The Storm of the Century
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On March 13, 1993, on of the most intense nor’easters to ever hit the eastern United States made landfall.  Forecasters around the country looked at their weather maps in disbelief.  Their warnings went out early and in full-force…  Record low pressures, wind speeds, low temperatures and snowfall amounts were more than enough for this storm to gain the status of "Storm of the Century," even during its existence. On the Saffir-Simpson hurricane scale, it would have been a category 3.  This storm was monumental, killing 270 people with 48 more missing at sea, causing $3 to $6 billion dollars in damages, and canceling around 25% of the United States' flights for two days. 

On March 12, 1993, a newly formed cyclone moved into a low level baroclinic zone already in place over the Gulf of Mexico.  It began to intensify rapidly.  The deepening cyclone turned northeastward, and the center of low pressure made landfall in northwestern Florida during the early hours of March 13. A rapidly moving cold front moved across Florida, bringing with it torrential downpours and wind gusts up to 110 miles per hour.  Homes fell into the sea, or received damage by wind or waves, on the west coast of Florida, along the outer banks of North Carolina, and all the way North up on Long Island.  3-4 meter storm surges were reported on the gulf side of Florida, and up to 27 confirmed tornados touched down. 

By this time, widespread moderate to heavy snows extended from Alabama to New York, virtually paralyzing the eastern third of the United States.  . 2-3 inches per hour snowfall rates were common, and the snow caused hundreds of roofs to collapse.  The storm was so intense and widespread there were actually seven states that saw more than 40 inches of snow in certain locations.  Once the storm passed, it left record cold temperatures in the East.  Seventy record lows were set on March 14, with an additional 75 that following morning.  This included areas around Birmingham, AL all the way up to Burlington, VT. 

From the rapidly dropping central pressure, developed from an intense pressure gradient, were strong winds up and down the East Coast.  Some winds were recorded even up to 120 miles per hour.   Fierce winds, along with the heavy snows, resulted in the cancellation of 25% of the nation's flights on Saturday and Sunday.  Every airport on the east coast was closed at some point of the storm for the first time ever in a single storm event.  Interstates were impassable and millions were without power during the rampage of this storm.  Fallen tree limbs and power lines left 3 million people in the dark.  

When all was said and done, 270 people were dead and total property damage estimates exceeded $3 billion. According to the National Disaster Survey Report (NDSR 1994), twenty-six states were affected, from Texas to the Ohio Valley and Maine, impacting the lives of nearly 100 million people.  That is approximately half the nation's population. 
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