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HOW TO PREPAREfor ANYTHING

DON’T BE CAUGHT 
UNPREPARED WHEN 
THE UNTHINKABLE 

HAPPENS. LEARN FROM 
EXPERTS AND THOSE 

WHO’VE SURVIVED 
TORNADOES, FIRE, 
FREEZE, FLOODS, 

AND THEFT—SO YOU 
CAN BE READY IF 

DISASTER STRIKES. 

text by S . H O L L A N D  M U R P H Y 

photography by E L I Z A B E T H  L AV I N

MOTHER NATURE CAN BE UNPREDICTABLE AND MERCILESS.  
In just the last three years, Dallas has seen the costliest tornado outbreak 
in Texas history and the coldest temperature on record for the area since 

1949, part of a winter storm that left thousands without power for days and 
countless homes damaged as a result of burst pipes and broken water heat-

ers. Of course, disaster can strike at any moment—both of the natural and 
manmade varieties—so your best bet is to be ready. Those who have lived 

through the worst tell what they learned from their experiences, and indus-
try experts share home- and life-saving tips you can put into action now,

so you’ll be ready for whatever comes your way.

Call for Help
Inexpensive but ef-

fective, a whistle can 
help first responders 

locate you in the
 aftermath of a 

disaster.

Weather or Not
If the power goes out, 

a battery-powered 
radio can keep you 

informed.

Hot
Topic

Having a fire extin-

guisher in your home is 

a good start, but make 

sure yours is the right 

kind and up to date—

and that you know 

how to use it. 

LOOK FOR AN ABC CLASS 

FIRE EXTINGUISHER, 

which means it is suitable for 

use in most types of fire

MOST EXTINGUISHERS 

LAST FIVE TO 15 YEARS. 

Not sure how old yours is? 

Check to see if the pressure 

gauge needle is in the green 

range. If it is, it’s operable. 

TO OPERATE, 

REMEMBER P.A.S.S.:

 Pull the pin; Aim low; 

Squeeze the lever; 

Sweep side to side

On October 20, 2019, as many 
Dallasites were watching the 

Cowboys crush the Eagles, an EF-3 
TORNADO SWEPT NORTH TEXAS, 
hitting Preston Hollow particularly 

hard. The result: $1.5 billion in 
damages—the costliest tornado 

outbreak in Texas history. 

Dallas Fire Rescue 
responded to more 
than16,034 HOUSE 
AND STRUCTURE 

FIRES in 2021
SOURCE:  

DALLAS CITY HALL

8 FIRE DEATHS 
in Dallas in 2021 

(as of Dec. 15)
SOURCE: 

DALLAS CITY HALL

-2 DEGREES FARENHEIT – the low 
on February 16, 2021, the coldest 

recorded temperature at DFW 
International Airport in 72 years

SOURCE: THE DALLAS MORNING NEWS
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FOREVER  
ALTERED

ITH THE WAIL 
OF STORM 
SIRENS BLAR-
ING, Ron and 
Gail Berlin left 
the Cowboy game 
playing in their 

media room and made a mad 
dash for the basement. Two sets 
of solid walnut double doors flew 
backwards off their hinges, one 
smashing into a Frederick Mor-
gan painting worth $192,000. A 
grandfather clock hurtled behind 
as they ran down the stairs to the 
wine cellar. They 
didn’t even have 
time to make it all 
the way to their con-
crete safe room; the 
tornado was gone in 
less than a minute. 

Come daylight, 
Ron already had 
a crew of carpen-
ters boarding up 
windows. Their 
son, who helps run 
the Berlin’s real 
estate development 
firm, brought heavy 
equipment and nine 
chainsaws from the 
family’s Oklahoma 
ranch to clear the 
roadway and remove 
trees from the site. 
Artwork and valu-
ables were swiftly taken away to 
storage.

Though the Berlins’   
11,000-square-foot Preston Hol-
low home didn’t incur any major 
structural damage, they ended up 
with a total loss between $3 and 
$4 million. The roof alone, made 

of Ludowici terra cotta tiles, was a 
$750,000 claim (a company  
from Florida flew out to seal 
the damaged roof with a plastic 
shrink-wrap-like cover).

The timing stung. Their long-
time designer, Denise McGaha, 
had just completed finishing 

touches on an 
arduous gut ren-
ovation a month 
prior. 

But Ron 
believes the 
only way to get 
through a cata-
strophic event 
is to treat your 
beloved home like 
what it really is: 
an investment. 
He happily came 
to an agree-
ment with Pure 
Insurance in just 
over two months, 
a quick process 
compared to 
many who were 
frozen by the 
trauma or who 

battled adjusters for months on 
end. “It is an emotional experi-
ence,” says Ron. “But you have 
to get over the emotion to get on 
with getting the claim handled 
immediately and doing anything 
to protect the asset that is remain-
ing on the property.”

AT ONE POINT IN THE DAY AF-
TER THE STORM, Peggy Levinson 
realized neighbors she had never 
met were clearing tree limbs from 
her yard and sweeping glass inside. 
Though the tornado destroyed 
houses, it brought the community 
together. “And then reality set in,” 
says Levinson, which was that the 
modern white stucco house she 
and husband Dana Fuller fell in 
love with a decade earlier was now 
unlivable. Worst of all: Of the 50 or 
so trees on her half-acre waterfront 
property, nearly 20 had to be hauled 
away. (Her insurance allowance for 
that work was depleted within two 
days.) It took 14 months to get the 
house back the way it was, though 
Peggy misses the natural shade 
canopy that once stood outside.  
But she is slowly replanting—sever-
al live oaks and a weeping willow at 
the water’s edge, thus far. 

REPLANT WISELY
Seek out a professional tree service 
that will evaluate your land to plant 
appropriate trees in optimal spots, 
and most importantly, will guarantee 
the trees’ survival—most services will 
replace those that fail within a year.

ARE YOU COVERED?
Most insurance policies will cover 
damage caused by fallen trees, but 
many don’t cover the cost of replant-
ing. If the value of your property 
hinges on your greenery, you can talk 
to an insurance broker or agent to get 
coverage over yard and garden. 

