


   The Blizzard of ’78



   “Route 128 is unbelievable; it is as if there has been a massive rush-hour traffic jam and somebody had said, ‘Stop’ and covered the cars with 5 feet of snow.”


  —MASSACHUSETTS GOV. MICHAEL DUKAKIS, FEB. 8, 1978




  EVERYONE HAS THAT “WHERE WERE YOU WHEN?” MOMENT OF THEIR lives. The moon landing, the Kennedy assassination, the day the Berlin wall came down, September 11. Seminal events burned into our memories. If there was ever a New England weather event that could elicit such a response, it is the Blizzard of ’78.


  A king sitting on a throne above all other winter contenders for Massachusetts and Rhode Island, this one snowstorm lives on in New England lore. If you have ever run out to get bread and milk before the snow starts falling, the Blizzard of ’78 is the reason why. If the roads are shut down before a nor’easter advances, the Blizzard of ’78 is why. Its effects are burned into long memories and likely will remain for many years to come.


  What gives this one storm such standing? It was not just the snow, which was prodigious. Nor the waves, which were crushing. It was the cumulative effects of the weather, iconic images, and the advancing state of TV news with widespread coverage beamed into homes. It was one of the first examples of extended storm coverage in Boston; something that has become commonplace now. When all the ingredients came together it was a sight to behold, and, to remember for the ages.


  Where do we begin? For starters, 1978 was a heck of a winter and it started before this infamous storm. You may search for the “Blizzard of 78” online and not even get the historic one that pounded New England, for there was another major snowstorm two weeks earlier in the Midwest. From January 24 to 27 a colossal blizzard tracked into the Great Lakes, undergoing rapid cyclogenesis and shattering pressure records. It would bottom out at 955.5 millibars in southern Ontario, and the inland bombogenesis conjured up forty- to sixty-mile-per-hour winds with gusts as high as eighty-two miles per hour. The intense pressure drop earned the storm the nickname “The Cleveland Superbomb” while snowfall on the order of one to three feet buried Ohio, Indiana, and Michigan.


  We can go back just a bit further and find yet more winter mischief in New England before the main event rolled into town. On the heels of a cold December, January was busy from the get-go. In the area of Hartford, Connecticut, over twenty inches of snow had fallen through the 18th with several consecutive storms swinging through. The accumulation of moisture-laden snow and ice produced near-disaster.


  On the evening of January 17 nearly five thousand people gathered for a University of Connecticut vs. University of Massachusetts basketball game inside the three-years-young Hartford Civic Center coliseum. Just six hours after a UConn win, at 4:19 a.m., those in the newly built convention complex would describe a long rumble like an earthquake as the large flat roof gave way. Crashing down upon ten thousand seats below was a mess of steel, insulation, and ice. In a miraculous stroke of good timing, only two guards and two maintenance men were inside at the time and none of them were hurt.


  The civic center was not alone in such a fate. The heavy snowfall brought down the roof of the Wire Wind Corporation in Jewett City, a supermarket in Windham, and a department store in Manchester.


  And yet, there was plenty more ahead. Just two days later a major snowfall arrived, blanketing New England in one to two feet of snow. Often forgotten because of what followed, the snowstorm of January 20 and 21 was, at the time, Boston’s second largest snowstorm since at least the late 1800s with 21.4 inches of snow. Only a February blizzard in 1969 had produced more in the city. Amazing to think that such an event could be left in the dust! But while the snow was significant and snarled travel, the winds and tides were not nearly as ferocious as the storm lurking two weeks out. Therefore, the impact would quickly take a backseat in the history books.


  This mid-January snowstorm would also play an important role in the debacle to come, because it was a forecasting nightmare. Initially, the storm wasn’t even expected to be a snow event but instead a rainstorm across eastern New England. The changeover to rain did not happen in some towns or happened after piles of snow had accumulated in others. There had been a couple other warnings of snowstorms that season that had not lived up to their billing. Seeds of doubt were put into the public’s mind and recency bias can be extremely powerful. Though the Blizzard of ’78 would feature much better forecasts, the perception was that it was overblown and would not live up to the hype. In the end, this is probably what led to the disaster that unfolded on roadways as the snowflakes quickly piled up.


