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HURRICANE DIANE AND FLOODS IN NORTHEAST - AUGUST 1955 

T o r r e n t i a l  r a i n s  a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  h u r r i c a n e  "Diane" 
produced d e v a s t a t i n g  f l o o d s  i n  sou the rn  N e w  England, 
e a s t e r n  Pennsylvania ,  s o u t h e a s t e r n  N e w  York, and 
n o r t h e r n  N e w  J e r s e y  on August 18-19. Both r a i n s  and 
f l o o d s  were of r e c o r d  p r o p o r t i o n s ,  and t h e  r e s u l t a n t  
d i s a s t e r  is of such  magnitude t h a t  no o v e r a l l  e s t i -  
mates of damage can y e t  be made. There was t r agedy  
a l s o  i n  t h e  l i v e s  l o s t .  The a c t u a l  number is not  
known. A t  p r e s e n t  t h e  count is over 175, and many 
are y e t  t o  be  accounted f o r .  

The s e c t i o n s  worst h i t  by t h e  f l o o d s  were: i n  
Massachuse t t s ,  t h e  Connect icu t  River  Valley f r o m  
Holyoke s o u t h  and Worcester County; i n  Connect icu t ,  
t h e  Naugatuck, Housatonic,  Connect icu t ,  and upper 
Thames River  Va l l eys ;  i n  Rhode I s l a n d ,  t h e  Woon- 
socke t  a r e a ;  t h e  C a t s k i l l s  area i n  s o u t h e a s t e r n  N e w  
York; t h e  Delaware River  and t r i b u t a r i e s  i n  no r th -  
e r n  N e w  Je r sey ;  i n  Pennsylvania ,  t h e  Pocono Moun- 
t a i n  a r e a  from Scranton  t o  S t roudsburg ,  t h e  Lehigh 
and upper S c h u y l k i l l  Va l l eys ,  and t h e  Delaware 
River  area n o r t h  of P h i l a d e l p h i a .  

t h e  Lackawanna, Lehigh, S c h u y l k i l l ,  and Delaware 
R ive r s  and t r i b u t a r i e s ;  t h e  lower Connecticut and 
its t r i b u t a r i e s ,  t h e  Farmington, and Chicopee; t h e  
Naugatuck, Housatonic,  upper Thames, Blacks tone ,  
and o t h e r  sma l l  s t r eams  i n  t h e  a r e a s .  Most of t h e s e  
s t r eams  exceeded a l l  p a s t  f l o o d s  of h i s t o r y .  In  
wes tern  Connect icu t ,  some of t h e  streams are be- 
l i e v e d  t o  have reached  s t a g e s  more t h a n  10 f e e t  . 
h ighe r  t h a n  t h e  r e c o r d  f l o o d s  a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  t h e  
New England h u r r i c a n e  of September 1938. 

A l l  except  t h e  Delaware and Connect icu t  R ive r s  
are r e l a t i v e l y  sma l l  r i v e r  b a s i n s  and r o s e  r a p i d l y ,  
i n  a m a t t e r  of hours, from t h e  beginning  of t h e  
r a i n .  Many a r e  f e d  by mountain streams with s t e e p  
s l o p e s ,  t h e  waters  qu ick ly  overwhelming t h e  v a l l e y s .  
Small  c r e e k s  and s t r eams  r o s e  as t h e  r a i n  was f a l l -  
i n g ,  A l l  added t o  t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n .  The f l o o d s  oc- 
c u r r e d  i n  h e a v i l y  popula ted  and i n d u s t r i a l i z e d  areas. 
Many homes and b u i l d i n g s  of a l l  k inds  were wrecked 
and i n d u s t r i a l  p l a n t s  damaged or  c l o s e d  down. High- 
ways ,  b r i d g e s ,  streets, r a i l r o a d s ,  communication 
and e lectr ic  power l i n e s  were s e v e r e l y  damaged. Sum- 
mer camps and r e s o r t s  were hard h i t .  One camp i n  
t h e  Brodhead Creek area i n  t h e  Poconos of Pennsyl- 
v a n i a  w a s  almost comple te ly  wiped o u t .  In  t h e  Brod- 
head Creek-Stroudsburg, Pa . ,  area t h e  dea th  t o l l  w a s  
l i s t e d  a t  75  pe r sons .  

