THE OCTOBER 1947

“HURRICANFE”

DISASTER ON TOP OF DISASTER

by MARJORIE DICKEY PARSONS

A few days earlier I returned to Fort
Lauderdale after an absenece of several
months, just in time to experience the
climax of the 1947 hurricane season —
the ninth of the yvear. There was a lot
of water and wading, not along or in
the Atlantic Oewnn, but on the main
steeets of 1947 Fort Lavderdale. Inter
vening years have brought so many
changes that it seems wise 1o recall
that era in the city's history.

The post-World War II recovery was
beginning to impact Fort Lauderdale,
and a “return to normaley” brought
wileomed changes, Wartime blackouta
were over, The checkpaints, manned
by armed sentries on bridges leading
to Fort Lauderdale and Broward
beaches, were gone people moved to
and from the beaches frecly, Purchases
of meat, shoes, g‘::xulin::, and tires
could be made uithent ration eoupons,
Automaohiles were rolling from assem-
bly lines again, and new cars were in
evidence. An air of optimism pervaded
the area. Partially developed subdivi-
sions, abandoned after the collapse of
the 1%30s land boom followed by the
1926 hurricane, wore being reactivated
with new eapital. A steamroller of new
development was just beginning to
gain momentum.

When the voter registration books in
Fort Lauderdale closed on Octaber 10,
1947, there were B, 293 voters in the city
qualified to vote in the city election
scheduled later in the month.

The television revelution had not
engulfed the country. One did rof “zee™
the news and weather, Such reports
came via radio. Special newspaper
editions informed people of unusual
amd late-breaking events, The terms
“mguifers” and “environmental con-
cetns were rarely seen in news report-
ing. Flood control was, however, a
tapic of intense interest in south
Florida, The state conservation officer
for the region was Fred Cabot. In the
September 18, 1947, edition of the Fort
Losderdaole News and Evening Sen-
tirvel, there was o picture of Officer
Cabot E-'|'|r.|-l.'|-'i.|:'|.,|.',' young I'.LLrI:Jm;_ APpr-

aently hatched on Broward beaches,
which were washed ashore by the
September 17, 1947, hurricane with its
winds excesding 100 miles per hour.

The usge of “hurricanc-hunter"
planes had begun in the early 1940s,
but the war had clamped necessary
radio silence over the Atlantic, and few
weather reports were received from
ships at sea doring wartime. Ten
hurricanes were reported in 1943 and
a like number in 1944 and 1945 as well.
Florida was in the path of two of the
six hurricanes of 1946, Nineteen forty-
geven was another year of many
slorms. !

Water Marmagement Iistriot).

resides in Kingsland, Georgia.

As many articles in past issues of Broward Legacy have demaonstrated,
Broward County is an arec shaped by its waters and man's efforts to utilize
and contrel them. Perkaps the greatest display of destructive power
prileashed on the county by water was pre vided by the storms and resulting
floods in the fall of 1947, This notural disaster, unwittingly aided by man's
altempls bo master nefure, forced county and state officiels fo seek more
effective means of flood control, pliimaiely resulting in the creation of the
Central and Seuthern Floride Flood Contérol District fnow the South Florida

Marjorie Dickey Parsons, formaer execulive director of the Fort Lavderdale
Historical Sociely, presents the story of the 1947 storms and their aftermath
from two perspectives. First, she outlines the background of post-World
War II Fort Lauderdale and recounts the history of the 1947 hurricans
season and flooding problems as detailed in contemporary newspaper
accounts. Second, she recalls her personal expericnoes during the October
1112 storm and in the daeys which followed, Mrz. Parsons, a longiime Fort
Lauderdale resident and graduate of Fort Lawderdale High School, currently
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There were no satellites to assiat the
.5, Weather Service in predicting
wieather conditions and hurricane
movements, Most people had baromae-
ters in their homes which were
watched closely. Weather forecasters
relied heavily on barometric pressure
readings. When pressures began tfo
drop, storin and horrcane warnings
were issued and last-minute prepara-
tiona began. Tropical sborms were not
given mames. In fact, by today's
standards, the storm on October 11-12,
1947, was not even o hurricane,

Most south Floridians were
hurricane-conseions in 1947, and they
demonstrated that awareness, People
kept extre conned foods, sterno stoves,
batteries for flashlights and radios,
ebe,, on hand during the “storm sea-
son,” Many homes were designed with
decorative window shutters which
could convert to storm shutters easily.
The Burdines store, advertising for
new employees in September 1947,
had been completed at the corner of
Andrews Avenue and Southwest
Second Strest. 1t had sn innovative
feature; the permanent marquee
pround the store had metal underliners
which could be released, deopped over
the plate glass windows, and then
hooked in pluce to protect the glass and
merchandisge. (Mear the Bordines ad
was that of a grocery advertising a one
pound can of coffee for thirty-nine
cente.)