  Sunday, February 5, is where we pick up the story. A weak Alberta Clipper had been moving through the Great Lakes and toward the Mid-Atlantic during the day, eventually spawning a budding storm off the North Carolina coast during the evening. Forecasters had foreseen this development, using observations and the remarkably accurate (for this storm) LFM model, or limited fine-mesh model. For several days it had been printing out some startling data for what lay ahead. Though humbled by the failure two weeks earlier, meteorologists were quick to sound the alarm. The National Weather Service office in Boston put out Winter Storm Watches on Sunday morning, more than a day before the first flakes fell. The 5 a.m. issuance from the Boston office called for developing snow Sunday night and increasing intensity to follow Monday with considerable blowing and drifting. It closed with the ominous line “a substantial snow may come of it.”


  Blizzard conditions were mentioned fifteen hours in advance of the storm, with heavy snow warnings posted Monday morning. It may sound like short notice now, but this was a pretty good advance alert in the 1970s. The Monday morning edition of the Springfield Daily News asked, “Ready for 16 inches?”


  The damage, however, had been done over the past several weeks. Confidence in the forecast was low and, it being a Monday morning, thousands headed out onto the roadways for their typical start to the week. Many of them would not take their car back home, but instead would abandon them on the side of whatever street they were snowed in on.


  On this fateful morning, a strong arctic high pressure of 1052 millibars was drifting down out of Manitoba, anchoring in a cold air mass on the western side of a rapidly developing nor’easter. Perhaps surprisingly to anyone who is familiar with strong coastal storms off of New England, the drop was “only” down to about 984 millibars. There have certainly been much deeper storms. So why the ensuing ferocity? Considering the very high-pressure environment and arctic cold, it did not need extreme bombogenesis on the order of some of the biggest historical drops. The gradient, or change in pressure over distance, was still enormous and according to the work in Paul Kocin and Louis Uccellini’s Northeast Snowstorms represented the largest gradient in their study of numerous snowstorms from 1950 to 2003.


  At the upper levels, textbook transformation was underway. A polar disturbance dropped straight down from north of Hudson Bay on the 5th, digging down into the Great Lakes and then closing off at five hundred millibars, placing southern New England squarely in the northwest quadrant. For snow enthusiasts, this is the prime location for heavy snowfall.


  Meanwhile the upper-level jet stream was undergoing a wholesale change. Leading up to the blizzard, a zonal west-east look had been in charge. Between February 5 and 6, a deep amplification took place as a ridge rocketed northward through the Plains and into Canada while a significant trough dug into the east. The analysis on the evening of February 6 revealed a coupled jet signature, which helps to force air upwards vigorously and aids in heavy precipitation. Everything was ripe for a major event from the surface on up.


  As the roads filled with commuters and school buses, there was a final twist that would seal the storm’s reputation. The first flakes began just a little later than forecast. Had they started to flutter down a few hours earlier, perhaps many would have had the chance to change their mind and stay home. But when the snow arrived around eight in the morning the day was underway, and the storm did not take long to show its hand.


  Rates of two inches per hour were the rule by midday, and the full scope of what was happening became clear. Businesses and schools tried to get everyone out and back home as soon as possible, but the early dismissals were greeted by impassable roads and treacherous conditions. It was too late. Thousands of cars and their inhabitants were immediately caught on interstates and side roads along the Boston to Providence corridor. It would become one of the enduring scenes of the Blizzard of ’78 as three thousand cars and five hundred trucks were trapped in the drifting snow along an eight-mile stretch of Route 128 alone. Another 1,950 were stuck on Routes 95, 195, and 146 in greater Providence. Many of the cars would stay in their snowbound state for days before help arrived to dig them out. While most people abandoned them in the snowbanks, some who decided to stay put were in a deadly situation. With the snow piling up and blocking tailpipes, fourteen people were killed by carbon monoxide poisoning.


  The roadways were perhaps the most dangerous spot to be, but another location in downtown Boston was turning into a rowdy storm shelter as the day wore on. Throwing aside the forecasts, 11,666 fans had decided to tempt fate and have a few pints inside the Boston Garden. It was Beanpot time, the annual college ice hockey tournament for local bragging rights. Harvard took down Northeastern during game one, and during the action word was spreading about how wild it was getting outside. While it was starting to dawn on everyone that a major storm was taking place, more than a few decided to stay for game two between Boston University and Boston College. During that matchup an announcement was made indicating that conditions were continuing to deteriorate, but many still decided to stay put.