DON’T FORGET 
DESIGNERS
“An interior designer is more  

than someone who just selects the  
furniture and the paint colors,” says 
Denise McGaha. “We’re helping a  
family rebuild their home—and I  

don’t take that lightly.” It’s a senti-
ment echoed by designer Cristie 

Schlosser, whose own home was dev-
astated by the 2019 tornado. While 
Schlosser had her own restoration 
underway, she also helped sever-
al storm-stricken clients get their 

interiors back in shape “on a dime.” 
Schlosser recommends speaking with 

your insurance agent: If your home 
was previously designed by a pro, 
insurance may cover the service.

DH: WHO SHOULD HOMEOWN-
ERS CALL AFTER A STORM? 
ALH: An arborist with an 
International Society of Arbori-
culture (ISA) TRAQ (Tree Risk 
Assessment Qualification) or a 
Board-Certified Master Arborist 
(BCMA), who can look at the 
likelihood a tree’s going fall [and] 
what it would hit. Properly cared 
for native trees should be able to 
withstand normal weather pat-
terns. Very high winds can always 
bring a risk for limb breakage 
and total tree failure. 

DH: IS ANNUAL TRIMMING  
CRITICAL TO STORM SURVIVAL? 
ALH: Part of proper tree care is 
developing natural scaffolding. 
A tree that’s over-pruned and 
stripped out can’t absorb a wind 
front the way a tree with a more 
spreading and thoughtfully done 
scaffolding can. Really, trimming 
is less than more.

DH: SO YOU DON’T WANT TONS 
OF TRIMMED BRANCHES? 
ALH: You want someone who’s 
going to explain why they’re 

making each cut. A company 
with experience right now is trim-
ming way lower a percentage of 
the canopy, probably around 10 
or 15 percent, because they know 
that after the storm last year, 
trees are stressed, and they need 
the extra nutrients that each leaf 
is making. If you do a heavy trim 
right now, it stresses the tree out 
even more, and it’s going to start 
this cycle of decline where the 
tree gets weak. If it doesn’t have 
nutrients, you’re going to get 
insects and diseases. 

Curated by preparedness pros, JUDY evacuation  
bags and shelter-in-place kits come packed with just 
about everything you need for a few days of survival 
as dictated by Dallas’ Office of Emergency Manage-
ment. Food and water? Check. Hand-cranked radio 
and multi-purpose tools? Check. Just add cash and 
necessary personal effects such as meds, baby dia-
pers, and lipstick (for those who simply cannot live 

without a cherry lip). From $195, judy.co.

AMY LANGBEIN HEATH, OWNER OF 
TEXAS TREE SURGEONS AND ISA BOARD-
CERTIFIED MASTER ARBORIST (BCMA)

AMY 
LANGBEIN 
HEATH’S 
TOP TREE 

PICKS:

BUR OAK
“Bur oaks do really 

well here because of 
their inherent shape 

and branch structure; 
they’re just more 

spread out.” 

“Pecans are native and 
really like our soil type—
it’s called the Blackland 

Prairie. They have 
wide-spreading roots, so 

they hold on well.”

“Cedar elm are really un-
der-utilized in urban forest. 
We’re so densely populated 
and they have an up-and-
down growth, so they do 

well between houses and in 
smaller backyards.” 

“You always need to be weather ready, especially in Texas where 
things can change so quickly. It might be an app on your phone or an 
NOAA weather radio that goes off when a warning is issued for your 
zip code. We have something at my house called Weather Call. It’s 10 
bucks a year. They’ll call my home phone or cell phone, text me, email 
me, you choose what you want, but you need some type of system 
to alert you to what’s going on in the middle of the night. People 
are like, ‘Well, I didn’t hear the storm sirens in my house.’ Well, those 
storm sirens are designed to alert people outside—not inside.”

WFAA CHIEF 
METEOROLOGIST 
PETE DELKUS SOUNDS OFF:

above: Two weeks 
before the tornado, the 

Berlin family took 
Christmas card photos 

of their nine grandchildren 
sitting on an 80-year-old 
oak tree on the property. 

right: The oak was 
unceremoniously ripped 
out of the ground by the 
twister and eventually 

chopped up into 
firewood. 

Peggy Levinson,  
design consultant

NEIGHBORHOOD: North Dallas 
 

Ron and Gail Berlin,  
owners of Berlin Interests

NEIGHBORHOOD: Preston Hollow

W
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above: This grandfather 
clock flew across the entry 

as Ron and Gail Berlin 
made their way to safety, 
narrowly escaping harm 
from the tornado that 

struck the Preston Hollow 
area on Oct. 20, 2019. 

*

LOOKING PREPPY

Tornado Warning
Doplar detects a tornado. If it’s

in your area, take cover.

WHAT THE WARNINGS MEAN:

Tornado Watch
Stay alert and keep an eye on 

weather reports.

Q&A: 

Come
Together

PECAN CEDAR ELM
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from left: The Berlins’ 
formal living foom after 

and before the storm. They 
had finished renovating 
just a month before the 

tornado hit.
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THE RIGHT CHOICES 
WHEN BUILDING CAN 
GIVE YOUR HOME A 
BETTER CHANCE AT 

WITHSTANDING 
LIFE’S STORMS.

FRAME IT WELL
John Hawkins didn’t see any of his 

Hawkins-Welwood homes suffer structural 
damage as a result of the tornado. “We had a 
house, all we lost was a tree and a couple of 

windows. The guy across the street had a million 
dollars’ worth of damage,” Hawkins says. Why? 
Some of that had to do with luck; a lot of it had 
to do with good bones. Homes built in recent 
years have to adhere to stricter wood-framing 

guidelines. The better the skeleton, the 
better a home can take a storm.

GET THE RIGHT GLASS
For supreme storm-resistance, Alan Hoffmann 
has used Andersen triple-pane impact glass 

windows. The extra protection comes at a cost 
three to four times that of the norm. 

CHOOSE A  
QUALITY BUILDER 

“There’s a structural engineer involved 
in every project we build,” says Matt Cain  
of Tatum Brown Custom Homes. “A lot of 
what I would call more production-type 

builders don’t engage structural engineers 
because there’s so much repetition 

in what they build.” 

NCE THE WINDS HAD DIED DOWN, 
Bruce Bernbaum left his wife, Cindy, in the 
safety of the bathroom to survey the damage. 
The house was filled with debris and he couldn’t 
get out the front door—it was blocked by trees, 
roofing, and furniture from North Haven 
Gardens located across the street.  “Am I getting 
new floors?” Cindy asked when Bruce returned. 