Mineteen foriy-seven was a wet year.
On August B, 1947, an article datelined
in Titusville reported forty to forty-five
inches of rain for the year, versus an
avernge of twenty-cight inches?

An item titled “Floods Cause 25)
Families to Flee Camp," with an
October 4, 1947, Miami dateline,
reported frl::quunl deluges since the
mid-September hurricane. Miami
reported ten inches of rain the prior
week, and a total of 13.6 for September
versus a normal fall of eight inches.
The article stated that children were
wading to school in Davie, and a trailer
park had to be evacuated. Heavy losses
of citrus crops were reported.? Sheriff
Walter Clark of Broward County was
quoted as saying, “Fifty miles of water
from the Everglades to the north is
moving this way." Further, street
damage was reported to be heavy atl
that time. Hundreds of people in Fort
Lauderdale had been inmoculated
against typhoid. In Fort Laoderdale
the Maval Air Station was set up as
a refuge station,

Some meteorologicnl research was in
progress on hurricanes, and expert-
ments were being developed which
would, hopefully, diminish the devas-
tation from the unusually heavy rain-
fall which normally accompanied such
atorma.

On September 7, 1947, this headline
was found:
“Scientific Attempts to Break Huorri-
ennes Awnit Next Stopm.™
The United Press story was datelined
at Miami on September 6, and states;
“Hurricane Hurbers™ are awacé
ing the epportunify fo , . . wse
“harricane busters.”
The next great iropical storm to
whirl through the Atlantie, the
Caribbean or the Gwlf of Mexico will
be duated with carbon dioxide fdry
icel, aifver jodide or some other
crysiel which — perhaps — will
condense the waler vapors, cause o
record-smashing rainfoll af sea, and
dizsipaie the greal swirling mass,
It well be o coulious experiment

graph the effects of “seeding” by the
weather-acience plane.

Chady a little of the chemicals will
be fed into the siorm the first day,
then photographs and abservations
will e analyzed Before o heavier
attack is made. The “busting"
efforts will be progresaively heavier
until scientists and Navy men krow
what the effect will be . . .

Wkat will happen if all or part of
this energy were released af once by
a horricare hesfer? I would dump
X imehes or gaof rain on the surface
beneath the storm, bt .., dhe effect
ign 'l vel known, That is why Naey
rien and scientists are proceeding
caditiosly.

(It is mot known whether the above

Flooded citrus groves in the Davie nren, 1947,

at firat, because nobody quite knows
what will happen when the tre-
merdons energies stored completely
in a great harricane s tockled, A
special B-I7 weather-science plane
is an the grownd at Scheneetady,
MY, awaiting the word that a
hurrieane kas formed. The plane s
especially equipped for “seeding”
chenticals indo a clowd, ke a farmer
Manting heat.

When the time comes, it will fiv
into one of the great storma, accom-
panied by one or more “hurricane
hunter™ planes from the Miami
Naval Air Station, The Miami plane
will fly above the storm to photo-

described experiment was tried during
the Septemher 17 1.134.'? hurricane
which came into Broward {_':wm,g.r I

During the ninth hurricane of 1947,
& dry ice experiment was attempted in
an effort to dissipate the horrcane,
This fact was well publicized. After the
deluge which took place October 11-12,
there was much local discussion as to
why the results of the experiment were
not released. Perhaps it was not widely
known that the Weather Service had
stated it only hoped that the heavy
rainfall would aecur OVEF Open walsrs,
Such experiments were discontinued in
the 19605,