  Toward the end of BU’s thrashing of the Eagles, a new announcement took on a decidedly different tone. The message was to stay, because there was no getting out. All those cars were abandoned on the highway, the train system (MBTA) was shutting down, and it was going to be a slumber party at the Garden. Hundreds became storm refugees, and as it turned out it would not just be an overnight affair. The mix of leftover fans, Garden employees, and sports reporters slept in skyboxes and locker rooms for several days before they were able to make an escape.


  A concession worker named Rich Fahey would later recall that it really wasn’t that bad . . . in fact maybe it was a dream come true. Fahey wrote, “The temptation to stay put in the Garden was strong. There was free coffee, leftover hot dogs, and popcorn. We knew where there was beer to be had. Card games had broken out all around the club. Really, what else does a man need?” Fahey would also note that there were very few women since they had the common sense to leave or not attend a game during a blizzard in the first place, and that the stragglers were “pretty ripe” by the time they were kicked out three days later.


  Some did make a run for it and ended up making some harrowing drives through blinding snowfall. By 11:30 p.m. snow depths around one foot were reported across eastern New England and the winds were howling. Through the night the blizzard raged, burying towns and thrashing the coastline with destructive surf and surge. It was during this time that the peak wind gusts tore across the landscape, reaching 92 miles per hour in Chatham, 90 miles per hour on Nantucket, 84 miles per hour at Blue Hill Observatory, 79 miles per hour in Boston, and an unofficial gust of 111 miles per hour in Scituate.


  The full-throated northeast gale was directing the ocean’s fury on the shoreline from Maine to Massachusetts, and Monday evening’s high tide was the first test. Tides were running two to four feet above normal. It was a battering, but the worst was yet to come. The center of the storm had taken up a position just off the Long Island coast and had essentially stalled, performing a short loop and finding a spot due south of Narragansett Bay by Tuesday morning. While keeping bands of heavy snow flying and winds whipping, this slow movement stopped the Monday-evening high tide from going out in any significant manner. It set the stage for epic destruction as the sun rose for the next high tide, which was expected to be a foot and a half higher than the previous night.


  A major variable for coastal flooding involves the moon. If a new moon phase is occurring, astronomical tides will be at a high point for the month (also known as a spring tide). Many meteorologists circle these tides on their winter calendar in advance to be wary of the threat. On February 6 not only was there a new moon but it was what we would now call a “supermoon,” or a moon at perigee. A perigean moon is at its closest point to earth in orbit, which adds an extra gravitational boost to the already high astronomical tides. In short, the timing could not possibly have been any worse.


  With a blocking high slowing down the storm and piling up water levels over multiple tide cycles, the ocean’s refusal to recede at low tide becomes a dangerous risk. The biggest flood events from nor’easters tend to be ones that occur over several cycles. Having both the blocking and new moon in tandem is a recipe for disaster.


  An early-morning NWS bulletin issued at 5:30 a.m. summed up the grim situation for the coastline, warning that “considerable and extensive flooding is probable later this morning” and “extensive surf battery and beach erosion will continue throughout the day.” It would indeed be unlike any storm in memory.


  From Revere just north of Boston, to the South Shore and Cape Cod, all-time high-water marks pushed over flood barriers and destroyed property. The coastline was reshaped by the powerful swells breaking through barrier beaches and rushing through weak spots in the dunes.


  Winthrop Drive in the Beachmont section of Revere appeared as an icy lake when the Atlantic came over the seawall and submerged cars in a slushy mix of saltwater and snow. Homes bobbed in the floodwater that had leapt over the inadequate seawall, and three thousand people would need to move into the Revere High School when it was opened as a storm shelter. The towns of Scituate and Hull, facing directly into the full brunt of the waves, were devastated. Homes were smashed and splintered, thrown off their foundations. From the Boston area southward, records fell.


  Seaside homes in the Gun Rock Beach section of Hull were torn apart in an unimaginable scene. Down the road in Cohasset, the Old Ice House near Hugo’s Lighthouse restaurant had been documenting high-water marks since 1851. None marked on a board in the icehouse were as high as the morning of February 7, 1978. Boston’s tide set a new record that stood for forty years until January of 2018. A refurbished 269-foot Hudson River cruise ship, the SS Peter Stuyvesant, sank next to Anthony’s Pier 4 restaurant along Boston Harbor. It would remain in its watery grave until 2017 when the leftover remains were finally brought up from the depths during waterfront construction.