Hurr icane  "Diane" : Hurr icane  "Diane" o r i g i n a t e d  
Over t h e  A t l a n t i c ,  about 400 m i l e s  n o r t h e a s t  of San 
Juan, P u e r t o  Rico, on August 11, S t ronges t  winds 
when first observed were about 50 t o  60 mph over a 
s m a l l  a r e a  nea r  t h e  c e n t e r .  During t h e  f i r s t  24 
hour s ,  "Diane" moved g e n e r a l l y  no r thwes te r ly  t o  
n o r t h e r l y  a t  about l0mph. 

On August 12 ,  i t  became a f u l l - f l e d g e d  h u r r i c a n e ,  
wi th  maximum winds of 115 mph nea r  t h e  c e n t e r .  The 
movement was s l o w  and e r ra t ic  most of t h e  1 2 t h ,  bu t  
on t h e  fo l lowing  day i h e  c e n t e r  took a d e f i n i t e  
swing t o  a wes t -nor thwes ter ly  d i r e c t i o n  a t  a speed 
of about 10 t o  1 5  mph, and cont inued  on t h e  s a m e  
Course f o r  over  72 hour s .  During t h i s  pe r iod ,  t h e  
h u r r i c a n e  showed some i n c r e a s e  i n  s i z e ,  bu t  l i t t l e  
change i n  t h e  s t r e n g t h  of t h e  maximum winds near  
t h e  c e n t e r .  

P r i n c i p a l  streams a f f e c t e d  i n  these a r e a s  i n c l u d e  

0-6.14 

On August 16 t h e  c e n t e r  began t o  move i n  a more 
nor thwes ter ly  d i r e c t i o n ,  moving i n l a n d  i n  t h e  
v i c i n i t y  of Wilmington, N . C . ,  on t h e  morning of 
t he  17 th .  By t h i s  t i m e ,  however, t h e  winds had 
d iminished  cons ide rab ly .  The g r e a t e s t  v e l o c i t y  
recorded  a t  Wilmington was a peak g u s t  of 74 mph 
from t h e  n o r t h e a s t  a t  2:49 a.m., EST. The c e n t e r  
cont inued  i n  a nor th-nor thwes ter ly  d i r e c t i o n  a f t e r  
moving i n l a n d ,  and passed nea r  Raleigh-Durham A i r -  
p o r t  du r ing  t h e  middle of t h e  a f t e rnoon ,  and on 
i n t o  V i r g i n i a  t o  a p o s i t i o n  near  Lynchburg, V a . ,  
s h o r t l y  b e f o r e  midnight .  From t h i s  p o i n t ,  it moved 
n o r t h e r l y  t o  n o r t h - n o r t h e a s t e r l y  du r ing  t h e  n i g h t ,  
and then  tu rned  t o  an almost e a s t e r l y  cour se  on 
August 18, pas s ing  very  nea r  P h i l a d e l p h i a ,  P a . ,  
A t l a n t i c  C i t y ,  N .  J . ,  and Nantucket,  WPrj. on t h e  
1 8 t h  and 1 9 t h .  Winds decreased  r a p i d l y  as t h e  
s torm moved a c r o s s  North Caro l ina ,  and by t h e  t i m e  
t h e  c e n t e r  reached Lynchburg, Va.,  t h e  s t r o n g e s t  
winds were about 30 t o  35 mph, wi th  occas iona l  
g u s t s  t o  40 .  
The c o a s t a l  a r e a s  of t h e  Caro l inas  were p laced  on a 
h u r r i c a n e  a le r t  du r ing  t h e  evening of August 14 ,  and 
t h i s  w a s  l a t e r  extended t o  i n c l u d e  t h e  Georgia c o a s t .  
Hurr icane  warnings w e r e  ho i s t ed f rom n o r t h  of Brunswick, 
Ga., t o  Wilmington, N . C . ,  and n o r t h e a s t  s torm warn- 
i n g s  e l sewhere  a long  t h e  c o a s t  from S t .  Augustine,  
F l a . ,  t o  t h e  V i r g i n i a  Capes e a r l y  i n  t h e  a f t e rnoon  of 
August 15 .  Later a d v i s o r i e s  extended h u r r i c a n e  warn- 
ings  southward t o  Fernandina ,  F l a . ,  and northward t o  
Cape H a t t e r a s ,  N . C . ,  and s torm warnings a s  f a r  no r th  
as A t l a n t i c  C i t y ,  N . J . ,  i nc lud ing  Chesapeake and D e l a -  
ware Bays. Small c r a f t  from t h e  n o r t h  coas t  of F l o r i d a  
t o  N e w  Jersey w e r e  c au t ioned  t o  remain close t o  p o r t .  
Warnings were lowered s o u t h  of Cape Hatteras a s  t h e  
s torm moved a c r o s s  North Caro l ina  and t h e  winds sub- 
s i d e d ,  bu t  s o u t h e a s t  s torm warnings were d i s p l a y e d  
u n t i l  2:OO a.m. EST, August 18 ,  from Cape H a t t e r a s  t o  
A t l a n t i c  C i t y ,  N . J . ,  i n c l u d i n g  Chesapeake and Dela- 
ware Bays. 

