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Storm system bucked pattern, traveled east to west
Heavy rains were hitting Southern 

California on Monday.
In itself, that’s not really all that 

relevant to Southwest Virginia, other 
than people there sharing some of 
our misery. But in this case, the 
same upper-level low that was 
triggering some flash floods 
there had done the same for us 
10 days ago. 

A storm system crossed 
almost the entire width of con-
tinental United States from 
east to west, opposite of what is 
almost constantly a west to east 
upper flow across the U.S. 

Such is the bizarre summer of 2013.
Retrograde weather systems, those 

that buck the prevailing atmospheric 
flow and move the opposite direction 
of what is typical, aren’t unprecedent-

ed. Most years have a few of these. 
Superstorm Sandy, which stirred 
waves on Lake Michigan after demol-
ishing the New Jersey coast, was an 
example. 

Summer is a peak time to see 
these kind of events, when the 
fast upper-level winds retreat 
north over Canada and leave 
sluggish wind flow over the U.S.

But it is highly unusual to see 
a storm system move from West 
Virginia to off the West Coast.  

What happened in this case 
was a game of atmospheric bil-

liards bouncing the upper-low west-
ward.

The westward expansion of a 
strong high pressure system off the 
East Coast brought a heat wave to the 
Northeast. We had a week’s worth of 

somewhat above-normal tempera-
tures, a little short of what we would 
really call a “heat wave.”

The low, sitting just west of us 
spinning up tropical moisture a week 
and a half ago, got pushed westward, 
then southwestward, by the expand-
ing high. 

It got shoved into Texas, where 
it delivered much-needed rains 
in regions experiencing extreme 
drought, as well as ridiculously low 
midsummer temperatures. While 
New England was seeing mid-90s to 
near 100, places like Dallas, San Anto-
nio and El Paso had days that stayed 
below 80. 

The low eventually drifted west-
ward across the Desert Southwest and 
northern Mexico, then got bounced 
westward by newly expanding high 

pressure in the West. It was offshore 
on Monday, spinning Pacific moisture 
into California. 

Residents of Southwest Virginia 
may have noticed storms moving 
southward, southwestward and west-
ward at times last week.

It’s not unusual to see slowly 
meandering storms in odd directions 
during summer with typically weak 
upper-air flow, but some of the storms 
actually moved with some speed, 
25 mph or so. 

This had to do with the “heat 
dome” high that expanded westward 
becoming centered over the Ohio 
Valley, and its clockwise circulation 
pushing storms around it to the west 
and southwest. 

Retrograde patterns, inevitably, 
break down. West to east upper-air 

flow to our north eventually edged 
southward, and this eroded the heat 
dome high and brought a cold front 
down to break the Northeast heat 
wave.

For us, it’s still sticky like it has 
been for weeks, with scattered after-
noon storms, some with heavy rain, 
but the motion of those storms has 
been restored to the typical eastward 
and northeastward directions we 
would expect.

Backward and forward, it’s still a 
wet summer for us.

Weather Journal runs on Wednesdays.  

Weather Journal

For more weather tidbits, 
go to the Weather Journal 
blog at  blogs.roanoke.
com/weatherjournal/.

A group of middle school students 
crowded around a large black table at 
the Virginia Tech Carilion School of 
Medicine and Research Institute on 
Tuesday morning. They saw a human 
body in front of them. One by one, 
the kids took turns poking, spinning 
and slicing the figure, creating cross 
sections of the body to a chorus of 
“Ooh!” and “Cool!” and “Gross!”

After each middle schooler’s 
turn to play surgeon, David Lugar, 
a science coordinator at the facility, 
pushed a button on the table. The 
dismembered figure immediately 
regrew its limbs and rotated back 
into its original position.

The enormous touch-screen 
device, called an Anatomage Table, 
is one of about 40 virtual operat-
ing tables of its kind in the United 
States, Lugar said. The tables come 
preloaded with anatomically accu-
rate human bodies to be poked and 
prodded by Virginia Tech Carilion 
medical students.

This week, though, middle 
schoolers are using the table as part 
of a summer camp through the Sci-
ence Museum of Western Virginia.

“It was gross, but extraordinarily 
interesting. It’s like an iPad that has 10 
iPads duct-taped to it,” said Morrigan 
McKernan, 11. “I’ve seen really weird 
stuff, but that’s the weirdest thing I’ve 
ever seen. But like good weird.”

The basics of the table are simple 
to master, Lugar said. The figure on 
the screen can be rotated, magnified 
and chopped with the swipe of a fin-
ger. With each cut on the table, users 
make a new cross section to study 
the inside of the human body. Some 
functions can be complex, he said. 
But the sixth-, seventh- and eighth-
grade summer campers were natu-
rals after only a few minutes.

“It’s very similar to most of the 
other touch-screen items out there,” 
Lugar said. “I come in here with my 
co-workers and people over 40, and 
they’re like, ‘Wow, look at that. Oh 
my gosh.’ But these kids have seen 
this all before. They’re already a lot 
more comfortable than some people 
we have working on this.”

Lugar said he is excited to see 
what medical school students can 
do with the table. He said profes-
sors plan to incorporate the device 
into the school’s fall curriculum. 
Existing MRIs and CT scans can be 
uploaded to the table, so students and 
researchers can examine real Caril-
ion patients without ever picking up 
a scalpel.