  A town known for being ravaged by coastal storms, Scituate, featured some of the most dramatic images. Streets were full of boulders and debris and the wreckage of homes was strewn all over shoreline roads. One photo published in the Boston Globe featured a house with only one fixture left remaining—the toilet.

  
  The solid concrete seawall in North Scituate was broken apart as if it were made of sticks, and the Peggotty Beach section of town was left in ruins. In all, an astounding two thousand homes were destroyed by the savage surf that Tuesday morning. The losses included two iconic structures, one on Cape Cod and one on Cape Ann. The Fo’castle, or “Outermost House,” immortalized in naturalist Henry Beston’s 1928 book by the same name, was tossed into the ocean from its dune in Eastham. To the north, it was Motif No. 1 that was swallowed by an indifferent sea. Known by artists as “the most painted building in America,” the alluring red fishing shack had stood for 138 years (an exact replica was rebuilt later in 1978).


  Sad as the loss of a fixture in town was, Rockport and the rest of Cape Ann had other more pressing problems. Cars were flung into the harbor and houses in Motif No. 1’s neighborhood of Bearskin Neck were crushed.


  To the south on Cape Cod, the morning brought an eerie calm as the center drifted just off the coast of Nantucket. The nor’easter had taken on an appearance similar to a hurricane, with a clearing “eye” in the center visible even on the more rudimentary satellite imagery of the 1970s. With breaks of sunshine, the damage Cape Codders were waking up to was immense. Whole portions of the coast had been rearranged by the blizzard.


  At Coast Guard Beach in Eastham, the Outermost House was not the sole loss. Waves obliterated the dunes and destroyed the bathhouse as well as the parking lot for the beach. The overwash from storm surge blasted into Nauset Marsh, depositing the remains of several “camps,” or simple beach shacks, behind the old dune line.


  In Chatham, Monomoy Island was split in two in another case of the storm altering New England’s coastline. The newly separated North and South Monomoy Islands did not join again until November of 2006. A jog up the coast to North Beach in Chatham was a scene of devastation with several other camps and cottages destroyed overnight.


  Another historic split took place in Truro, farther north along the National Seashore. At Ballston Beach, the ocean surged through a low point in the dunes and separated Pamet Road. The town decided not to reconnect them, and so North and South Pamet Roads are still without a link today. The next and final town up the coast is Provincetown, where major flooding inundated Herring Cove Beach and Commercial Street in the downtown area. The Outer Cape was not alone as major flooding also inundated towns on the Massachusetts Bay side, particularly in the vulnerable areas of Sandwich and Dennis.


  In all, flooding occurred over four consecutive high tide cycles with the peak destruction coming Tuesday morning. Few storms over the history of New England settlement rivaled the damage these successive high tides wrought on the coast.


  Those inland were not enduring the battering ram of an angry ocean, but they were watching an otherworldly amount of snow pile up. A strong blocking high pressure over eastern Canada and Greenland was working its magic in two different ways. Cold arctic highs can keep a fresh drain of frigid air pouring southward into the storm, keeping snow as the favored precipitation type. Blocking also slows down a storm, increasing the longevity of poor weather conditions.


  The duration varied from town to town, but in general the snow fell continuously for thirty-two to thirty-seven hours before the storm finally slid away to the east and came to an end Tuesday evening. The final flake was noted to fall just before the stroke of midnight at Blue Hill Observatory. What was left behind would become a story to tell for generations.


  In Boston, it became the biggest snowstorm on record (at the time) with 27.1 inches choking city streets and essentially shutting down daily life. It was the first time mail was not delivered in the area since the great Hurricane of ’38. Plows were completely overwhelmed and there was no place to put all the snow anyway. Governor Dukakis shut down all travel except for emergency personnel for several days, a ban that would not occur again until a blizzard in February of 2013.