Dangerously h igh  winds were conf ineh  l a r g e l y  t o  t h e  
North Caro l ina  c o a s t ,  T ides  were from 2 t o  4 f e e t  
above normal on t h e  Caro l ina  coas t  and i n  t h e  Chesa- 
peake Bay and Potomac River  a r e a s .  AS t h e  s to rm 
moved in land ,heavy r a i n s  sp read  northward ahead of 
t h e  s torm.  

P r e c i p i t a t i o n :  Less than  a week b e f o r e  t h e  onse t  
of r a i n s  from h u r r i c a n e  "Diane", i ts p redecesso r  
"Connie" had produced r a i n s  ranging  from 4 t o  6 inches  
o r  more a long  t h e  A t l a n t i c  Coast S lope  from North 
Caro l ina  t o  sou the rn  N e w  England. Because of t h e  pre-  
v ious  long  d r y  s p e l l ,  t h e  ground absorbed t h e s e  r a i n s  
and on ly  a few l o c a l  overflows r e s u l t e d .  However, 
t h e s e  r a i n s  l e f t  t h e  ground w e l l  soaked and s t r eams  
w e r e  a t  r e l a t i v e l y  h igh  l e v e l s  when t h e  r a i n s  from 
"Diane" began t o  overspread  t h e  a r e a  on t h e  1 7 t h .  

By t h e  morning of t h e  17 th ,  a s  "Diane" c ros sed  t h e  
c o a s t  l i n e ,  r a i n s  of 1 t o  3 i nches  had sp read  ac ross  
e a s t e r n  North Caro l ina  i n t o  s o u t h e a s t e r n  V i r g i n i a .  
A s  t h e  c e n t e r  of t h e  s t o r m  moved a c r o s s  North Caro- 
l i n a  i n t o  c e n t r a l  V i rg in i a  i n  a no r th  t o  no r th -  
nor thwes t  d i r e c t i o n ,  t h e  r a i n s  reached o u t  t o  t h e  
n o r t h  and n o r t h e a s t  t o  a d i s t a n c e  of about 250 t 
m i l e s  ahead of t h e  s torm.  Rains became heavy i n  
c e n t r a l  V i r g i n i a  i n  t h e  evening of t h e  17th' .  

, L. 

I I .  
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Amounts up t o  10 inches  or more occurred  i n  a 24- 
hour pe r iod  a long  t h e  s o u t h e r n  and e a s t e r n  s l o p e s  of 
t h e  Blue Ridge Mountains. 

u n t i l  i t  reached t h e  Mason-Dixon l i n e  d u r i n g  t h e  
a f t e rnoon  of t h e  1 8 t h ,  where i t  tu rned  s h a r p l y  t o  
an easterly d i r e c t i o n .  T h i s  brought t h e  heavy r a i n  
a r e a  d i r e c t l y  i n  focus  over  t h e  e a s t e r n  Pennsyl- 
v a n i a ,  N e w  York, N e w  Jersey,  and s o u t h e r n  N e w  Eng- 
l and  a r e a .  

The p a t t e r n  of t h e  heavy r a i n f a l l  area i n  its re- 
l a t i o n  t o  t h e  pa th  of t h e  s to rm is shown i n  t h e  ac- 
companying map. R a i n f a l l  rates were i n t e n s i f i e d  by 
o rograph ic  e f f e c t s ,  as t h e  mois t  a i r  c u r r e n t s  w e r e  
f o rced  upward over  mountain s l o p e s .  