“I think you’re getting a new house,” he replied.
As the months of talks with contractors, engineers, and 

insurance wore on, the couple watched the cost of damages 
near the limits of their policy. They decided it would, in fact, 
be a wiser investment to put the money toward a rebuild—
scraping the 2,300-square-foot 1954 structure and designing 
with a larger footprint, something more attractive to young 
families when they sell down the road. 

Bruce sat Cindy down as if she were a client and asked 
what she wanted in a new house. She gave him four an-
swers: a powder room, a walk-in pantry, a utility room, and a 
pool. They also added 1,000 square feet and a large covered 
terrace—marketable entertainment space and room for 
their Thanksgiving morning Bloody Mary drink-a-thons. 
Bruce made one last-minute tweak to the plans, securing a 

LET’S TALK SAFE SPACES

“Every scenario is different, 
from the age of the home to the 

amount of destruction, to the previous 
condition of the house. But you can 

create a basis for what the additional 
renovation would cost and create a 

basis for the size of what a new home 
might cost, and if the delta is not that 

big—and the house is old and has 
issues—then build a new home; make 
it right. It will take a little bit longer, 

but consider it more of a 
long-term investment.” 

—Bruce Bernbaum

TO RESTORE 
OR TO REBUILD, 

THAT IS THE 
QUESTION

walk-in closet to the slab and outfitting it with plywood and 
steel-plate walls and a storm-rated door, though he couldn’t 
imagine actually needing a safe room again.

Then, in May 2021, as the house was finally nearing com-
pletion, the unthinkable happened: A small tornado struck 
their house yet again, destroying the freshly erected fence and 
landscaping and dropping the neighbor’s new roof on their 
own. Fortunately, Bruce and Cindy had not yet moved in and 
the contractor’s insurance covered the damages. “Ninety-nine 
percent of the time you can’t plan for this,” Bruce says. “You 
can’t fathom what Mother Nature can do.”

vs. vs.
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left: Cindy and Bruce 
Bernbaum in the kitchen of 
their newly rebuilt kitchen. 

North Dallas home.

below: Damage to the 
Bernbaums’ home 
following the 2019 

tornado. Unimaginably, 
their house was hit a 

second time in May 2021 
by a smaller tornado, 

before the Bernbaums 
had moved back in.WINDS OF 

CHANGE
Bruce Bernbaum, principal at Bernbaum/Magadini 
Architects, and Cindy Bernbaum, manager of Paper Affair

NEIGHBORHOOD: North Dallas

O

Of course, you’ll want to have a plan in place ahead of time to convene with your 
family members in the safest space your home has to offer. For most of us, that’s 
a window-less interior room on the lowest floor of the house—a closet, bathroom, 

or hallway—whatever puts the most walls between you and the outside. Want 
even greater protection? We examine a few of the sturdier options available.

Basement
Why doesn’t our tornado-prone area have more sub-ground shelters? 
Don’t believe the slander involving hard clay. “It has nothing to do with 

the type of soil; it has more to do with the climate,” says Matt Cain, 
who has built a dozen or so basements as president of Tatum Brown 

Custom Homes. Up north, builders have to excavate below the frost line, 
so throwing in a basement doesn’t add much cost. Frost lines aren’t an 
issue here, so the earthwork to safely dig deep, waterproofing, and sub-
grade drainage to pump groundwater up into the sewer system all add 
up. Architect Joshua Nimmo—who designed the “floating” Glass House 
on Ricks Circle that cantilevers from a pseudo-basement (essentially a 
5.5-foot “waterproofed crawl space”)—says he’s seen clients with $1 to 
$1.5 million budgets get basement quotes for an additional $250,000. 

“It’s not inexpensive to do it right in this region,” Nimmo says.  

Concrete Homes
Every now and then you’ll hear about a storm mowing down a 

neighborhood with the exception of one house. You can bet the lone 
survivor was made of concrete. In Dallas, Alan Hoffmann of Hoffmann 
Homes is the only builder working exclusively with the material, spe-
cifically ICF, or Insulated Concrete Forms. Hoffmann is blunt about his 
concrete-clad bias. “I’d rather build a house once. I don’t like twice,” he 
says. Though the cost of Hoffmann’s homes are about five to 10 percent 
higher than wood framing (maybe less considering today’s skyrocketing 

lumber prices), he claims the energy savings they provide “help pay 
for the safety.” Hoffmann builds concrete safe rooms following FEMA 

guidelines in all his spec houses, yet the entire structure is exceptionally 
sturdy: Studies show ICF walls, which include a six-inch thick concrete 

layer reinforced by steel, withstanding 200-mph winds. 

Safe Rooms
More cost-effective than a basement: Beefing up a laundry room or 

walk-in closet to perform double duty. John Hawkins of Hawkins-Wel-
wood Homes did major remodels on 10 houses hit by the 2019 tornado; 
about half of those owners wanted safe rooms. That can entail, he ex-

plains, anything from plywood walls, double-bracing, and a steel door to 
the tune of around $2,500. The number moves up to engineer framing 

with tie-downs and up again for steel sheathing or poured-concrete 
rooms, costing $10,000 to $15,000. For existing homes, the most rea-

sonable option may be calling a company such as Texas Storm Shelters, 
which offers custom or pre-fab shelters rated for an EF-5 tornado that 
can be installed anywhere, above ground or below. Prices start around 

$6,000 and go considerably higher depending on your needs. Says 
owner Stephen Cox, “You dream it, we can build it.”

AVERAGE POST-TORNADO 
CONSTRUCTION TIMELINES 

ACCORDING TO BRUCE 
BERNBAUM 

(pre-construction insurance 
battles not included)

RESTORATION: 6–8 MONTHS

REBUILD: 10–14 MONTHS

Built to 
Last

1

2

3
the only 

match 
for

200
mph

winds
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HOW TO PREPARE
FOR A  

Get ready!
EVERYONE SHOULD 
HAVE A THREE-DAY 

EMERGENCY SUPPLY 
KIT AT THE READY. 

Here’s what to include, 
courtesy of the 

City of Dallas Office 
of Emergency 
Management.

* Keep your 
survival kit 
packed in a 

bag and easily 
accessible so 

you can grab it 
and go. 

