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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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%idespread Devastation
%'hat is remembered most about this storm is the

tragic loss of life, the destruction of the homes
and businesses, and roadways buried under tons
and tons of sand. The magnitude and scvcrity of
the damage inflicted by the sea was acct>mplished
by several forces: overv;ash and breakthrough,
erosion and undermining, and ddal flooding.

Most nf the oceanfront dune system From Cape
Henlopen to the Marvland linc 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, utilities, roads, and vehicles.
Another Ape nf darnagc was caused by the severe
erosion and loss of beaches and prr>tective dunes.
As the beaches eroded, rows of houses were

underrnincd and collapsed, The high tides and
continuous pounding of the waves caused
extensive flooding in cnrnmunitics, with water
levels rising from 3 to 6 feet above street level.

Many cornrnunities along the Kent and Sussex
shores of Ddawarc Bay from Pickering Beach
to Lewes, reported floodwate depths exceeding
4.5 feet. Damages tn beaches and dunes v;ere
extensive in these areas, and homes werc washed

awal; Communities fronting the inland Bays'
shorelines suffered similar damages. Oak Orchard
recorded 2-3 Feet of floodsvaters, with waves up
to 4 feet rnHing across Rchoboth Bay,

Along the Atlanflc Coast, the boardwalks in
Bethan> and Rehoboth were pulverized. Buildings
that had fronted on the sea for over a half-cen~-

were demolished. A total of 1,932 homes

sustained damage From widespread tidal flooding
in Dewey Beach, Bethany Beach, and Fenwick
Island. 4'ave action destn>yed 28 of 29 oceanfront
homes in Bethany, as well as everv oceanfront
home in South Bethany.

The ocean swept straight through to the bay in
Dewey, South Bethany, and Fcnwick, and the
undeveloped lands in-between them suffered
similar fates. Ocean v aves carried sand and debris

vith them as they traveled down the streets and
through yards. The state high~ ay paralleling the
shoreline was rendered impassable because of
flooding, breaching, and deposited sand,

The cost of recovery was unlike anything the state
had experienced befnre. Private propert. loss,
much of it uninsured, and public infrastructute
costs were at a record high. Additional costs of
the storm include casualues suffered by power
companies, telephone and telegraph companies,
gas companies, water and sewage treatment
companies, and the costs of debris removal, costs
of combaung health hazards, evacuation and relief
tr> flood victims, losses to oyster grounds and
clam beds, and policing to prevent looting.
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Duration of Tide Heights
Dab Northeaster  tnaxirnurn! Wind Speeds Wave

January 4, 1992 1 day +9.02 ft 50 mph 20
� high tide!  ofls
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A Rare Meteorologieaj Event
The slow-moving late >tinter coastal storm
of iXIarch 6-8, 1962, ~as unusual in its

development, composition, and behavior.
T>vr> Ir>w-pressure systctns formed off the
U.S. East Coast, held in place by a high-
pressure system that was stationary over
eastern Canada. The high-pressure system
stalled the forward movement of the coastal

storm, resulting in the generation of record-
setting vinds, waves and tides. The funneling
of wind bctv.een the Canadian high and the
F.ast Coast lo>x produced winds of 60 miles
per. hour that blew across 1,000 miles of
open North Atlantic v-aters before striking
the Atlantic seaboard. At the time of the

storm, there were no wave recording
instruments in the ocean as there are today.
F.stimates of deep water waves off the
Delaware coast were ieportcd to be 40 feet
in height, and waves intersecting the coast in
the Delaware's surf zone reached heights
estimated between 20 and 30 feet.

Steady ~tinds of gale force �5-45 mph! from
the northeast, xsith gusts up to 70 mph, resulted
in a continuously elevated tidal water level
 storm surge! of 3-5 feet above normal.
The magnitude of the waves and tides
pn>duced by this rare meteorological event
was further ampLified because these tides werc
exceptionallv high lunar  or spring! tides. In fact,
the high tide on March 6, 1962, remains the
highest ever recorded at Breakwater Harbor
at the mouth of Delaware Bav.

The exceptionally high tides accr>mpanpng
this storm occuried 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 v;ater and v inds. The persistence
of this storm generated exceptionally strong
northeast winds and iaiscd spring tides to record
levels. The combination of high winds, waves,
and tides created mountainous seas, which pounded
savagely at Dclav are's shore, changing the face of
the coastline.
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