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THE GREAT NORTHEASTER OF 1962:

DELAWARE'S STORM OF THE CENTURY

("The 1962 Storm" Poster and
Educational brochure)
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Widespread Devastation

What is remembered most about this storm is the
tragic loss of life, the destruction of the homes
and businesses, and roadways butied under tons
and tons of sand. The magnitude and severity of
the damage inflicted by the sea was accomplished
by several forces: overwash and breakthrough,
erosion and undermining, and ddal flooding.

Most of the oceanfront dune system from Cape
Henlopen to the Marvland line was flattened.

The most catastrophic damage resulted from

the sea breaking over the dunes and through the
barrier island, completely obliterating everything
in its path: homes, utilites, roads, and vehicles.
Another rype of damage was caused by the severe
erosion and loss of beaches and protective dunes.
As the beaches eroded, rows of houses were
undermined and collapsed. The high tides and
continuous pounding of the waves cansed
extensive flooding in commounitics, with water
levels rising from 3 to 6 feet above street level,

Many communities along the Kent and Sussex
shores of Delaware Bay from Pickering Beach

to Lewes, reported floodwater depths exceeding
4.5 feet. Damages to beaches and dunes wete
extensive in these areas, and homes were washed
away. Communities fronting the Inland Bays’
shorelines suffered similar damages. Oak Orchard
recorded 2-3 feet of floodwaters, with waves up
to 4 feet rolling across Rehoboth Bay.

Along the Atantic Ceast, the boardwalks 1n

Bethany and Rehoboth were pulvetized. Buildings
that had fronted on the sea for over a half-cenrury
wetre demolished. A total of 1,932 homes
sustained damage from widespread ddal flooding
in Dewey Beach, Bethany Beach, and Fenwick
Island. Wave action destroyed 28 of 29 oceanfront
homes in Bethany, as well as every oceanfront
home in Scuth Bethany.

The ocean swept straight through to the bay in
Dewey, South Bethany, and Fenwick, and the
undeveloped lands in-between them suffered
similar fates. Ocean waves carried sand and debris
with them as they traveled down the streets and
through yards. The state highway paralleling the
shoreline was rendered impassable because of
flooding, breaching, and deposited sand.

The cost of recovery was unlike anything the state
had experienced before. Private propetty loss,
much of it uninsured, and public infrastructure
costs were at a recotd high. Addidonal costs of
the storm include casualties suffered by power
companies, telephone and telegraph companies,
gas companies, water and sewage treatment
comparnies, and the costs of debtis removal, costs
of combating health hazards, evacuarion and relief
to flood victims, losses to oyster grounds and
clam beds, and policing to prevent looting

Photo: Norman Rossiter
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Comparing the 1992 and 1998 Northeasters with the 1962 Storm
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A Rare Meteorological Event

The slow-moving late winter coastal storm
of March 6-8, 1962, was unusual in its

development, composition, and behavior. won |

Two low-pressure systems formed off the a0
US. East Coast, held in place by a high- see
pressure system that was stationary over

eastern Canada. The high-pressure system

stalled the forward movement of the coastal
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storm, resulting in the generation of record-

setting winds, waves and tides. The funneling
of wind between the Canadian high and the vos
East Coast low produced winds of 60 miles o . Horhs Harsh Hazht
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pet hout that blew across 1,000 miles of Y 57
Tide levels recorded at Breakwater Harbor, Delaware

Tide datar conrtesy Delaware Cloolopical Sery.,

open North Atlantic waters before striking
the Adantic seaboard. At the time of the
storm, there were no wave recording

instruments in the ocean as therc are today.
FEstimates of deep water waves off the
Delaware coast were teported to be 40 feet
in height, and wavces intersecting the coast in

the Delawate™s surf zone reached heights
estimated between 20 and 30 feet.

Steady winds of gale force (35-45 mphj} from

the northeast, with gusts up to 70 mph, resulted
in a continuously elevated tidal water level
(storm sutge) of 3-5 feet above normal

The magnitude of the waves and rides
produced by this rare metcorological event
was further amplified because these tides were
exceptionally high lunar (or spring) tides. In fact,
the high dde on March 6, 1962, remains the
highest evet recorded at Breakwater Harbor

at the mouth of Delaware Bay.

The exceptionally high tides accompanying

this storm occurred in many places for 4 to

5 successive high tides. The most damaging effects
of this storm were likely due to the momentum and
duration of high water and winds. The persistence
of this storm generated exceptionally strong
northeast winds and raised spring ddes o record
levels. The combination of high winds, waves,

and tides cteated mountainous seas, which pounded
savagely at Delaware’s shore, changing the face of
the coastline.
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