“When they scan you and do an 
MRI, this is what they’re looking 
at. All these scans we have on here 
were real patients. This adds to our 

tools for anatomy supplements,” he 
said. “Med students can actually load 
cases that they’ve seen here at the 
med school into the table for future 
use. And the resolution that we’re 
getting from the equipment at the 
hospital looks great.”

The medical school bought 
the Anatomage Table in April for 
$77,000, said Dr. Cynda Johnson, 
the school’s president and founding 
dean. She said the device’s ability 
to stockpile cases of actual Carilion 
patients made the table a worthwhile 
investment.

“We needed to be able to use it for 
something and not just play with it. 
And we wanted to be very careful, 
because, if we could do all of this on 
an iPad, we wouldn’t be interested,” 
she said. “The thing that we think is 

really important is that we can build 
our own cases into it. And then we 
want to use it for things like today — 
so people who aren’t medical have a 
chance to see what’s possible.”

The Anatomage Table is just one 
stop for campers enrolled in the sci-
ence museum’s program for middle 
schoolers. They will spend the week 
exploring the research institute’s 
facilities and performing actual dis-
sections.

In the camp’s third year of opera-
tion, 18 youngsters turned out, while 
several others were put on a wait list, 
said Jim Rollings, executive director 
of the science museum. He said the 
camp attracted no more than nine 
students in either of its prior years.

“One of the challenges as kids get 
older is that they start to say, ‘I don’t 

need to go to summer camp anymore. 
I’m older now,’ ” he said. “If you’re 
going to attract kids of this age, you 
need to put a camp together that is 
really interesting to them. This camp 
puts these kids in touch with people 
doing world-class research.”

The camp costs between $215 and 
$240, said Michael Hemphill, direc-
tor of development and marketing at 
the science museum. Tuition breaks 
were given to paying members of 
the science museum and to those 
who registered early. A grant from 
the Foundation for Roanoke Valley 
covered tuition for five children from 
low-income families, he said.

Rollings said one of his priori-
ties is making the camp accessible 
to students of all demographics. 
He said the science museum relies 
on interest and funding generated 
from its summer camps. Interactive 
programs help the museum while 
spurring young minds into studying 
medicine, he said.

“That’s what science museum 
camps are all about — experiencing 
and touching and handling and doing 
things,” he said. “These researchers 
have really created experiences that 
inspire and educate. If these students 
are inspired and say, ‘This is the cool-
est thing I’ve ever seen,’ we don’t 
have to worry about their education. 
They’re going to want to pursue this.”

Morrigan said she loved working 
with the Anatomage Table. But she 
said performing a real life surgery 
would probably be more “gross.”

“I guess I’d prefer to be a doctor 
that doesn’t cut people up,” she said. 
“That might be weird.”

Science camp students 
attend medical school

By Andy Soergel
andy.soergel@roanoke.com 

981-3336

Middle schoolers study the 
human body in a program 
sponsored by the Science 
Museum of Western Virginia.

Photos by REBECCA BARNETT | The Roanoke Times

Anthony Laconte (from left), 12, Matthew Moore, 12, Morrigan McKernan, 11, Caroline Seto, 12, and D’wan Mayo, 
13, simulate dissections and operations of the human body on a 3-D anatomy table.

David Windslow, 13, flexes a knee joint as part of the Science Museum of 
Western Virginia’s summer camp.

Christiansburg police 
searched for about 20 
minutes Tuesday morning 
before finding a Newport 
man who had escaped cus-
tody while being escorted 
to the Montgomery County 
magistrate’s office.

Town 
police 
spokes-
woman 
Becky 
Wilburn 
said Bran-
don Scott 
Pr ice,  22, 
h a s  b e e n 

charged with multiple 
felonies related to a shop-
lifting case that spans 
several jurisdictions. He 
was arrested about 9 a.m. 
Tuesday after an interview 
with Christiansburg police 
detectives. 

Wilburn said Price was 
being taken to the mag-
istrate’s office, which is 
across the street from 
the Christiansburg Police 
Department, when he fled 
on foot. Deputies from 
the county sheriff’s office 
assisted in a brief foot pur-
suit, which ended when 
Price was captured between 
Second and Third streets. 
No one was injured, Wilburn 
said. 

Price was charged with 
felony escape from custody 
without force and was being 
held Tuesday afternoon at 
the Montgomery County 
Jail. Wilburn said the inves-
tigation into the shoplifting 
case is ongoing.

— Melissa Powell

Man escapes police 
custody a short time

CHRISTIANSBURG

Brandon Scott 
Price

The Roanoke County 
Board of Supervisors on 
Tuesday debated in a work 
session the merits of a reso-
lution aimed at reaffirming 
the importance of resident 
property rights. 

The resolution, which 
was proposed more than 
a month ago by Supervi-
sor Ed Elswick, came under 
scrutiny by the rest of the 
board for redundancies and 
contradictions. 

The board agreed to  
continue working on the 
wording of the document 
over  the next  several 
months and discuss it again 
during a September work 
session. 

The board also heard a 
presentation by Roanoke 
County Police Chief How-
ard Hall, who discussed the 
department’s data-driven 
crime fighting techniques. 

— Chase Purdy

Supervisors discuss 
property rights
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