	 Water—one 
gallon of wa-
ter per person 
per day for 
at least three 
days

	 Food—at least 
a three-day 
supply of 
non-perish-
able food

	 Radio—Bat-
tery-powered 
or hand crank 
radio and a 
NOAA Weath-
er Radio with 
tone alert and 
extra batteries 
for both

	

	 Flashlight and 
extra batteries

	 First-aid kit

	 Whistle to 
signal for help

	 Dust mask—to 
help filter 
contaminated 
air and plastic 
sheeting and 
duct tape to 
shelter-in-
place

	 Personal san-
itation—Moist 
towelettes​, 
garbage bags 
and plastic 
ties

	 Wrench or 
pliers to turn 
off utilities

	 Can opener 
for food (if 
kit contains 
canned food)

	 Local maps

	 Cash—in case 
ATMs are 
unavailable 
or something 
prevents the 
use of credit/
debit cards 

	
	

	 Don’t forget 
to include 
critical items 
for:

	 Functional 
needs family 
members—
medications, 
special foods, 
medical equip-
ment

	 Infants—for-
mula, diapers, 
bottles

	 Pets—food, 
leash, medica-
tions

HEMP PATCH
($16/

GO EASY)

CANVAS DUFFLE 
AND POUCHES

($45–195/
LEATHEROLOGY)

SOCKS
($18/

COMMERCE)

RITUAL 
CANDLES

($8/FAVOR 
THE KIND)

LIGHTER
($45/GO EASY)

DOMINOS
($18/BLUE 

PRINT)

PLAYING CARDS
($65/COMMERCE)

TALL MATCHES
($105/COMMERCE)

ADOLPUS FRENCH 
ROOM TEA

($20/COMMERCE)

SOUP
($10/MARCEL 

MARKET)

MINI JAMS
($2/MARCEL 

MARKET)

CUTLERY BENTO BOX 
($30/BLUE PRINT)

BOTTLE OPENER ($25/
THE CONTAINER STORE)

RICE ($8/ETTIENE 
MARKET)

MULTI TOOL
($30/HOTEL SHOP AT 

THE JOULE)

PLIERS
($19/ELLIOTT’S 

HARDWARE)

CBD CHOCOLATE BARS
($16/GO EASY)

WATER BOTTLE
($35/ALL GOOD THINGS)

SPARKLING WATER
($5/GO EASY)

DOG LEASH
($59/ALL 

GOOD 
THINGS)

FLASK

($98/ALL GOOD 

THINGS)

Go Analog
Something to keep 

you busy that 
won’t deplete 
your battery.

Warm Up
A stash of 

spirit-boosting 
spirits.

Happy Bars
Emergency 

chocolate—with 
a little something 

extra.

Bottled Up 
Keep fresh water 

at the ready.

It’s In The Bag
A roomy (and 
stylish) duffle 
for corralling 

your kit

Tea for Two
Sustenance that’s 
a little luxurious.

*
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T WAS ONE OF THOSE SPRING THUNDER-
STORMS FAMILIAR TO ANY TEXAN, but 
Lari Gibbons knew in an instant that everything had 
changed. One minute she was catching up on emails 
with her rescue dog, Blue, curled up at her feet. The 
next minute, Blue hit the bottom of her desk and smoke 
was billowing out of the air vents. 

By the time Lari’s husband, David Radabaugh, 
arrived home, five fire engines were on the scene. The couple 
later received a lightning report (yes, every strike is counted and 
mapped) that registered two direct strikes hitting their Denton 
home, causing attic insulation to go up in flames and superheat-
ing wiring throughout the house.

David and Lari quickly learned that when it comes to de-
struction, fires are a triple-threat: What wasn’t destroyed by the 
fire itself was ruined by smoke or damaged by the firefighters’ 
efforts. In their case, first responders had to chainsaw a hole in 
the roof and chop open walls. The attic became so waterlogged 
that the ceiling eventually caved in. 

After conditions were stabilized, Lari and David were allowed 
10 minutes to gather prescriptions, car keys, and other necessi-
ties. “It was stupefying,” says Lari. “Everything was piled up in 
the middle of the rooms like a freight train went through.” 

NEVER 
COOK IN A 

KIMONO
AND OTHER HOT TIPS 
FROM DALLAS’ FIRE 

PREVENTION LIEUTENANT 
ANTHONY JACOBS

 

FIRE BLANKET 
Last June, Dallas music 

producer Jeff Saenz was 
electrocuted by downed 

power lines in his front 
yard. His partner, Monica 
Cooper, moved the lines 
away with a broom then 
covered his body with a 

fire blanket she got in the 
mail three days earlier. 
Saenz lost both hands, 
but those swift actions 
saved his life. Use code 

“MONICA20” when pur-
chasing a Parcil blanket 

from their website to 
send a donation to his 

recovery. parcilsafety.com 

FIRE LADDER  
Slip under beds on the 

second story. Most fire ladders 
are single-use, but X-IT brand 

ladders are re-usable, so you can 
(and should) do a practice run 
with it. X-IT 2-Story Fire Escape 

Ladder, $100, Amazon

NEST
A low-profile Wi-Fi-connected 

option for the most crucial element 
of fire safety. Experts say it’s best 

to go with an interconnected model 
(hard-wired or wireless) so all 

alarms go off at once. Nest Protect 
Smoke Alarm and Carbon Monoxide 

Detector, $119, Home Depot

ABC FIRE 
EXTINGUISHER 
Keep at least a 
couple in the house—
the kitchen and garage 
workshops are good 
spots. And they don’t 
have to be eyesores. 
This metallic cylinder 
could pass as a Jeff 
Koons. Safe-T Design 
Fire Extinguisher, 
$249, safe-t.us

KEEP PET CARRIERS OUT 
FOR QUICK EXITS

Lari did what you’re never 
supposed to do: After tying 
dog Blue to a tree, she went 

back in to save their two cats. 
All the animals had been to 

the vet the day prior, so fortu-
itously, the leash and carriers 

were still by the door. Lari 
recommends acclimating pets 
to carriers and keeping them 

accessible.

STORE FLAMMABLE 
CHEMICALS SAFELY

Firefighters couldn’t believe 
how little damage Lari and Da-
vid’s garage suffered—a trib-

ute to Lari’s fastidious storage 
of flammable art supplies in 

fireproof containers. “Anyone 
who does home improvement 

projects and has cleaners, 
look at the labels,” David says. 

