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Abstract


Recent research indicates that the Northeast U.S. has been hit by hurricanes that have caused major destruction from the earliest time of settlement. Study of the damage patterns for these storms indicate that each of them caused  damage more similar to that of a higher Saffir-Simpson Category  category in the South. Hurricanes moving north increase in damage potential both because of basic changes in their structure (increase in translational velocity, widening of their wind fields), the areas they impact (mountainous topography, shoreline orientation, oceanographic and coastal characteristics), and anthropogenic factors (lack of perception of the hazard, dense development and high population).


A review of the hurricane history of the Northeast reveals that all parts have been subject to great damage between the 17th and 20th Centuries. Some of these storms were only of Category 2 scale but caused damage similar to a Category 3 storm in the south. The great 1938 Hurricane is officially a Category 3 storm. However, recent studies have suggested that  it was a borderline Category 4 storm before it made first landfall on Long Island. Some of these storms may have intensified through interaction with extratropical systems in New England. However, most of them penetrated far into New England with tropical storm characteristics. The 1938 Hurricane crossed the shoreline of Long Island at 3:00 PM and was still knocking over trees in Canada at 1 AM the following morning. The deep penetration of the storm is documented by tree damage patterns in northern New England.


Each of the major Northeast storms is reviewed in detail. The 1635 “Colonial” Hurricane nearly wiped out early English settlements and raised a storm surge of 20 ft. The 1815 Providence “Gale” caused flooding exceeded only by the 1938 Hurricane. The 1821 Norfolk -Long Island Hurricane was a seminal event in meteorology. Studies by Redfield (1830) established for the first time that hurricanes were not straight line winds (like gales), but were rotating and moving vortexes. The 1893 Hurricane affected New York City, removing a resort island  (Hog Island) that once existed south of the Rockaways. The 1938 Hurricane was the fastest moving storm in history,  cutting across New England at speeds of 55-65mph. It is the only hurricane in the U.S that caused multi-state damage through coastal waves and surge as well as inland flooding and winds. It was a regional disaster.


We have remembered few of the lessons from these early storms. Zoning and building codes are insufficient  to mitigate the danger. Coastal development and year-round occupation goes on unabated. The Northeast U.S. is statistically overdue for a major hurricane. If that storm makes a landfall in one of our major urban metropolitan areas, the result could be catastrophic. 

