in the midst of the tornado belt, it’s not 
unusual to hear a meteorologist track a 
tornado as it travels from one commu-
nity to the next.

“That particular day they were com-
ing through about every 15 minutes,” 
Pittman says. “You’d hear them say, 
‘There’s one that’s just been spotted at 
Highway 72 and Wall-Triana (High-
way) and now it’s heading up to this 
area.’  My family and I were watching 
television, and every time they would 
do that, we would go, ‘Oh my goodness, 
it’s coming right at us.’”

Fortunately, the business and Pitt-
man’s home and those of her employees 
were largely spared. But the city was 
without power for a week.

Pittman contacted all of her 
employees on their cell phones on 
Thursday, the day after the tornadoes, 
and told them to meet her at her home 
on Friday. Pittman drove to the offi ce 
and looked through the company’s fi les 
to fi nd her employees’ net pay for a 
40-hour week. 

“I came down here and handwrote 
paychecks for all our staff,” Pittman 
recalls. “Of course, they’d only worked 
two days that week, but people have 
to have food and pay their bills. The 
next week the power did not come on 
until Wednesday. So again, we paid our 
employees for the entire week.

“It was about two weeks without 
doing lawns, which in our busy season 
really put us behind. There were a lot 
of lawns where we couldn’t really do 
anything. We contacted all the custom-
ers we could to fi nd out who might have 
lost their homes to see if we could do 
anything to help them.”

Pittman sent her employees out to 
take notes on which customers’ lawns 

could be treated. If they got there and 
there was debris all over, they would put 
that in their notes and Pittman would put 
a reminder in the computer system to 
check back with them a couple weeks later 
to see if the debris had been cleared off.

“Our policy has always been, if 
weather or something like that keeps 
our employees from working, we 
continue to pay them anyway,” Pittman 
says. “At the beginning of the year, we 
had snowstorms and freezes that were 
unheard of in Alabama. Usually we start 
to do our lawns the fi rst week of Janu-
ary. This year because of storms that 
kept us — in one case — in our house 
where we couldn’t even get down the 
driveway, for 10 days. Our employees 
couldn’t work those times either. In 
January, instead of a normal month, we 
only had fi ve days where they could go 
out and work on customer lawns. We 
paid them for the whole month.”
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continued on page16

continued from page 12

FLOOD
The damage from a hurricane and a 

tornado, while severe, is short-lived 
— like ripping off a bandage — 

painful but over quickly. The 
potential devastation Justin 
Hill, president, Hill’s Lawn 

& Landscape, Platte City, MO, 
faced was a slow, lingering one — like 

waiting days or weeks to hear back from 
the doctor about medical tests.

Fortunately for Hill, this disease was 
a false positive.

The worry began around Memorial 
Day, when Hill was returning from an 

out-of-town trip. The rumor around 
town was that the Army Corps of Engi-
neers was going to open the Gavins 
Point Dam, more than 300 miles to 
the north in South Dakota. Platte City, 
which had been facing a drought, would 
soon get more water than it wanted.

The Missouri River soon began to 
overrun its banks, the water slowly work-
ing its way up the side of the town’s levy. 
By August the water was three-quarters 
up the levy, the highest point it would 
reach.

But just because the water stopped 
rising didn’t mean the danger was over. 

“A levy is made out of dirt,” Hill says. 
“Any time water sits against it, your days 
are numbered. It’s a big sponge. If water 

PLAN OF ATTACK
 By Beth Geraci Senior Editor

When meteorologists forecasted that 

Hurricane Irene would hit the East 

Coast hard, Stamford, CT-based 

Eastern Land Management (ELM) wasted no 

time in preparing. 

Irene was due to make landfall Sunday morning. 

Seventy-two hours before that, ELM got busy devising 

its response plan, relying on detailed information from a 

weather service for assistance. 

Through that service, ELM learned the hurricane’s estimated 

arrival time, its wind speed and the amount of potential rainfall 

expected. Consequently, ELM was able to create a detailed 

post-hurricane program for its customers, informing them of the 

company’s response initiative that Friday.