“You’d be surprised at how 
much is really flammable.” 

INVEST IN SURGE 
PROTECTORS

“Nothing that was plugged 
into a surge protector was 
fried by the lightning, but 

everything that was plugged 
directly into the wall was de-

stroyed,” David says. The small 
investment can protect pricey 
equipment and invaluable info. 
Tip: Get one with a battery for 
your computer system so you 

have time to save work.  

FACE THE REALITIES OF 
FIRE RESTORATION
A self-described clut-

ter-phobe, Lari was surprised 
by how emotionally attached 

she felt to her belongings 
immediately after the fire. “But 
then I saw those storage fees 
rack up and how unsuccessful 
they were at restoring every 
single thing,” Lari says. Her 

advice: Only hold onto objects 
of nostalgic value. 

F I R E  S A F E T Y  S U P P L I E S

EMERGENCY CONTACT
Instead of trading in old iPhones for credit, Jacobs 
suggests keeping them powered in younger kids’ 

bedrooms. “Whether or not a cell phone has service, 
it can still call 911,” Jacobs says. “An 8-year-old absolutely 
has the ability and the authority to call 911 and be able to 

explain one important thing: their address. 
Everything else we’ll figure out.”

HOW TO PREPARE
FOR A  

UP IN 
FLAMES
Lari Gibbons, artist and professor, and 
David Radabaugh, editorial design director

NEIGHBORHOOD: Denton

I

After the fire, a friend gifted David and Lari  
a pet rescue sticker. “It actually made me  

cry, it was so sweet,” Lari says. Place decals 
in windows so firefighters know the 

type and number of pets inside. 
(Kid alert stickers are available, too.)

The couple, who 
catalogued their 
restoration journey 
on Instagram 
(@blitzhaustx), share 
some of the lessons 
they learned along 
the way. 

Strike
This

Create a Family Fire Plan

1 2 3 4

GET A 
‘PLEASE SAVE ME’ 
STICKER FOR PETS

Texas leads the nation 
in cloud-to-ground 

lightning flashes with 
an average of 2,923,584 

EACH YEAR from 
2009 to 2018.   
SOURCE: VAISALA
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WATCH YOUR POT 
Unattended cooking 
is the number one 

cause of house fires. 
Keep an eye on any-
thing frying, grilling, 
broiling, or boiling; 

and don’t leave 
home with anything 

in the oven. Also: 
turn pot handles 

inward, “not where 
they can be 

knocked over,”  
Jacobs says. 

KNOW HOW TO  
HANDLE GREASE 

FIRES 
Water displaces 

grease, so dousing a 
grease fire will only 
cause it to overflow 

“and that will 
absolutely make it 

worse,” Jacobs says. 
Also note: Baking 
soda can squelch 

small fires, but flour 
is combustible. Your 
best bet is smother-
ing flames with a pot 

lid or cookie sheet 
and turning off the 
stove. When all else 
fails: “ABC fire extin-
guishers do a good 
job of keeping small 

situations small,” 
Jacobs says.

WEAR FITTED 
CLOTHING WHILE 

COOKING Robes 
and other loose 

garments can catch 
on pot handles or 

inadvertently ignite. 
Jacobs adds, “Those 
satin-like robes are 
often flammable.”

DON’T HIT SNOOZE 
ON ELECTRICAL 

ISSUES Call an 
electrician to inves-
tigate shorts in your 

wiring, flickering 
lights, and outlets 
hot to the touch.

DON’T USE 
EXTENSION CORDS 

AS PERMANENT 
WIRING—They 

can get overheated 
and burn. “If you’re 
going to have mul-
tiple items plugged 
into an area like be-
hind your television, 

we suggest using 
power strips to 

give your internal 
breaker a break.”

CALL A CHIMNEY 
SWEEP BEFORE 

THE COLD SEASON 
“Everyone in Chi-
cago knows that 
you need to have 
a chimney sweep 

check your chimney 
once a year,” says 

Jacobs, who stresses 
the importance of 
removing debris, 
obstructions, or 

nested animals. “But 
because we may 

only use our fireplac-
es for three days out 
of the year, we may 

not do that.” 

DON’T LEAVE 
BURNING CANDLES 

UNATTENDED 
Snuff said. 

ONLY SLEEP IN 
ROOMS MADE TO 

BE BEDROOMS 
Jacobs suggests 
we imagine this 

scenario: a slumber 
party-turned-disas-
ter when a fire traps 
kids in a window-less 

media room. 

+ Test once a 
month and 

replace batteries 
once a year.

“THE MOST IMPORTANT 
THING THAT ANY FAMILY CAN 
HAVE IS A WORKING SMOKE 
DETECTOR; NUMBER TWO 
IS A PLAN,” says Lieutenant 
Jacobs. But as he points out, a 
plan is only as good as the people 
who know about it. “Doing this 
job, I realized people had plans, 
but they don’t tell anyone—they 
think they have it all in their head. 
What we need is an organized 
plan that everyone in the family 
knows—and practices. There is 
no reason for an 8-year-old or 
6-year-old to wait for a parent’s 
instructions. A home fire drill is 
a great time to find out that the 
bedroom window sticks a little 
bit, not when there’s a fire.” 

MAP TWO 
ROUTES OUT OF 
YOUR BEDROOM. 
Make sure 
everyone in the 
family knows 
the drill: Crawl 
to avoid smoke 
and feel the 
bedroom door 
for heat. “If it’s 
hot, there’s fire 
and you need 
to head to your 
secondary exit.” 
That will likely be 
your bedroom 
window, “even if 
that’s on a sec-
ond story.” (See: 
Fire ladder.)

THINK ABOUT 
THOSE WHO 
CAN’T HELP 
THEMSELVES. 
Figure out who’s 
going to help 
the baby, an 
elderly family 
member, or the 
furry friend. And 
if you have pets, 
run a realistic 
drill with the 
alarm sounded 
to witness their 
behavior. “How 
would they 
react? Do you 
need to search 
for them?”

PRACTICE SAFE 
SLEEPING. Close 
your bedroom 
door at night—it 
acts as an extra 
barrier against 
fire. And be sure 
to have working 
smoke detectors 
in bedrooms and 
in the hallway 
outside, “so they 
will activate be-
fore smoke fills 
your room.”  