  
  A swath of two to four feet of snow had accumulated where banding had been persistent Monday night, from Cape Ann (32.5 inches in Rockport) through the western suburbs of Boston and south to Rhode Island and northeast Connecticut. The capital city of Providence had an eye-popping and record-setting 28.6 inches of snow, the most intense twenty-four-hour snowfall on record. But the real jackpot was just north. The official measurement for Woonsocket, Rhode Island, was thirty-eight inches, though unofficial reports went as high as fifty-five inches in the town of Lincoln. Wind had whipped the snow into towering drifts fifteen to twenty-seven feet high. While not in the heart of these incredible snow totals, a broad region of one- to two-foot snowfall was noted across Maryland, Pennsylvania, New York, and the rest of New England. While still significant in Connecticut, the blizzard came up short of the Great White Hurricane of 1888, which arguably remains the most severe snowstorm of record west of the Rhode Island border.


  Without a doubt, this was great fun for many children and those young at heart. For some of them, school would not be back in session until the middle of the month given the magnitude of cleanup required. Memories of deep snow drifts you could jump off the roof into and memorably enormous snowmen are common.


  There was also a danger with so much snow on the ground. One of the saddest stories to emerge came from the small town of Uxbridge, Massachusetts. A ten-year-old boy went missing on February 7 and the tragic truth of his location was not uncovered until the snow melted. Even with hundreds of volunteers digging through and moving around snow to search for the young boy, no sign was found for three weeks. It was then that mailman Leo Lussier caught a glimpse of a mitten sticking out of a snowbank while on his route. It was Peter Gosselin, found just feet from his parent’s door. The death toll was sobering for a winter storm, with seventy-three killed in Massachusetts and twenty-six more in Rhode Island.


  This was a job that called for much more than the shovel or snowblower. National Guard troops from Fort Bragg and Fort Devens were called in to help with the effort and clear Logan Airport’s runways. Even the Army and Air Force moved in from southern bases to add their manpower and equipment to the task. President Jimmy Carter declared portions of Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and Connecticut federal disaster areas. At best, it was days before travel started moving again. At worst, it took over a week before the roads were cleared. Shelters were brimming with over ten thousand temporary residents waiting for heat and electricity to return, or to find a more permanent option if their home had been destroyed. The damage left behind totaled well over $1 billion in today’s dollars.


  The tales of scores of New Englanders trudging through waist-deep snow, sleeping in offices or cars, and pitching in to reopen the region are too numerous to recount. Though there is no arguing it affected the psyche of everyone in its paths for decades to come. Nature did, at least, give everyone a break after the incredible stretch of severe winter conditions. It did not snow again in most towns for the rest of the month. Instead of the calm before the storm, it was a calm after the storm.
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    Vehicles stranded in snow in the southbound lanes of Massachusetts Route 128
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   The Great White Hurricane of 1888



   “Chaos reigned, and the proud, boastful metropolis was reduced to the condition of a primitive settlement.”


  —THE NEW YORK TRIBUNE, MARCH 13, 1888




  GO BACK OVER THE PAST SEVERAL HUNDRED YEARS AND YOU WILL FIND no shortage of memorable snowstorms across the US. Like clockwork the arctic fades into darkness, frigid air masses descend, and snowflakes fly. Among the innumerable storms that have left their mark on our lives and property, two of the worst hit in the very same year. The first would lead to tragedy in the heartland, with the follow-up striking the east coast two months later. That year was 1888.


  It began in early January, when a bitter air mass engulfed the Dakotas and Minnesota with temperatures plunging -20 to -40°F. Brutal as it was, by morning of January 12, the air had moderated, and it was easy for many to let their guard down when venturing out in the more tolerable conditions. Many accounts speak of the pleasant and calm start to the day without any hint of trouble. This would prove to be a fatal error in judgment as an arctic front was on the move from the north. Rapidly, a whipping blizzard set in immediately trapping thousands of people. It was in the schoolhouses, however, that the most gut-wrenching part of the storm played out. Confronted with the question of whether to stay and risk running out of food and heat or try to get back home, teachers and children became victims. It is estimated that 235 died in the sudden storm, a large number of them students who were overcome by the blinding snow and cold while making a run for it. This toll earned 1888’s first major storm the title of “The Children’s Blizzard.”

