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Chapter 1: Florida’s Hurricane History

	Florida is a state defined by its relationship with the sea, and nowhere is that relationship more fraught than during hurricane season. Each year, as the Atlantic waters warm and weather systems sweep across the tropics, Floridians brace themselves for the possibility of another storm. To live in Florida is to live with hurricanes, and over the centuries, these powerful storms have shaped not only the physical landscape but the culture, economy, and identity of the state itself.

	The history of hurricanes in Florida dates back as far as recorded history for the region goes. The earliest written accounts of hurricanes come from the Spanish explorers, who encountered the storms when they arrived in the New World. One of the first hurricanes to be recorded struck in 1523, only a few years after the arrival of Juan Ponce de León, the Spanish explorer who led the first known European expedition to Florida. The storm destroyed several Spanish ships and delayed the colonization efforts for years. By the 18th century, hurricanes were a well-known hazard for anyone living in the Caribbean or the Gulf Coast, and Florida was no exception. 

	Florida’s geography, with its long coastlines and peninsular shape, made it particularly vulnerable to tropical storms coming from multiple directions—whether from the Atlantic Ocean to the east, the Gulf of Mexico to the west, or the Caribbean Sea to the south. The state was at the mercy of these storms, and early settlements were often decimated by hurricanes that could not be predicted, much less mitigated. In the 1700s, hurricane tracking was non-existent, so when hurricanes hit, they hit hard. They struck without warning, and the damage could be devastating, particularly for coastal towns that relied on the ocean for their economy. 

	In 1769, a particularly destructive hurricane hit St. Augustine, which was the capital of Spanish Florida at the time. The hurricane destroyed the city’s fortifications and most of the houses, leaving the settlement in ruins. This storm, like many others in the pre-modern era, is a reminder of how vulnerable human settlements were to the natural forces around them. The 19th century brought no relief from hurricanes, and as Florida grew as a state—joining the United States in 1845—hurricanes continued to be a destructive force. One of the most significant storms during this period was the “Great Havana Hurricane” of 1846, which tore through the Florida Keys, damaging the city of Key West and wiping out the settlement on Indian Key. It was another reminder of how, despite growing technology and human innovation, nature could still bring everything to a halt in a matter of hours.

	The early 20th century was a time of rapid growth for Florida. The state was attracting newcomers from across the United States, particularly during the land boom of the 1920s, when developers were selling Florida as a paradise of sunshine, beaches, and palm trees. But this boom came with a cost: many of the new developments were built in low-lying coastal areas that were especially vulnerable to hurricanes.

	In 1926, the boom came to a crashing halt when a major hurricane struck Miami, causing widespread devastation. Known as the Great Miami Hurricane, it remains one of the costliest hurricanes in U.S. history, even when adjusted for inflation. The storm hit on September 18, 1926, with winds reaching 150 miles per hour. It destroyed thousands of homes, left a quarter of Miami’s population homeless, and caused between $76 million and $100 million in damages—a staggering sum at the time.

	The 1926 hurricane also devastated the fledgling real estate market in Florida, as many of the homes that had been built in the low-lying coastal areas were not designed to withstand the force of a major hurricane. The storm marked the end of Florida’s land boom and ushered in a period of economic hardship for the state that would only be compounded by the Great Depression a few years later.

	Just two years after the Miami hurricane, another deadly storm hit Florida. In 1928, the Okeechobee Hurricane swept across the Caribbean and made landfall in Palm Beach County, bringing with it winds of 145 miles per hour. The storm continued inland, where it unleashed a storm surge on Lake Okeechobee, breaching the dikes and flooding the surrounding area. Thousands of people, many of them migrant farm workers, were trapped in the floodwaters and drowned. It is estimated that between 2,500 and 3,000 people died in the storm, making it one of the deadliest hurricanes in U.S. history.

	The Okeechobee Hurricane was a wake-up call for the state of Florida. After the storm, efforts were made to build stronger levees and flood control systems around Lake Okeechobee, and the storm also prompted a greater emphasis on hurricane preparedness and building standards. But the storm also highlighted the racial and economic disparities in Florida’s population. Many of those who died in the Okeechobee flood were African American or Caribbean migrant workers, who lived in poor housing conditions near the lake. Their deaths were a stark reminder of how vulnerable certain populations were to the forces of nature.