AGREE ON A 
MEETING PLACE. 
Whether it’s the 
big oak tree or 
the neighbor’s 
sidewalk, set 
a place for the 
family to gather, 
preferably out 
front to meet 
first responders. 
“It would be 
really sad to hear 
that you guys 
ran back in and 
your son is at the 
neighbors’ be-
cause you didn’t 
discuss that. This 
has absolutely 
happened.”

LIEUTENANT 
JACOBS’ 
TIPS FOR 

CREATING A 
FOOLPROOF 
FIRE PLAN:

Lari Gibbons and David 
Radabaugh with cats 

Frankie and Mars, 
whom Lari rescued 
from their burning 
home. “Lari is my 

hero,” David says. “She 
saved our family.”
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TAKING ON WATER
The morning of Dallas’ pandemic 
lockdown, my family woke up to 
a world turned upside down and 
a house turned inside out. A freak 
situation involving A/C plumbing and 
a torrential downpour the night prior 
left our house flooded, with a third 
needing to be gutted. 

Insurance gave us money to replace 
wood floors on one side of our house. 
The contractor said she’d sand both 
old and new oak boards then stain 
them the same color. When I saw the 
finished job, I was confused. The new 
floors were darker with swishy lines, 
installed directly next to old floors—
clearer but marked with lots of knots. 

Power Up!
The sure-fire way to keep your 
house running without a hitch 

during blackouts is with a 
gas-fueled generator, current-
ly hard to come by thanks to 
supply-chain snafus on top of 

spiking demand (especially 
spiky with the influx of Cali-
fornia expats accustomed to 
keeping generators). Home-

owners are waiting four to six 
months for Cummins or Kohler 
units from Ryan Rendleman of 

VERDEGY, INC. For the average 
2,000- to 3,500-square-foot 

house, he installs a 20kw 
generator, with turnkey prices 
starting at $10,000 to $13,000. 

The unit size and price goes 
up with each homes’ square 

footage and power usage; add 
more for complicated installs. A 
sprawling estate could require a 
3,500-pound generator at a cost 
between $50,000 to $100,000. 

“That’s by the time you wire 
it up, get it plumbed, pour a 
foundation, and rent a crane 
to set that heavy thing,” says 

Rendleman. “You’d be surprised 
how many homes in Dallas are 
so big they need generators 

the size of Suburbans.”

HOW TO PREPARE
FOR A  

OHN O’CONNOR TUNED INTO HIS NEST 
CAMERA TO SEE IF THE NOTIFICATION 
WAS TRUE. Like five million other Texans, the 
O’Connor household lost power during the freeze in 
February 2021, and they decamped to warmer con-
ditions. The good news: Power was, in fact, restored. 
The bad news: “It sounded like there was a waterfall 
in our house,” John says. 

Both of the O’Connors’ tankless water heaters broke as a result 
of the freeze, one releasing cascades of water, and the outdoor 
drain-pipe meant to prevent such calamitous incidents was 
frozen shut. Since the water heaters were installed in the second 
story attic, water damaged nearly all the wood floors, as well as 
ceilings, walls, cabinetry, and furniture. The O’Connors’ 1921 
Lakewood home, renovated only a few years earlier, would once 
again undergo a near-full reno. 

John, who formerly worked with insurance companies as an 
attorney, had no qualms negotiating with USAA. The number 
they finally settled on was almost double his insurance adjuster’s 
first estimate. “A lot of it was doing things the right way versus a 
bare-minimum sort of approach,” John says. 

Now that the house is back in order after four months of 
renovation work spearheaded by Peters-Cates Design, they’ve 
learned how to protect it if there’s a next time: Closing the water 
inlet valves to their water heaters during freezing blackouts.

FREEZE 
FALLOUT

J
John O’Connor, attorney, and Jenny O’Connor, photo stylist

NEIGHBORHOOD: Lakewood

My contractor eventually brought 
in a specialist from French-Brown 
Floors. He explained that different 
trees have different markings, and 
those from 15 years ago certainly 
won’t look like today’s. You can’t 
match floorboards, and he wouldn’t 
have advised trying. 

Our insurance company got away 
with skimping us. My contractor 
should have urged us to renegotiate. 
My husband and I should have known 
our rights as consumers, that we are 
entitled to “like kind and quality.” I 
had continuous floors pre-disaster. I 
should have continuous floors post-di-
saster.

I hired an appraiser to calculate 
the loss and argue my case to an 
umpire (essentially a mediator). 
Fifteen months after our flood, we 
were awarded a small sum; yet after 
paying the appraiser and umpire fees, 
we ended up with about a fourth of 
what we’d need for new floors. We 
don’t have the funds to pony up the 
remainder. For now, I guess, we’re just 
saving it for a rainy day.

S. Holland Murphy, writer   NEIGHBORHOOD: Eastwood

IF THE POWER GOES OUT: 
Since tankless water 
heaters’ built-in freeze-pro-
tection systems run off 
electricity, Cody recom-
mends turning the unit off 
and bleeding the water 
out to prevent them from 
bursting. (Check with your 
water heater manufacturer 
or plumber ahead of time 
to have instructions handy). 

IF YOU LEAVE HOME 
DURING A FREEZE: 
Shut your home’s water off 
at the water meter (make 
sure you own a meter key 
or crescent wrench) then 
turn every faucet in your 
house to the “on” position 
to bleed the pipes. “That 
will allow any bits of water 
still trapped in there that 
are frozen to have room to 
expand without splitting 
your pipes,” Cody says.

IF YOU SPRING A LEAK:
A water leak detector 
will shut off the home’s 
supply if it detects an 
abnormal water loss. Cody 
says installation can cost 
anywhere from $1,800 to 
$3,000, though cheaper 
DIY kits are popping up on 
the market. Your insurance 
may require a detector af-
ter a flood damage claim.

PLUMBING 
APLOMB

Jenny O’Connor 
stands on her newly 
renovated stairwell. 

During the February 
2021 winter storm, 

water from a broken 
water heater rushed 

down it, damaging 
both levels of 

her home. 