  
  After this sad start to the winter season, attention would turn to an even more deadly storm destined to strike the east coast in March. At the time, it did not feel like winter’s wrath was coming back for another round. In fact, the setup was very similar to the Plains blizzard in January. A cold shot that kicked off the month of March had relaxed and moved on, allowing for a feel of spring to creep into the minds of New Englanders and New Yorkers. It was the start of the weekend and an historic snowstorm of unrivaled proportions was not on the mental menu of what lay ahead. Saturday, March 10, featured the optimistic signs of crocus popping up, grass greening, and birds singing. Temperatures popped into the forties and fifties. Everyone was ready to move on.


  There had not yet been the creation of the Weather Bureau or Weather Service, but a predecessor to these institutions was monitoring the atmosphere. In 1888 the Signal Service, a branch of the War Department, did have a contingent of fledgling meteorologists attempting to gather observations and make daily forecasts. Using the tools available at the time, it was noted that a trough of “low barometer” extended from southern Canada to the Gulf of Mexico with two more distinct areas of low pressure on the surface analysis—one in the Great Lakes and the other over Georgia. For a current meteorologist, this would probably get the senses tingling. Right away one could envision a merging of these two low centers into one large coastal storm. The thought did not occur to forecasters at the time. The outlook they issued on the morning of Sunday, March 11, was, in a major understatement, not good.


  “Fresh to brisk easterly winds, with rain, will prevail tonight followed on Monday by colder, brisk westerly winds and fair weather throughout the Atlantic States.”


  Indeed, it did begin with brisk winds and rain in New York City. On Sunday, the rain began to fall and when many city dwellers went to bed there was nothing much to worry about. The scene upon waking, on the other hand, was a completely different matter. An opening of the blinds revealed a raging whiteout. Nearly a foot had already added up and the drifts were rapidly climbing higher.


  Over the next two days, an epic snowstorm would smash records, tear down telegraph lines, cripple public transportation, kill more than four hundred people, destroy two hundred ships at sea, and cut towns off from one another. Many of these towns have never come close to a similar amount of snow from a storm again. A call for rain instead became one of the greatest blizzards ever witnessed in the east.


  So, what happened? Like so many of the major events chronicled in this book, the storm slowed down, stalled, and looped off the coast to bring nearly three full days of high-impact weather. We see the same story play out with the Blizzard of ’78, the Perfect Storm, and more. Such blocked and sluggish movement is what allows storms to dump extremely unusual amounts of moisture and whip waves up into a destructive force of coastal surge. The 1888 blizzard was no different than other extreme examples over the course of time, but outcomes were at the top of the scale when it comes to what is possible in the region.


  By the evening of Sunday, March 11, coastal reorganization was underway east of the Outer Banks. The weak surface low across the southeast saw its pressure fall from 1010 millibars in the morning to 1004 millibars in the evening. At 10 p.m., the ship Andes recorded a minimum pressure of 994 millibars just east of the Outer Banks, translating to a sixteen-millibar drop in approximately twelve hours. The sudden drop intensified winds along the Mid-Atlantic coast with the Signal Service reporting significant structural damage including roofs blown off and trees uprooted. Ships at sea were holding on for their lives but also providing the crucial service of continuing to observe the deteriorating conditions. The ship Kensett noted a pressure of 993 millibars at 7 a.m. Monday morning just east of the Jersey shore, with yet another vessel east of Long Island finding a minimum pressure of 984 millibars by 3 p.m. in the afternoon. Rapid cyclogenesis, in this case bombogenesis, turned a trough of low pressure into a potent nor’easter overnight.


  The great squeeze was on with the deepening storm and an arctic high of 1040 millibars building in from the Great Lakes, the increasing gradient building strong northwesterly winds and dragging arctic air down from the north. The transformation was swift. Chilly rain in New York turned to snow by 1 a.m., and New Haven, Connecticut, by 2:30 a.m. A developing and extreme coastal front moved in from the ocean and set up across eastern New England, oriented north-south. In this case, the change in temperature on either side of the front was amazing as it separated the mild ocean air from dry and frigid arctic air. At one point, the range between Nashua, New Hampshire, and Northfield, Vermont, was 34° to 4°F. On a more localized basis, surface temperatures quickly dropped 10°F to 20°F west of the coastal boundary.