The excezssive rain and water in the
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fall of 1947 was well publicized. The
Faort Lauderdale faily News headline
on Oetober 10, 1947, proclaimed that
the West Dixie Highway was proposed

as the “Last Stand.” Engineer J. O,
Brendla of the Old Plantation Dhstrict
snid il might become necesgary to
abandon and evocuate all Broward
County lands west of West Dixie
Highway {now 1.5 441). He s quoted
as stating, “"Most of the dikes west of
Weat Dixie Hwy. are already broken
and useless . . . although Hoad 84 is
still holding thus far.” And, the worst
was yob to comel

The Cetoher 11, 1947, Fort Lauder-
dele Daily News corvied this bold print
an its first page:
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TROPICAL BLAST EXPECTED
TO HIT NEAR FORT MYERS

Top Winds of 680 Miles an Hour
Reported in Disturbance

Loaded With Heavy Rain

A prominent article on the front page
was titled “Be Prepared — [f Horricane
Happens Along."

That day Fort Lavderdale residents
listened for the latest forccmsts, The
early evening radio news contained no
indication that the storm might be
veering eastward across the state.
News had not been sufficiently omi-

'y Py L" ;
The Warnor l‘hnaler on Ia:t ﬂluu Flu-uh_ viard in the late 19408 n{ahmeL
and a newspaper advertisement for the movie “Dear Ruth,” which
played there the night of Dctober 11, 1947,
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nous for homeowners to begin the
chore of boarding up their homes,
drawing extra supplies of water, and
making ather last minule
preparations.

In the absence of a warning of
imminent danger, I blissfully headed
toward the Warnor Theater, 122 East
Lag Qlags Boualevard, to see Joan
Cauliield and William Holden in “Thear
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Ruth.” (The ticket was fifty cents and
the movie began about seven o'elock,)
Always wanting te view a movie from
the beginning, | know that the warn.
ing of a change in the direction of the
storm did not come until after 1 left
higamnae,

Chur home was located at 3135 Morth-
enst Firat Street, only a five block walk
te the theater. In these days such a
walk at nmight in that area of Fort
Landerdale was not hazardous, Since
[ drowe instead, it was probably |.|n
ing when [ left home, |:|1.|I. meTe rain

WWILE D CillsE ;l:I:I' COInC I'I'I..

Before the pieture ended, the outside
downpour was andible above the sound
of the movie. If there was an interrup-
tion in the electrical supply it must
have been only momentary. The movie
continued and concluded on schedule

The extent of the downpour became
obvious at the theater door. 1 was
soaked by the time I reached the car
which was parked near the thester
entrance, An umbrella was no protec
tion agninst that min! Heading east
on Las Olas Boulevard, it was appar-
ent immediately that it would be
unwise Lo atiempt to go home via the
normal and shortest route — north on
Third Avenue. The intersection at
Third Avenue and Broward Boulevard
was always “a lake"” after heavy rains,
and the amount of water on the sirects
|n|:]1¢|,|l.¢1:1 H'::lu WS 1o |:|:|'|:'|||‘u|||'1.I ]'.|r||1."_'|.
rain. A drainage problemn plagued that
intersection for vears. (The Himmar-
ghee Canal had extended wnder the
Federal Highway, curved apward to
Broward Boulevard and extended to
about the east side of Stranahan Park.
When the canal west of Federal was
filled in for paving, the intersection at
Third Avenue did not receive enough
fill to elevate it properly.) Storm sewers
at that point and in many other areas

.

Utility
Tax Levy "
Vote Set [ L. -

[T R

Downtown Fort Lavderdale flooding, looking south from the corner of
Andrews Avenue and Broward Boulevard, Getober 1847,

of the city were virtually non-existent
in 1847,

The decision to go home via Las Olas
Boulevard and Federal Highway was
the right choice! Although there was
standing water in the strects, there
were no low spots along Las Olas or
Federal Highway to eolleet excessive
rainfall, The waler was not deep
enough to drown the motor or come
into the car, as it would surely have
done at the Broward-Third Avenue
intersection. Crossing Southeast
Fourth Avenue, | glanced toward the
river and could see only a solid sheet
of water. [ thought it looked like New
River was out of its banks at least as
for ns Las Olas — the understatoment

af the year,
When 1 arrived home, safle buat
ppaked, 1 was greeted by agitated

Eyeryiads in -hll'.nli tonniy Hesds

AND EFENNL "-"l' ANER

FORT LAUDENDALE ||-:'-n|m. MADIAY, OCTORER: N5

LAUDERDALE HANDED

Damage Bill Totals
Millions In County

mE W et sy TR

parents who thought anyone with an
ounce of brains should have left the
mowie under such conditions and
returned more prompily. [ then learned
that the storm had changed course,
and was heading castward across the
atate,