	The years following World War II saw another period of rapid growth in Florida. Soldiers returning from the war were drawn to the state’s warm climate, and tourism began to flourish as air travel made it easier for people from across the country to visit. But even as Florida grew into a vacation destination and a place for retirees, the threat of hurricanes remained ever-present.

	One of the most significant hurricanes of the post-war period was Hurricane Donna, which struck in 1960. Donna was notable for its longevity and strength. It was a Category 4 hurricane when it made landfall in the Florida Keys, and it maintained hurricane strength as it travelled up the eastern coast of the United States, causing damage from Florida all the way to New York. In Florida, Donna caused widespread flooding, destroyed homes, and left many areas without power for weeks.

	Despite the damage, Donna also demonstrated how far hurricane forecasting had come. In the years following World War II, meteorologists had begun using radar and aircraft to track hurricanes, and by the time Donna hit, they were able to provide several days of warning. This advance warning undoubtedly saved lives, as it allowed residents in the storm’s path to evacuate or prepare their homes for the coming winds and floods.

	The post-war years also saw an increasing focus on building codes and hurricane-resistant architecture in Florida. As the population grew and more people-built homes along the coast, the state began implementing stricter building codes to ensure that homes and businesses could withstand hurricane-force winds. While these codes would not be fully tested until later storms, they marked an important step in Florida’s long journey toward living with hurricanes.

	No discussion of Florida’s hurricane history would be complete without mentioning Hurricane Andrew. On August 24, 1992, Andrew made landfall in Homestead, Florida, as a Category 5 hurricane—the most powerful storm to hit the state in nearly 60 years. With winds exceeding 165 miles per hour, Andrew caused catastrophic damage to southern Florida, destroying over 63,000 homes and leaving hundreds of thousands of people without power.

	The aftermath of Andrew was a sobering moment for Florida. The storm revealed weaknesses in the state’s building codes, particularly in how homes were constructed to withstand wind. Entire neighborhoods were flattened, and the damage to infrastructure was immense. Andrew caused over $26 billion in damages, making it the most expensive natural disaster in U.S. history at the time.

	But Andrew also marked a turning point for the state in terms of hurricane preparedness. In the years following the storm, Florida implemented sweeping changes to its building codes, requiring homes and businesses to be built to higher standards. Emergency response systems were overhauled, and the state developed more comprehensive evacuation plans to ensure that residents could get to safety before a storm hit.

	Hurricane Andrew was a reminder of the raw power of nature and the importance of preparation. It also served as a wake-up call for Florida’s government and residents, who realized that they needed to take hurricanes seriously if they were going to continue living in one of the most hurricane-prone states in the country.

	While Hurricane Andrew was a catastrophic and defining moment for modern Florida, it was not the only storm that left an indelible mark in the late 20th century. The 1970s and 1980s also saw significant hurricanes that helped build the framework for how Florida would eventually handle larger, more devastating storms.

	One such storm was Hurricane David in 1979. A Category 5 hurricane at its peak, David’s devastation began long before it even reached Florida. The storm ravaged the Caribbean, particularly the Dominican Republic, leaving a trail of destruction and thousands of lives lost in its wake. By the time David reached Florida, it had weakened to a Category 2, but its presence was still strongly felt. Florida, at this point, had become somewhat accustomed to hurricanes, but David’s erratic path and initial strength sent a strong signal that no storm could be underestimated.

	As David approached, Florida's residents were put on high alert, and the state's emergency response systems were activated. The warnings came in waves—radios buzzed with advisories, and evacuation orders were issued for coastal areas. The lessons learned from previous storms began to pay off. In contrast to earlier decades, David saw widespread cooperation between local governments, emergency services, and residents.

	While David did not cause the level of destruction initially feared, it was a critical moment in modernizing Florida's approach to hurricane preparedness. The state continued to refine its early warning systems, coordinate between federal and local agencies, and implement more structured evacuation protocols. The relatively lower damage was not due to luck, but due to a better-organized response that had been lacking in earlier years.

	By the 1980s, hurricanes were no longer seen as entirely unpredictable forces of nature. Advances in meteorological technology, such as the increasing use of weather satellites and improved communication systems, allowed Florida to track these storms with far greater accuracy than ever before. Although no technology could eliminate the dangers posed by hurricanes, the growing ability to predict and prepare made a profound difference in reducing casualties and minimizing damage.

	The modern era of Florida's hurricane history can be neatly divided into "before Andrew" and "after Andrew." When Hurricane Andrew hit in 1992, it was a wake-up call, not only for Florida but for the entire nation. Andrew
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