  These coastal fronts act as a focus for moist Atlantic air, a convergence that sends air parcels up and precipitation down. Once meeting the cold air west of this convergent zone, the snowflakes came in droves. Throughout “Blizzard Monday” it refused to budge and prolonged whiteout conditions enveloped western New England to New York and New Jersey.


  While the snow and winds raged, the low itself had stalled and was drifting aimlessly off the south coast of New England. Moving to a position just south of Martha’s Vineyard during the afternoon of the 12th, the storm began to drift back to the west along the Rhode Island coast where minimum pressure bottomed out at an estimated 978 millibars. During the 13th the center slid southward, now to a location just south-southeast of Montauk, New York. Snow was still flying but became disorganized with intensity gradually diminishing. It wasn’t until the 14th that the storm began to dissipate and slide slowly away to the east. We do not have reliable upper-air maps of the time, but it can be assumed that there was significant North Atlantic blocking to account for such a slow, retrograding motion.


  The stall and loop observed during the 12th to 14th was a critical element to produce outrageous amounts of precipitation, and the resulting totals were nothing short of extraordinary on the ground. The very phrase “30 to 50 inches of snow were common” is not something one will often hear anywhere in the eastern US, but it was the real deal once the tumult of the storm relented. The Hudson Valley would end up being a bull’s-eye.


  It had set in on Sunday afternoon, and when all had ground to a halt Saratoga Springs, New York, was at the top of the list where up to fifty-eight inches of snow was reported! In nearby Troy, fifty-five inches fell and Albany observed 46.7 inches. With records dating to 1884 in Albany, no other storm has come within twenty inches of the Great White Hurricane. It made for the snowiest March on record and second snowiest of any month in the city, just behind December of 1969. Everything was closed as the Capital Region went into total shutdown.


  In New England, it was a split between two types of snow. The milder side of the coastal front featuring heavy, wet snow that ripped down telegraph lines and required much hard labor to clean up. Boston oscillated between rain and snow, in the end only receiving seven to twelve inches across the city depending on proximity to the water. Even spared the worst thanks to a mixed precipitation, railroad lines were covered with debris and shut down. Communication by way of telephone or telegraph was taken out as lines fell. The paste of wet snow easily made quick work of trees and infrastructure. The Boston Globe ran the headline “Cut Off ” while proclaiming it to be the most severe storm in a generation. Farther to the southeast, the whole event was one big windy rainstorm. A quick jaunt inland on the colder side of the storm was a completely different matter.


  Just a dozen miles or so away from the coast, the snow totals quickly climbed above a foot. Upon entering the Worcester Hills, they approached three feet. The city of Worcester itself was buried under thirty-two inches of new snow and drifts more than double that depth. Keene, New Hampshire, notched thirty-eight inches. Respectably huge as these amounts were, the piles got bigger and bigger moving into the frigid side of the storm across western New England where temperatures barely held above 0°F for much of the event. The combination of arctic air, winds gusting thirty to fifty miles per hour inland and as high as eighty miles per hour near the coast, plus historic snowfall made for severe and unrivaled blizzard conditions.


  The Connecticut River Valley is a region often “skipped” by big snowfalls that are more frequent in the higher terrain on either side. In 1888, this was not the case. Throughout the Massachusetts portion of the valley, thirty- to forty-inch totals were common with drifts well over six feet. A Springfield man named Edward Leonard happened to reach into one while trying to recover his hat and found instead a girl buried underneath the snow. He frantically dug her out and brought her to safety, where she did manage to survive thanks to quick action. A famous photo in Northampton captured pedestrians walking through tunnels in the snow on the campus of Smith College with a solid six feet of headroom accommodating most adults. Telegraph boys working in the storm tied wires around their waists so that they could be pulled out of the drifts.


  Amazingly, the thirty to forty inches found here were on the low end when comparing towns just to the north or south. Southern Vermont was crushed with up to four feet of snow, including forty-eight inches in Bennington. A train on the Boston and Albany Railroad became trapped along the Vermont and New Hampshire border. The seventy-two passengers on it needed to be resourceful, because they would not be dug out of the towering drifts for two days. Their survival diet included eating raw eggs that were found inside a crate in the baggage car. Meanwhile a train stuck in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, lost thirty-two cars full of pigs that froze to death in the subzero temperatures.