During my absence, my father had
donned a heavy hip-length raincoat,
with large and deep pockeis on the
outgide, and had shuttered the house.
Car home was like many others. The
decorative window shutters were
mounted on hinges and hooked to the
house, One had only to unhook, close
the shutiers and slide o bar, already
in place, through the slot on the
oppesite shutter, It was a guick and
eany method of protecting windows
from flying debris, a job which I was
able to do myself in later yeara. Metal

FORT LAUDERDALE DAILY NEWS = =
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m]num shuterﬁrﬂmﬂted the front

BCTLENS e torremtial rains
m-ﬂﬂe the job more difficult, Before he
finished, he was soaked to the skin and
the pockets of his coat were filled with
water. The front porch had a very wet
floeor from his soaked garments.

Winds did not achieve high and
dievastating velocities, but there was
widespread damage to shrubbery, The
rains ceased by the following day. Fort
Lauderdale had been called the
“Venice of America” — in the glam-
orons sense of that term. Buat, there was
little glamor in seeing streets onder
water the next duy.

The Fori Louderdale News and
Feening Sentinel, for Monday,
Chetober 13, 1947, had this headline in
one and one-quarter inch letiers.

DAVIE, FORT LAUDERDALE
HANDED STAGGERIMNG BLOW
BY Bl s TORM

Damage Bill Totals
Millions in County

12 to 15 Inches of Hain Hits Area
During Weekond Flooding City,
Adding to Davie Woes , .,

The heavy rainfall, whipped by
wiolend gusts of wind, came oz all
sections of Lhe battered county were
cleaning up debris from the Sept. IT
hurricane and were attempting o
stern the flow of high weter pouring
I.nl'l fﬂ'.lm .!n’ll? EU!‘F&"JE&E‘I. |"l1£w R.Ill:.lﬁ'f
overflowed s banks af vack high
tide.

No aceurate eslimate af damage
was compiled. The 210,000,000 esti-
maale of citrus, vegetable crap, dairy
and cattle kerds compifed 10 days
age moy be doubled, Up to 99
percent of the Davee citrus groves
are logt, new beans planted n the
rich Pompans RBeack-Deerfield
Beach farming section were
drowned o, water rose higher and
keigher nround weakened dairy cows
and cafile,

Property damage from the flood
will far exceed the loss from the
Sp-p!. 17 hurricans,

The tropical storm which devel-
oped inte @ hurricane lote Saturday
afternoon and gliwpt aoross senell
Florida came after litle warning,
Very few places were boarded up,
Even  then little good was
acoomplished,

Principal domage was from the
water not the wind, I do not recall how
long the city was without electricity or

telephone service. Our family made no
attempt to drive anywhere for several
days. Florida storms, then as now,
receive wide publicity, and distant
lowed ones are anxiows, So, it was
dectded to wire relatives that we were
safe. The Western Union office was on
Southwest First Avenue about a half
& hlock north of New River,

An old pair of shoes with heavy
widged soles was selected for wading
to the Western Unien. There were soma
very deep places, and the murky waters
prevented seeing what one might step
on which would penetrate a thinner
sole, There were no injuries, however,
as | made the trp slowly and cao-
tiously. That teip was the “last mile™
for those shoses.

On October 19, 1947, a cousin of my
father and his family, from Harlingen,
Texas, came to Fort Lauderdale as
previously planned. The accompany-
ing picture was taken by them, and
only came into the writer's possession
recently,

On October 18, 1947, another article
appeared, dotelined October 17, from
Fart Lauderdale reporting that the
county engineer said that four days of
bright sunshine was the longest sunny
spell since the September 1st hurri
cane’ It was reported that the sty
commission met with civie leaders and
agreed to employ a qualified enginesr
versed in flood control work to protect
the health snd property of the city.
William J. Kelley was serving as flood
caontrol eosrdinator then,

