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Meteorologist Dan Wolie is used to working at altitude
...others cringe high atop the huge 98-slory structure

By Don Olsen

It has been blasted by lightning, pumunelled by hail,
rocked by Chinook winds, coated with ice, avoided by
aircraft and both criticized and complimented for its
imposing stretch of almost 1,000 feet into the Weld
County sky.

Al 98 stories, the five-year-old Erie weather tower Ls
not only the tallest man-made structure in Colorado,
bat also an irreplaceable tool for studying both Front
Range atmospheric conditions and Denver's notorious
Brown Cloud.

The tower's high intensity strobe lights are a land-
mark visible from the mountains on the west {0 Gree-
ley on the east, and a heart-stopping elevator ride to
its needle-thin tip opens up @ bird’s eye vists of several
Colorado counties,

To a meteorologist, it's the Boulder Atmospheric
Laboratary, a lofty steel perch in the earth’s lower tro-
posphere. Sensitive scientific instcuments spin and
click along its sides, sending thousands of bits of infor-
mation into computer data banks available to re-
searchers from around the world.

To experimenters with the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency, the Erie tower is a convenient platform
from which they can emulate the pellution from a high
altitude smokestack and gather valuable knowledge
about the origins of acid rain.

To engineers, the tower is & remarkable feat, at 300
meters exactly equal in height to France's Eiffel Tow-
er and constructed over an abandoned underground
coal mine that had to be slabilized with truckloads of
concrete to support the solid steel structure.

Once expected to have a research life of only five
years, the tower remains a center for seientific activ-
ity. “It's literally busier than ever. We've got at least
another five years of useful life,” says National Ocean-
ographic and Atmospheric Aministration meteorolo-
gist John Gaynor,

A trip to the top of the Erie Tower is both a chance
for a fascinating view of the northern Frent Range and
an acrophobic experience for the faint-hearted. NOAA
meteorologist Dan Wolfe, whe spends much of his time
at the Lip of the structure, took a reporter and photog-
rapher with him one early morning two weeks ago.

After donning reguired safety harnesses and step-
ping into the electric cog elevator, the rattling journey
Lo the top began. Little could be seen on the outside —
since passengers are enclosed in a steel casing with
only tiny corner windows, Wolfe said the lifl is de-
signed to be much safer than most conventional eleva-
tors, with several back-ups and emergency brakes
should the main system iail. The complete ascent
lakes about six minutes, and when it finally jolted to a
stop at the tower’s highest point, the rural landscape of
Boulder and Weld Counties opened up far below Like
the patchwork quilt of an early Colorado homesteader.

Passengers edged thelr way out of the lift, wel
aware of the [act that a wrong slip meant a $8-story
plunge to the ground. The nerves of even experienced
tower researchers remain constantly sharpened to the
always present danger of falling. “After working up
here all day, you notice that you're really tired when
you get back down,"” said Wolfe.

No major accidents have occured in the tower's five-

98 stories above
Weld County

year history, but there have been moments. Once,
when the structure was still being constructed, some
mischievous kids had tried to climb it and one of them
ended up spending a terrifying night “‘frozen™ on the
tower froto fear of falling. Another tirne a pair of re-
searchers doing snowflake studies had gone Lo the top’
during a storm to collect samples. For some reason
the main elevator jammed and the scientists had to
edge their way out to an equipment carriage 1,000 feet
upin the air to be brought back down.

Today the struclure is protected from novice adven-
turers by a high steel fence, and rules prohibit its use
during bad weather

Wolfe dropped the elevator ene level down, allowing
its roof to become a larger platform on which to stand.
To the south, Denver's shining skyscrapers loomed out
of a scuddy brown cloud of morning pollution. From
the tower’s vantage point, observers could clearly see
how the pollution, pressed to the ground by a morning
inversion, was slowly drifting northwest up the the
South Platte Valley and then circling north along flood
plains draining east oot of the Rockies.

That day the tip of the tower was above the inversion
layer, and the surrounding atmosphere was remarkab-
ly warm, fresh and clear. To the south, Denver looked
like a dirty punch bowl,

Metcorelogist Gaynor said the siting of the tower on
the populated Front Range was in fact “'a compromise
location.” Although conveniently close to NOAA's
Boulder research labs, the tower is also subject to
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Denver's pollution plume, high winds and uneven sur-
face terrain.

But at the same time, he said, the tower can provide
a vertical view into the planet’s atmospheric boundary
layer as it is affected by “'real conditions.”

“That’s where the pollution is, and that’s where the
people live. The arca where things are happening is in
the boundary layer,” he said. Lasl month, for exam-
ple, the Environmental Protection Agency used the
Erie Tower to monitor smoke samples to see just
where pollution from high altitude stacks goes after
emmission. Gaynor said be was surprised to notice the
sinoke seemed W drop to the ground almost immedi.
ately, contradicted a widespread theory that such pol-
lution remaias aloft as a possible cause of acid rain.

To keep the facility busy, NOAA encourages usage
by universities and other government agencies. With
its impressive array of somic ancnometers, acoustic
echo sounders, microbarographs and other super-sen-
sitive metecrological Insteumentation reaching far
into the Colorado sky, the awesome tower will likely
remain a popular point for atmospheric research well
into the 1980s.

But to the NOAA staffers like Dan Wolfe who regu-
larly commiute to wark oa an electric cog elevator to a

1,000-foat-high steel platform, the Erie tower eventual-
Iy “becomes sart of like your office.”

Don Olsen is speclal sections editor for the Daily
Times-Call.
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