  Closer to the center of the storm in Connecticut, biblical amounts of snow piled high. A staggering fifty inches was reported in Wallingford, 44.7 inches in New Haven, and 42 inches in Middletown. To reach this unprecedented amount of snow, the blizzard was able to conjure up over five inches of liquid equivalent (meaning if it were rain, it would have been five inches of rainfall). The cold atmosphere of the winter rarely produces such significant moisture and it was only possible by way of the storm’s slow movement and extreme banding along the coastal front. In the hardest hit of these Connecticut and Hudson Valley locations, the drifts were reported to reach a towering height of thirty to forty feet, including one measured to be thirty-eight feet high in Cheshire, Connecticut.


  Of course, this meant no one was going anywhere in a hurry and many were plunged into survival mode. One story from Connecticut tells of a Mrs. M. Brusselars who could not escape her home in Hartford. Stuck for three days with a collection of twelve other storm refugees, the group resorted to eating local birds for sustenance. She claimed, “we found that under my back porch about seventy-five to one hundred sparrows had gathered, so we killed some of them, made a few sparrow pies, which helped to sustain us.”


  On a farm in Redding, so transformed was the landscape that “snow was so deep in the stables that cows and horses stood to their middles in it.” Two-legged folk took to ladders to climb down out of their second-story windows to reach the ground below, since the first floors were choked with drifting snow. Everything from mail and milk deliveries to railroad service came to a stop and a mass effort toward snow removal became the primary objective. Until rail could return to normal, food shortages were an issue and got worse in the days to come.


  New York City was a complete and total winter wasteland, isolated in its cramped and snowbound situation. In recent years there had been a rapid and haphazard buildup of telephone and telegraph wires that were strung in every which manner. The blizzard made short work of them, sending lines into the streets and providing an extra blockade in addition to the snow. Many fire stations were immobilized as a result and the property loss from fires alone tallied $25 million.


  There were twenty-one inches reported in Central Park but some boroughs including Brooklyn and Queens reported up to thirty-six inches of snow, which can be much less manageable in tight city quarters than in the wide-open rural areas. Of the more than four hundred who died in the storm, half were in the city. Many of them were found buried in snow drifts along the sidewalks having been disoriented in the whiteout or giving in to hypothermia. One of the deceased was a New York senator, Roscoe Conkling, who could not survive the walk from Wall Street to Madison Square.


  Samuel Clemens, more famously known as Mark Twain, was trapped in a Manhattan hotel for the storm. Always with a talent for describing the ups and downs of New England weather, he clearly was growing restless and annoyed. Instead of soaking in the greatest snowstorm in generations, he wrote to his spouse that he was “out of wife, out of children, out of line, and out of cigars.” The humanity!


  Nature was not inclined to lend a helping hand for the recovery effort and instead served up unseasonable cold for much of the rest of March. It is still the coldest March ever recorded in New York City’s Central Park, dating back to 1869. April was not much help either as spring warmth was in very short supply. Almost equally as extreme, it still stands as the third coldest on record.


  Without a doubt, the cold that funneled down from the north was an equal part of this epic blizzard. New York went from a balmy 42°F on Sunday afternoon (the 11th) to 6°F in the predawn hours of Tuesday morning. It remains the coldest temperature ever recorded in the city so late in the season. In Connecticut thermometers plunged subzero, as cold as -15°F, which resulted in the death of livestock and wild animals alike throughout the snow-filled frigid woods. It is likely that this level of cold produced a very powdery snow where totals topped three feet, allowing it to stack up and drift easily versus the wet and heavy snow that was more efficient in tearing down trees and infrastructure to the east.


  Witnessing the annihilation of communication wires and the shutdown of public transportation, the Great White Hurricane of 1888 was a pivotal moment for the future of cities. Up to fifteen thousand had been trapped on elevated trains during the storm in New York. No one wanted to have a repeat performance whenever a big storm rolled into town again. In New York City and Boston, plans were hatched to put more utility lines underground and to look subsurface for travel needs. If recovery was going to happen more easily in the future, then heading below the soil and away from Mother Nature’s punches was the way to go.


  These plans were put into action with surprising expediency. The first subway in America would become reality just nine years later in Boston, now known as “The T.” One of the most extensive in the world would begin shortly thereafter in New York City. Without needing to rely on horses, wagons, or trolleys, this new mode of transit enabled at least partial movement of
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