The deluge which fell Octaber 11-12
waa ot one isolated downpour during
a hurricane to which the resulting
devastation can be attributed. In fact,

the fifteen or so inches of rain on
October 11-12 compounded the already
existing flood conditions described by
Bheriff Walter Clark a week earlier as
“Fifty miles of water from the Ewer-
glades to the north moving this way.™
I recall talk of boring wells in the Davie
aren of the county to what was said
to be “seenn current” i help drain the
area, but with no positive resuolts,
Orange groves stood in water until
their roots robted,

The Fort Lauderdale City Commis-
sion ordered the reopening of the old
Mew River Inlet (in teday's Bahia Mar
area) on Oetober 14, The inlet channel
had silted closed after the opening of
the Port Everglades channel. The inlet
had been filled completely, and a
bonded road was built to provide the
only access at that time to the new
Harbor Beach subdivision where
houses were under construction. There
were those whoe believed the reopening
of the inlet would be ineffective
because of the direction of the ocean
currents, and such proved to be true,

Water stood in Fort Lauderdale
streeta for so long that the roadbeds
were goaked, and traffic seemed Lo beat
the streets to a pulp — more potholes
than smooth surfaces, City funds with
which to finance the rebuilding of the
sireets were non-existent. Hence, a
utilities tax was imposed which has
been continued to this good day,

A news release from Washington,
3.C., on Oetober 25 r-¢|.|-cu'1.-|,.-1:'| eions
which were being taken to try to relieve
the fleod situation in south Floridas
It reported that Senator Claude Pepper
had asked President Troman to recom-
mend that & forthcoming special

Photo of flooded Fort Lauderdale streets, taken by a relative of the
Dickey family in late October, 1947 (photo courtesy of Marjorie Dickey
Parsons and the Fort Lavderdale Historical Society).
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session of Congress appropriate
£3,000,000 for flood contrel and relief,
Pepper had written:

This s on behalf of myself and
the Florida delegation;

.. it ig requested thal you andertole
sfeps fo formulate plons for a com-
prehensive flood contrel program so
that we may seek essistance from
the Congress. . .

The iime has come when we heve
gof to deal with the flood situation
ine the Floride perinsela as a whole.
The ||:||'||g1 wet summer and fall of

1847, capped off with the Qetober 11-
12 deluge and its resultant problems,
accelerated action on long-talked-
about floed control, The Centeal and
Southern Flonida Flood Control Dhs-
trict was authorzed in 1949,

Forty plus years “down the rond” the
creation of a flood control project in
gouth Florida cam be viewssd as one
reason for the enormous growth in the
Broward Couniy area, particularly
weat of 115, 441, Without the flood
contro]l measures which were taken,
few people would now be living in the
fringes of the Everglades. The effects
of attempting to harness the Ewver-
glades may be good or bad — depend-
ing on the individual's point of view,
A final judgement con only b rendered
by future generntions,

History does repeat itzelfl Should
there be another wet year such ns 1947,
climaxed with a devastatingly wet
hurricane, agriculture-related losses in
the Broward County area will be
minimal. People have replaced agricul-
ture. There 15 o large pupu]a.hun west
af U, 8. 441 today which is totally
ignorant of hurricanes, floods, and
even the past history and soil structure
of the area in which they chose to
locate. It appears almost certain that
losses of residentinl and commercial
developments which have “flooded
into” the area west of U, 8, 441 to serve
the current population residing there
will far exceed the dollar value of the
agricultural losses suffered in 1947,

Fort Lauderdale and Broward
Crounty has not suffered the devastat-
ing winds and waters of a major
hurricane since the 1960s. A very real
danger in the next “big blow”™ is the
failure of neweomers ko be aware of the
fact that “it can happen here'” again.
It probably will. The question is; when?

Houth Florida's current water shor-
tage iz well known, A wet year such
w5 1947 would relieve the water ahos-
tage, buat at what cost?

Seal of the Central and Southern
Florida Flood Control District.

— FOOTNOTES

L. Marory Steraman Doaglas, Marmicea |Mew Vorkc Rindar
i Co, Inc, 1908, S0

2 Thr Flande Timves e, Jethosm ville. Awgust B, 16567
1 e (Betaber 5, IRT

i e Fjlawmbere T, 15847,

5, Jhid, Ovichar 18, 1847

B Jad | Ccicker 1, 15047

e’mrml view of a portion of Broward Euum-}' alungthe Florida Turnpul:-c,
April 1974, showing dense population and construction.
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