We all know the standard Dal-
las freeze drill: (1) Disconnect 
hoses and wrap exterior fau-
cets, (2) open under-sink cab-
inets to allow in heat, (3) drip 
faucets overnight. But when 
the city experiences freezing 
temps plus power outages, “All 
bets are off,” says third-gen-
eration master plumber Phillip 
Cody, who says Cody & Sons 
Plumbing took 17,000 calls in 
February 2021. “Our guys were 
running nonstop, going home 
just to get five or six hours of 
sleep and they were back at it 
again the next day,” Cody says. 
“We did that for about a month 
straight.” Cody was startled 
by the damages. Dallas homes 
more than 7,500-square-feet 
in size are required to have fire 
suppression systems; busted 
sprinklers turned some of the 
city’s grandest homes into total 
losses. His advice for another 
snowpocalypse:
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Up in Massachusetts, where 
Adam Whitcomb of LIQUIDUS 
POOLS grew up, residents win-
terize their backyard lagoons (a 
process that includes draining 
half the water) but he has yet 
to perform that service in Texas. 
“There’s some days in the mid-
dle of the winter when it’s 70 
degrees and people say, ‘I want 
to turn the heater on and jump 
in the pool,’” says Whitcomb. He 
explains that most pools have 
a freeze guard system that kick 
on as temps dip, but that only 
works with electricity. About 75 
percent of Liquidus clients had 
system failures due to the Feb-
ruary power outage. If forecasts 
call for extended periods of be-
low-freezing temperatures, po-
tentially resulting in blackouts, 
Whitcomb suggests making 
sure all electricity is off to the 
system, then pulling the plugs 
on the pool pump and drain 
filter to remove water. “Once the 
freeze is over,” says Whitcomb, 
“we’ll come back and put it all 
together for you.” 

TIP: Whitcomb says if extreme 
cold is in the forecast, tossing 
empty two-liter bottles in your 
pool will help absorb the expan-
sion of ice sheets on the tile.

POOL 
CUES 

HOW DID THE DALLAS ARBORETUM HANG ONTO ITS 
LUSH LANDSCAPING THROUGH FREEZEMAGEDDON 

WHILE OUR YARDS WERE TOTALED? WE ASKED VP OF 
GARDENS DAVE FOREHAND FOR HIS TIPS.

ACUBAS 
JAPANESE 
PLUM YEW 

NEEDLE 
PALMS

HOLLY 
VARIETIES

“They have 
waxy 

evergreen 
leaves and can 

grow well in 
deep shade.”

 

“Evergreen 
with dark green 
leaves, they can 

grow in deep 
shade.”

“These were 
unfazed by the 
big freeze. It is 
a large, clump-
ing-form palm.”

“All the Holly 
species were not 
harmed by the 

big freeze. Some 
good choices 

are Carissa Holly, 
which is a small 
compact plant 

that doesn’t need 
to be pruned. 
Another is a 

dwarf Burford 
holly, which can 
be shaped and 
maintained at 

about 4 to 8 feet 
in height.”

Ground Control

HAND WATER TO 
INSULATE ROOTS. A 
day or two before the 
freeze, hand water so 
the roots get wet, but 
not the foliage. “With 

the moisture in the soil, 
it won’t get as cold 

as quickly. And when 
it gets cold and the 
roots are dry, it can 

cause more damage,” 
Forehand says.

PROTECT FOLIAGE 
WITH FROST CLOTH. 
Rolls are available at 

most hardware stores, 
“but if you have plenty 

of old sheets and 
blankets, that’s just as 
good,” Forehand says. 
Cover the entire plant 
and firmly secure with 
fabric pins or bricks. 

“We covered our vege-
table and herb garden. 

When everything 
melted and we peeled 
back the cloth, we still 
had perfect lettuce.”

TAKE CARE 
YEAR ROUND. “A lot 
of the things we lost, 

they weren’t in as good 
of health,” Forehand 
says. The happier the 
plant, the better they 
can survive the stress 

of drastic climate 
conditions. That not 
only means proper 
maintenance, but 

also planting species 
that thrive on your 

particular patch of land 
(search: USDA Plant 

Hardiness Zone Map).

FOREHAND’S  FREEZE PREP: 

FOREHAND SAYS THESE PLANTS ARE 
“BULLETPROOF” FROM BIG FREEZES:

1 2 3

INSURANCE 
BROKER: Negotiates 
with different insurance 
companies to help you 
find the best plan for 
your needs.

RISK MANAGER: 
Essentially an insurance 
broker who tends to 
focus more on elimi-
nating chances of risk, 
therefore delivering a 
more customized policy. 

INSURANCE AGENT: 
Your main point of con-
tact once you sign the 
policy’s dotted line.  

INSURANCE 
ADJUSTER: The insur-
ance company rep who 
evaluates and puts a 
price on the amount of 
damage. 

PUBLIC ADJUSTER: An 
independent insurance 
pro who can look over 
your policy and damage 
to help settle your 
claim. Usually works on 
a contingency. Should 
be licensed and able to 
offer references.

APPRAISER: Indepen-
dent insurance pro 
you hire if you and 
insurance can’t agree 
on a number. Will work 
with an independent 
appraiser hired by insur-
ance to put a number 
on the amount of loss. 

INSURANCE LAWYER: 
Point of legal recourse 
if you feel your claim 
isn’t being handled 
fairly. Often works on 
a contingency (usually 
higher than public 
adjusters).

WHO’S WHO IN INSURANCE

$11,500 
AVERAGE 

INCURRED 
LOSS for 

residential 
property 

policies in 
Texas following 

February 
2021 winter 

storm Uri

SOURCE: 
INSURANCE 

JOURNAL
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I N  E V E R Y  I N S T A N C E
HOW TO PREPARE
FOR A  

HE NEAT STACK OF MAIL WAS THE 
FIRST THING THAT STRUCK JAMIE 
LAUBHAN-OLIVER AS ODD; the mail 
always scattered across the entryway when it 
went through the front door slot. Then she 
walked through the living room and realized 
the TV was gone, along with all electronics 
and jewelry, including the Hermès watch her 

husband, Larry, had just given her for Christmas. “They 
even ate my fruit,” Jamie says. 

The police dusted for fingerprints to no avail. The Olivers 
realized the criminals made entry through the front gate 
(unlocked) to get into the shed (no lock) where they found 
everything necessary for a successful home invasion: gloves 
and a crowbar used to wedge open a bathroom window (the 
Olivers rarely activated their security system). 

