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HURRICANE OF 1938
By Ellen Knight1
The most destructive hurricane ever to strike this area was the Hurricane of 1938.
According to the National Weather Service, the storm crashed ashore at Long Island on
September 21 and moved north. “Unlike most storms, this hurricane did not weaken on its way
toward Southern New England, due to its rapid forward speed and its track.”
The strongest winds –sustained winds of 121 mph and a peak gust of 186 mph–were recorded at
the Blue Hill Observatory. Sustained winds of 91 to 100 mph were reported elsewhere. Coastal
areas were hardest hit, though river flooding in some other sections of New England was also
severe. A total of 8,900 homes, cottages and buildings were destroyed, and over 15,000 were
damaged by the hurricane.
What took Winchester residents totally by
surprise and what caused the most damage
was the fantastic wind.

Outside the First Congregational Church

“By four-thirty the people began to be
alarmed,” the local paper reported. “By then,
tree limbs were falling so thickly that the
streets were becoming blocked. This was
followed by whole trees crashing down.… For
over two hours following five o’clock the
storm raged at hurricane proportions. No
Winchester resident had ever seen such a
wind in this town before.” 2

The Weather Bureau reported that the wind attained a velocity of 100 mph and ran along at 88
mph for a considerable spell. The water on Mystic Lake was swept into the air in great sheets of
spray sometimes higher than the boat club on the dam.
The wind was so fierce that store windows in the center were blown in, roofs of various buildings
were blown off, and the chimney on the Lyceum Building was blown over and crashed through
an adjacent building. People watching saw the steeple of the Congregational Church sway
perilously, which led to the evacuation of Stetson Hall. Though the steeple remained standing,
the path of trees leading to the church was wrecked.
Trees came down everywhere. Big trees below Manchester Field fell across the railroad. A fallen

tree at Symmes Corner blocked traffic
there. The west end of Church Street was
blocked with trees. Mount Vernon Street
was a solid mass of broken trees, including
one ripped from the ground on the Skillings
estate (site of the Town Hall parking lot).
Other roads were also impassable.

At the intersection of Bacon and Main streets

“A strange sight was the automobile
between the roots of two trees in the
highlands. The driver thought he could
make it, tried to make it, and – didn’t make
it!”
Over 300 trees came down or were severely
damaged in Wildwood Cemetery. The
largest elm on town, located on Myrtle
Street, fell. Entire trees, as well as branches
and a blanket of leaves, came down on
private property, damaging homes.

At the intersection of Main and Lake streets

Boys checking out one of many uprooted trees

“Raymond Merrill was somewhat surprised,” the paper reported, “when we
asked him how he was going to get the big
tree off his roof. He came out to look it
over–just in time to see another drop on
top of his domicile.”
By nine o’clock, the storm had subsided
enough that sightseers with flashlights
appeared all over town surveying the
wreckage. The damage was so extensive
that the Town put on 125 extra men to help
with the enormous clean-up operation that
followed, the center of attention of children
who had the day off from school.

The photographs in the Archival Center’s collection document the tremendous damage to the
town’s trees and to many homes. Even modern weather-forecasting and communications, which
help people prepare for hurricanes, could not have prevented the unprecedented impact created
by that wind.
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