The r a i n s  i n  sou the rn  N e w  England w e r e  prolonged 
a s  t h e  storm c e n t e r  which w a s  moving eas tward  d i -  
r e c t l y  a long  t h e  40' p a r a l l e l  for about 12  hours  
from 5 p . m .  of t h e  18 th  t o  about  5 a . m .  of t h e  19 th ,  
recurved  t o  an  e a s t - n o r t h e a s t  d i r e c t i o n  p a r a l l e l i n g  
t h e  s o u t h e r n  N e w  England c o a s t .  The hour ly  p re -  
c i p i t a t i o n  r a t e s  recorded  a t  t h e  Westher Bureau o f -  
f i c e  a t  Bradley  F i e l d ,  Windsor Locks, Conn.,  a r e  
shown on t h e  map. U n t i l  about 9 p.m. on t h e  1 8 t h ,  
t h e  i n t e n s i t i e s  f l u c t u a t e d  cons ide rab ly ,  bu t  from 
then  t o  10 a.m. on t h e  1 9 t h  t h e  r a t e  was q u i t e  
c o n s t a n t ,  averaging  n e a r l y  .6 inch  p e r  hour f o r  1 5  
h o u r s .  The g r e a t e s t  amount from t h i s  r e c o r d  i n  a 
24-hour p e r i o d ,  12 .05  inches ,  is from 10 a .m.  Au- 
gus t  18 t o  9 a.m. August 1 9 .  Th i s  compares wi th  
t h e  p rev ious  maximum 24-hour r a i n f a l l  of r e c o r d  a t  
H a r t f o r d ,  Conn., of 6 .82  inches  o c c u r r i n g  on J u l y  13, 
1897. The p r e c i p i t a t i o n  r e c o r d  a t  Har t fo rd  ex tends  
back 90 y e a r s .  

Flood S tages  and Re la t ed  D a t a :  Ra ins  began i n  
e a s t e r n  Pennsylvania  aurin- n i g h t  of t h e  1 7 t h  
and bq morning many of t h e  streams were i n  f l o o d .  
The f l o o d s  sp read  qu ick ly  t o  t h e  N e w  York and N e w  
England a r e a s .  A l l  of t h e  s t r eams  s e v e r e l y  a f f e c t e d ,  
except  t h e  Delaware and Connect icu t  R i v e r s ,  a r e  
r e l a t i v e l y  s m a l l  r i v e r  b a s i n s  and t h e  f l o o d s  l i t e r -  
a l l y  r o s e  wi th  t h e  r a i n s .  

Flood a d v i s o r i e s  were i s s u e d  wi th  t h e  p rogres s  of 
t h e  r a i n s .  For t h e  Delaware River  and lower Con- 
n e c t i c u t  R ive r ,  s t a g e  f o r e c a s t s  were i s s u e d  12  t o  
24 hours  i n  advance. The lower Connect icu t  River  
f l o o d  was t h e  t h i r d  h i g h e s t  of r e c o r d  a t  H a r t f o r d .  
The Delaware River  a t  Eas ton ,  P a . ,  exceeded t h e  pre- 
v i o u s  r e c o r d  f l o o d  of 1903 by more than  4 f e e t ,  I n  
streams such  a s  t h e  Lehigh, S c h u y l k i l l ,  and Farm- 
i n g t o n ,  f o r e c a s t s  w e r e  made every  few hour s ,  keeping 
ahead of t h e  f l o o d  s t a g e s  as t h e  r a i n s  con t inued .  
In  o t h e r  areas, communications were d i s r u p t e d  by t h e  
r a i n s  b e f o r e  r e p o r t s  could be  s e n t  ou t  or i n .  

The s to rm cont inued  moving i n  a n o r t h e r l y  d i r e c t i o n  

The accompanying t a b l e  shows p r o v i s i o n a l  f l o o d  
crests f o r  a few r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  r i v e r s .  Compari- 
sons  are made wi th  p r e v i o u s  f l o o d s  of r e c o r d .  The 
f l o o d s  i n  V i r g i n i a  and p o r t i o n s  of North C a r o l i n a  
and West V i r g i n i a  were damaging i n  some l o c a l i t i e s ,  
bu t  less s e v e r e  t h a n  those i n  t h e  Nor theas t .  

