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Seventy Five Years Agoé

·Wednesday, September 21, 1938
·War in Europe seemed inevitable

·Most summer dwellers gone

·People went about their 
business

·Sunny to overcast skies and 
forecast for rain later
·bƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƴŜǿΧ Ǌŀƛƴȅ ǎǳƳƳŜǊΧ Ǌŀƛƴȅ ǿŜŜƪ





September 21, 1938
Daily Weather Map

(Dept of Agriculture Weather Bureau)

NOAA Central Library



·100s would die
·682 fatalities

·Costliest storm of 
all time
·$5 billion 2013D
·~$45 billion if

population and wealth
 

·Widespread devastation
·Buildings, infrastructure, coastal topography, crops, 
ŦƻǊŜǎǘΣ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΧ

·Once-a-century New England storm

Little did they knowé



·The one to which all others are compared

·Research Subject
·Science
·Meteorology, hydrology, 

forest ecology

·Society
·Cost assessment, 

emergency management

·History
·The 1930s

·{ǘƻǊƳǎΣ ²ŜŀǘƘŜǊ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜΣ LƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΧ

The Great New England 

Hurricane of 1938



Napatree Point, RI
(pictures by 

Leonard Greene, 
survivor)

http://www.churbuck.com/wordpress/2007/09/the-morbid-equinox-the-hurricane-of-1938-2/



Providence, 
Rhode Island

(Boston Globe)



http://www.lishore.org/photos/ShinHist/380924.html



Westport Harbor, Mass
(Westport Historical Society)



Toppled steeple 
of Presbyterian church 

in Danielson, CT

http://www.geocities.com/hurricanene/hurr1938.htm



Peterborough, NH
(Works Progress 

Administration report)



http://www.ultimate.com/washington/

saved/Fox_1939_hurricane_salvage.j

pg



New York City
Seismograph

(Photo by Prof. William Lynch

Fordham University)

National Geographic Magazine



See full size image

http://lenaweecounty.redcross.org/images/Red%20Cross%20Logo.jpg






·Some stories
·όŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩύ

·Data reanalysis of the Hurricane

·First observations

·Inside-the-Weather Bureau
happenings

·Who got the most rainfall?

Whatõs New 75 Years Later?



Most updated 1938 tracks from Hurricane Reanalysis Project

Reanalysis of 

the Hurricaneõs Data



·Hurricane Database 1851 to present

·Reanalysis Project
·Led by Dr. Chris Landsea, hosted by NOAA/AOML
·¦ǇŘŀǘƛƴƎ ά.Ŝǎǘ ¢ǊŀŎƪέ Řŀǘŀ
·New information
·Updated analysis techniques

·Ongoing since 2001, working back to front
·Currently 1851 up to 1953

·1938 season reanalysis out December 2012
·1931-1943

The Hurricane Reanalysis Project





Courtesy of

Hurricane Reanalysis Project



·Other adjustments
·6th storm instead of 4th

·Changes in landfall intensity
·120 and 115 mph ς category 3
·MA effects down to cat 2

·Forward speed calculation
·Still up to 40-50 mph
·But not 70 mph!
·unexplainable myth

·Extratropical Transition
·Landfall as hurricane
·transitioning

·Extratropical right away



WB Headquarters - 24th and NW M Street, Washington D.C.

The Weather Bureau 

and the Hurricane



·Modernization efforts
·Forecasting techniques

·Upper observations

·The death of Chief Gregg
·September 14, 1938

The WB in the 1930s





The United States Weather Bureau

Weather Bureau Forecast Office
Washington D.C. - 1926
NOAA Photo Library

http://z.about.com/d/weather/1/0/K/B/-/-/weather-bureau-office.jpg


·Χ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǾǎΦ ŦŀŎǘ

Old vs. New Ways

Charles H. Pierce Charles L. Mitchell



Sept 21, 4am







Summarized Hurricane plus preceding rain totals

The Most Rain?



·Not Gardner, MA!!!
·5ƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǘŜ ƳŜΧ

Who Received the Most?



·Rainfall observations 
nuances
·/ŀƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀŘŘ 

September 19-22!!
·All Hurricane rainfall

happened during the 21st

·Massive preceding 
rainfall event Sept 17-20



·National Climatic Data Center
·Climatological Data: New England Section

·(ME, NH, VT, MA, RI, CT)

·September 1938

·Daily Precipitation totals





·What changes, then?

·Gardner, MA loses its title
·New highest Hillsboro, NH ς тΦосέ

·Smaller totals directly 
from the Hurricane
·мέ ǘƻ тҌέ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ мнҌέ

·BUT damages due to 
total pre+hurr
·(total is more 

relevant quantity)



Total Rainfall

·Pre + Hurr
·Hubbardston, MA ς мрΦсέ
·Gardner, MA ς мпΦрнέ
·Storrs, CT ς мпΦммέ
·Southbridge, MA ς моΦрέ
·Hartford, CT ς моΦмтέ
·Petersham, MA ς моΦмнέ
·Winchendon, MA ς моΦлέ
·Ware, MA ς мнΦтфέ
·Athol, MA ς мнΦомέ
·Lake Konumoc, CT ς ммΦутέ



Music Shell at Bushnell Park
Hartford, CT

September 22, 1938
(NOAA Photo Library)