The thieves were then able to make a swift getaway 
through a back gate (a padlock through the latch, but not 
actually locked). “I didn’t like the inconvenience of having to 
unlock the gate to take the trash out,” Jamie says. “But what’s 
more inconvenient is losing all your stuff.” 

While the Olivers never caught the criminals, insurance 
covered the cost of stolen items—aside from the jewelry, 
which is often not included in home insurance policies. But 
the break-in took an emotional toll. “It’s an extreme viola-
tion,” Jamie says. “You don’t feel comfortable for a while.” 
Now, the Olivers take their home security seriously. “You 
have all these measures to not get broken into and you don’t 
use them. You just can’t be lazy when it comes to protecting 
your house.” 

PRYING 
EYES
Jamie Laubhan-Oliver, Editorial and Creative Director of D Home
Larry Oliver, Creative Director

NEIGHBORHOOD: Winnetka Heights

T

IF YOUR HOME HAS 
BEEN BURGLARIZED

Call 911 and do not enter: You’re 
putting yourself in danger if thieves 

are still on the premises, and if they’ve 
fled, “you could contaminate the 

 crime scene,” points out DPD 
Sr. Cpl. Brian Martinez. 

HOW TO 
NOT 

GET 
ROBBED
WE TALKED TO 

SR. CPL. BRIAN MARTINEZ 
OF THE DALLAS POLICE 

DEPARTMENT TO GET SOME 
HOME PROTECTION TIPS.

DON’T GIVE 
BURGLARS A 
GOOD VIEW 

Point blinds upward 
so wannabe rob-
bers can’t make a 

list of to-steal items 
by peering through 

your window. 

MAINTAIN YOUR 
LANDSCAPE 

Overgrown hedges 
provide cover for 
criminals attempt-

ing a break-in. 
Bonus: Your HOA 
will be delighted. 

GET A GUARD DOG 
Criminals tend 

to avoid canines. 
Rottweilers not re-
quired; even petite 
yappers will do. “It’s 
not about the size, 
its about the bark,” 

Martinez says. 

GET LIT AFTER DARK 
Crime is lower in 

heavily lit areas, so 
when it comes to 
outdoor property, 
“light it up like a 
Christmas tree,” 
Martinez says. 

(Sensor lights work 
great, too.)

MAKE WINDOWS 
UNBREAKABLE

 Invest in shatter-
proof windows. 

More reasonable: 
apply a thin lami-

nate film to existing 
windows (available 
at most hardware 

stores). 

KEEP CAMERAS 
EYE-LEVEL

Cameras mounted 
in high corners only 
prove movement; 
get a wide-lens 
doorbell camera 

for a better chance 
at capturing faces. 

HIDDEN SAFES 
ARE SAFER

Don’t make it 
easy for thieves 
to find all your 

most-valuables and 
run. Install safes in 
closet walls, under 
beds, or as faux air 

vents.

Jot down the serial numbers on all 
your electronics and store them in 
the cloud. If stolen, detectives run 

the digits through a database to see 
if they’ve been pawned. As for jew-

elry, photos are crucial. “Guess what, 
there are a million gold crosses out 
there,” Martinez says, “but a picture 
of it might have a scratch or some 

other way to identify it.”

DO THIS NOW

Look at Your “Loss of Use”
While some insurance 
companies limit loss of 
use coverage to a specific 
dollar amount, others 
offer unlimited coverage, 
“meaning they will put you 
up into a home of like kind 
and quality to your home” 
until your damaged abode 
is move-in ready, explains 
Brosin. “You want to be 
sure that your coverage will 
allow you to find temporary 
housing in a place that’s 
comparable to your house,” 
she says. 

You Got “Guaranteed Re-
placement Cost”? The cost 
of restoring or replacing 
your home can change 
dramatically due to infla-
tion—especially if disaster 
strikes a large swathe of 
homeowners at the same 
time. If demand goes up, so 
does the cost of labor and 
materials. “A guaranteed 
replacement cost policy will 
extend beyond the limits if 
necessary to restore your 
home to its previous state 
after a loss,” says Brosin. 

Is Your Dwelling Amount 
Up to Snuff? Your dwelling 
amount will usually change 
over the years due to stan-
dard inflation, but Brosin 
encourages homeowners 
take a good look at that 
number and think: “Truly 
in this day and age, would 
you be able to build your 
home from the ground up 
with that dwelling limit?” In 
some cases, she explains, 
carriers will inspect clients’ 
homes to make sure they 
are covering all aspects of 
that home’s unique value. 

What to do after every disaster (once everyone is safe):
1. Call your insurance company. 

2. Document, document, document—photos and video to keep record of damage.

TAKESTOCK 
INVENTORY   

This Dal-
las-based com-

pany will catalog 
everything in 

your home and 
securely store 

photos, receipts, 
and certificates 
of authenticity—

key in helping 
you recoup 

their value in an 
insurance claim. 

takestock
inventory.com

DELIVERY 
LIMITED 

With a 
155,000-square-

foot heavily 
secured storage 
facility, including 
a 5,000-square-

foot art vault, 
Delivery Limited 

is the moving 
and storage 

company Dallas 
design pros 

have trusted for 
more than 40 
years. delivery

limited.com

ACTION VIDEO 
SERVICE 

Don’t leave 
your priceless 
memories to 

chance. Action 
Video Service 

will digitize 
family pho-

tos and home 
movies so you 
can store them 

safely in the 
cloud and out
of harm’s way. 

actionvideo
service.com

COVER YOUR BASES
How you get through a disaster will largely be determined by one factor: your insurance 
policy. “Its not just having coverage, but having the appropriate coverage,” says Olivia 

Brosin of brokerage firm Swingle Collins & Associates. “It’s not one-size-fits-all, but 
something that needs to be tailored to the individual.” She shares a few policy pointers: 

Pros to Know
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EVER ATELIER “BOHEME HELP/
HER” WALLPAPER

(TO THE TRADE/EVER ATELIER)

THE GOOD 
STUFF

Your contents coverage might  
not cut it if your valuables are 

exceptionally, well, valuable. Not to 
mention, some insurance policies 
exclude fine items such as jewelry 

altogether. Krista Tankersley of bro-
kerage firm Alliant Insurance Services 
recommends covering such goods—

fine art, jewels, pricey wines, and gun 
collections—with a Valuable Articles 
Policy (sometimes called Collections 
Policy) and updating your insurance 

company when you make a 
new acquisition. 