The Lehigh River  exceeded t h e  r e c o r d  May 1942 
f l o o d  a t  Allentown and Bethlehem, Pa.  The upper 
S c h u y l k i l l  w a s  i n  r e c o r d  f l o o d ,  approaching  rec- 
o r d  s t a g e s  downstream from Reading t o  Po t t s town ,  
Pa.  The Lackawanna River  exceeded t h e  May 1942 
f l o o d  a t  Old Forge ,  P a . ,  by n e a r l y  5 f e e t .  Most 
of t h e  t r i b u t a r y  and c o a s t a l  s t r e a m s  i n  wes tern  
Connect icu t  exceeded a l l  p rev ious  f l o o d s  of r e c o r d .  

REPRESENTATIVE CREST STAGES OF AUGUST 1955 FLOOD 

Maximum hevious 
Present Flood Flood 

Flood 
River and Station stage 

*Stage Date Stage Date 

Feet 

9 Lackawaxen: Hawley, Pa. 

Lehigh: 
Lehlghton, Pa. 
Allentom, Pa. 
Bethlehem, Pa. 

9 
14 
16 

Schuylkill: 
Reading, Pa. 13 
Pottstom, Pa. 14 
Philadelphia, Pa. 11.5 

Delaware : 
Port Jervis, N.Y. 
Easton, Pa. 
Trenton, N.J. 

Lackawanna: Old Forge, Pa. 

Connecticut: 
Holyoke, Mass. 
Springfield, Mass. 
Hartford, Conn. 

North Branch: Cumberland,Md. 

Shenandoah: Riverton, Va 

Potomac: 
Hancock, Md. 
Harpers Ferry, W. Va. 
Washington(nr), D.C. 

Rapidan: Rapidan, Vn 

Rappahannock: (VWCO 
Fredericksburg,Va. gage) 

James: 
Columbia, Va. 
Richmond, Va, 

18 
22 
12 

9 
20 
16 

17 

22 

30 
18 
10 

14 

18 

18 
8 

* Provisional Crest 

T h i s  is a p re l imina ry  r e p o r t  on t h e  r a i n s  and f l o o d s  
r e s u l t i n g  from h u r r i c a n e  "Diane", based on t h e  incom- 
p l e t e  d a t a  a v a i l a b l e  a t  t h i s  d a t e .  A comprehensive 
r e p o r t  w i l l  f o l l o w  when more complete in fo rma t ion  is 
a v a i l a b l e .  
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Feet 

14.0 

20.0 
23.4 
25.9 

18.1 
18.0 
14.4 

23.9 
40+ 
20.5 

20 .0  

7.7 
21.1 
30.6 

22.6 

29.0 

32.4 
23.9 
17.6 

22.6 

26.8 

30.4 
16.9 

18 

18 
19 
19 

19 
19 
19 

19 
19 
20 

19 
19 
20 

18 

19 

19 
20 
20 

18 

19 

19 
20 

Feet 

20.1 5/23/42 

20.7 5/23/42 
21.7 5/23/42 
25.6 5/23/42 

22.7 8/24/33 
21.0 2/28/02 
17.0? 10/4/1869 

25.5 3/8/04 
35.9 10/10/03 
22.8 3/8/04 

15.3 5/23/42 

16 .8  3/19/36 
28.6 3/20/36 
37.6 3/21/36 

29.1 3/18/36 

46.05 10/16/42 

47.6 3/18/36 
36.5 3/19/36 
28.1 3/19/36 

27.6 lo/-/42 

42.5 10/16/42 

37.4 9/19-20/44 
26.5 3/20/36 
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LEGEND 
s 16PJ-r?UGUST 16, lip-m EST 

ROURLY PRECIPITATION 
(inches) 

Bradley Field, Windsor Locks, COM. - August 18-19, 1955 

August 18 

Hour 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

(AM) T T T .01 T .23 .37 .17 .20 1.64 .33 .08 
(PM) .03 .88 .04 .14 .37 .04 .03 .05 .08 .55 .46 .57 

August 19 

(AM) .89 1.02 .83 .33 .40 .95 1.37 .40 .57 .59 .14 .l2 
(PM) .08 T .01 

STORM TOTAL - 13.97 

P R E L I M I N A R Y  

t 