“We didn’t want to give them any false pretenses,” says ELM 

president Bruce Moore. “We are not, you know, going to jeopardize 

our crews. We’re not going to be there until the storm is over.” 

Keeping customers abreast of ELM’s plans was important, 

Moore says, because “we wanted to give them peace of mind. 

We want our customers to understand we’re kind of their third 

eye. We want them to know we’re watching out for their proper-

ties, and we’re not just there to cut the grass.” 

ELM not only ramped up its communication with clients, it also 

ramped up its equipment supply. It reserved two chipper rentals 

and bought a few new chainsaws, rope and miscellaneous items. 

“The uncertainty is the hardest part about preparing for one of 

these storms,” Moore says. “We prepared for the worst.”

The company focused most 

on readying its crews. That 

meant pulling workers off 

jobs to prepare, moving 

trucks to locations where 

they couldn’t be damaged by 

falling branches, and holding 

a managers meeting three days 

before the hurricane to create 

a checklist of potential problems 

and how to prevent them.

“Everybody rallied to the cause and 

everybody worked hard to cover all the 

bases,” Moore says. ELM even booked 

hotel rooms for its crews in case they had 

trouble getting home. 

When Irene fi nally did hit, ELM sent out 

12 crews, mobilizing them by 4 a.m. Monday. But when the work-

ers inspected the sites in ELM’s 35-mile service area, they saw 

that Irene didn’t create nearly as much damage as expected. It was 

good for the Stamford community but bad for ELM’s business.

“In some cases there was work to be done, but ultimately the 

storm didn’t do a lot of damage,” says Moore. “We bought three 

chainsaws, which are probably still in the box.”

Moore’s crews were engulfed in cleanup for only a day and half 

after Irene, bringing in about $6,000 in revenue. That was drasti-

cally less than the roughly $30,000 ELM earned in March 2010, 

when one storm kept Moore’s crews busy for more than a week. 

But ultimately, Moore says, the lengths ELM went to in 

preparing for Irene were worthwhile. “We got very positive 

feedback from clients,” he says.

A tree smashed 

through the roof 

of a home in 

Trumbull, CT, 

near Stamford.
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Justin Hill and his 

team in Platte City, 

MO, joined the 

community in fi lling 

50,000 sandbags to 

contain fl oodwaters 

from the Missouri 

River.

is three-quarters up the levy and sits 
there for 60-90 days, it gets your atten-
tion on a daily basis.”

Hill and his team are part of the levy 
district responsible for monitoring the 
levy. They, along with much of the rest 
of the town, worked to fortify the area’s 
fl ood defenses by fi lling more than 
50,000 sandbags.

“We have dump trucks. We hauled 
sandbags with those trucks,” Hill says. 
“We converted our salt spreaders that 
are used in snow. We designed a chute 
to fi t on our salt spreaders, which fun-
nels the sand and drops it right into the 
sandbag.” That allowed crews to fi ll 50 
bags in fi ve minutes.

“It’s kind of neat to take your snow 
equipment in the middle of summer in 
100-degree weather and put it to use,” Hill 
says. Hill donated the use of three or four 
trucks and three Bobcats to the efforts.

“There’d be times a guy would have 

to check the levy at midnight or 1 o’clock 
in the morning. And you’re back at your 
facility at 7 a.m. to get your guys going.”

Hill didn’t lose any business during 
the extended levy watch. He rotated his 
work schedule and continued to pay his 
employees, even when they were doing 
the volunteer sandbagging work.

All these companies faced serious, 
potentially business-ending natural 

disasters and survived. Perhaps it has 
as much to do with their attitudes as it 
does with being prepared. That’s best 
summed up by Blanchard, who says, “I 
feel very fortunate that all we lost was 
stuff. We didn’t lose our home and we 
didn’t lose people. It can all be replaced. 
It’s just going to take some time and 
that’s perfectly fi ne.” LM


