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The day the blue convertible disappeared started just like any other Kansas day. A hot sun sent thermometer to 85 degrees. A few innocent looking clouds dotted the sky. No one suspected that before the day’s end, disaster and mystery would destroy the serenity of the countryside.
It was May 29, 1959. In the little town of Washington, near the Nebraska border, 34 high school seniors went about making final preparations for their graduation exercises that evening.

Hundreds of travelers moved on U.S. Highway 36, their destinations unknown. Among them was Nick Roderick of Hartford, Conn., on his way to California to continue his work as a carpenter contractor. Roderick was happy and confident behind the wheel of his white Nash station wagon, just two weeks old. The speedometer would soon turn over 1400 miles.

 Somewhere on the highway Roderick was traveling was a blue convertible. Who was driving it or where it was going no one knows.
Gradually the clouds that had provided shade from the sun became more formidable looking. The thermometer dropped to 60 degrees. In the southwest, tornadic winds were spawning.
Roderick, a 41-years-old bachelor, entered the east boundary of Washington county about 7 p.m. The sky was dark and gusty by this time. But he could dimly see the gentle, rolling hills and the neat farmsteads on both sides of the road.

At exactly 7:30, when Roderick was 71/2 miles east of Washington, the tornado left its spawning grounds, and moved northeast. Seeing it come toward him, Roderick pulled to a frantic stop on the shoulder of the road and flung himself out of the car.
He ran back of the car, and without thinking, grabbed hold of the bumper with his right hand, clutching dirt and gravel with the other. The roaring twister reached him at that moment and tore the car from Roderick’s grasp, ripping the skin from his fingers.
The stunned man, praying for safety, then flung himself flat on the ground, clutching and grasping to keep from being sucked into the funnel’s mouth. He saw his car, lifted and borne by the wind, pass over him at least twice before the twister moved on.
He also saw lights of another car in the churning air above him.
Roderick, his face and clothes torn and muddy, his fingernails caked with dirt and gravel, stood up and started running down the highway. He picked up by Jack Bergen of Marysville, Kan., who had been traveling behind Roderick and who had pulled off the road and headed for the ditch half a mile down the road.

Too shaken and bruised to talk much, Roderick was taken to a motel, then treated by a physician who placed him in a hospital for two days. During this time he was especially concerned about the other car which had also been caught up in the tornado. Over and over he spoke of seeing its lights burning in the air about him.

Meanwhile back in Washington at the Steak House Café, another unidentified motorist was giving an exited report. His car had been turned around twice by the tornado, he told Undersheriff Jack Nabors and civil defense Chief Elmer Bullimore. Both windshield wipers had been torn off. The motorist and his little boy both had been unnerved by the experience, but had managed to reach town.
But he had one additional concern.

Behind him, her said, were two cars, one a blue convertible. Neither car had come out of the storm area after tornado had passed.
Immediately Sheriff John Hood and others went to investigate. They found what was left of Roderick’s station wagon strewn over an area of one half mile square. Seats were in one spot, the motor in another. The biggest single intact piece was the rear wheels and the drive shaft housing which had been dropped in the middle of a wheat field.

The men agreed that that had never seen an automobile so completely demolished. Much of it was never found.
Clothes were here and there, some of them hanging on a barbed wire fence. Carpenter’s tools lay scattered over a pasture to the west. An expensive white blanket was blown across the road into a field nearly a half mile south of the road.
In driving rain the men searched. But they found no trace of a blue convertible. And they tended to discount the story.

But Ran Anderson, a Wyoming motorist, also had seen the funnel and abandoned his car about one-half mile east of where Roderick’s car was hit. He told authorities he saw two sets of headlights in the air at same time. Only one set of headlights had been accounted for.

So the search went on. Men from the Washington fire department joined the Civil Defense authorities, highway patrol officers and law officers in a thorough exploration of the area.

They worked under handicaps. The high winds had been followed by heavy rain and mud. The night was pitch black. Wheat was shoulder high, making it impossible to see a step ahead.

Until 4:30 a.m. the men searched, working in pairs, expecting at any moment to come upon twisted wreckage and mangled bodies. They found nothing.

Finally they sent to Topeka for a National Guard plane. It, too, continued the search for anything at all might be part of a blue convertible. Nothing was found.

What happened to the car which several motorists saw tossed high in the car ?

Eventually a helicopter from the Clay Center National Guard unit was requisitioned. Inch by inch, foot by foot, it covered the ground, hovering over any spot that might be revealing. At noon the helicopter crew, too, gave up the search.

In the next two days, hundreds of curious folk trampled what once had been a field of waving wheat. They carried off souvenirs from Roderick’s demolished car. They carried away the doors with the locks knocked out so neatly a mechanic might have done the work, the tires and panes of windshield no bigger than eight inches square.

Art Malsbury found purchase agreement for the new station wagon in a tree a quarter of a mile from the road. A piece of overalls, not Roderick’s was found entangled in the fence. But nobody found a trace of the blue convertible.

Had it gone on through, ahead of the tornado? One traveler had reported it behind him. Might it be lying at the bottom of a farm pond not far away? Or at the bottom of a creek running along the east edge of the debris-strewn fields?
And what about the two sets of headlights?
That there was a blue convertible authorities have no doubt. Too many persons, reporting independently, saw it to discount its existence.

Today a new fence replaces the one destroyed on the night of May 29. Wreckage of a barn knocked down by the tornado has been cleared away. Another wheat crop has been cut from the field once littered by pieces of Roderick’s station wagon.

Everything seems settled and serene. But the men who drove the highway that stormy night and the men who searched it still wonder: Where is the blue convertible?
