Hurricanes: Never Say Always!

(by Donald M Street Jr)
“Between 1871 and 1992, there were 57 years when there were nine or more hurricanes per year….. but there have been periods when the Eastern Caribbean has been completely hurricane-free for years on end…..”

Any mariner who is spending the hurricane season in the Caribbean or leaving their boat in the Caribbean during the hurricane season should obtain a copy of a book that covers the tracks of all the hurricanes from 1877 to 1991 with updates to the present time. This book is available from:

The National Climatic Data Center

151 Patten Ave.
Room 120

Asheville, NC , 00801-5001, USA

Fax: (828) 271-4876

Tel: (828) 271-4800

E-mail: ncdc@noaa.gov
Before a reader writes letters to the Compass commenting on what I say in this article, please obtain a copy of the above book and study it very carefully. Then….and only then write your letter! An examination of hurricane tracks reveal that some of ‘we mariners’ long-held beliefs do not hold water – as follows:  

1. Hurricanes Always Travel East to West…..
The vast majority of mariners (the author of this article included) once felt that in the Eastern Caribbean the hurricanes always move from east to west. However, we discovered in 1985, to our horror, that they can go from west to east.

Due to a warning about Hurricane Klaus, Iolaire had sheltered on the north side of St. Martin, with plenty of wind from the south, no seas, hurricane going west, fine. Then we discovered that the hurricane was coming east, turning our sheltered anchorage into a deadly lee shore. Using skill, six of our seven anchors, a little luck and many prayers, we survived. It was aggravating that no English-language yachting magazines would publish my article as to how we survived Klaus, but they all had articles written by mariners who ended up on the beach!

In 1995, Hurricane Lenny was only the fifth major November hurricane on record. Its atypical west-east track made it even more of an oddity. 

But Klaus and Lenny were not the first hurricanes to go the “wrong” way. In the early years of the 19th century, Admiral Rodney arrived in Barbados, intending to re-supply his fleet — only to discover that a few days previously a hurricane had devastated the island. The hurricane had started in Jamaica, headed southeast, flattened St. Lucia and gone on to Barbados. 

2. Hurricane Season Always Ends November First…..
It was once generally thought that hurricane season ended November first — not true. In the 120-odd years between 1871 and 1994 there were 56 November hurricanes, and more since then, such as Lenny, mentioned above.

There had been enough November hurricanes that a number of leading Lloyd underwriters have extended their storm exclusions clause of coverage for named storms from November first to December first. This of course causes trouble for boats in the States heading south to the Caribbean. If they wait till December first, it is too late as there is great danger of getting caught in a severe northwest storm. For that reason some underwriters will cover boats leaving the states in November if they have made an arrangement with a private weather forecaster who will give them a “weather window”. The underwriters specify a private weather forecaster as they have proved over the years to be much more accurate than the government forecasters. The good private forecasters are attuned to the needs of the mariners.

There actually have been several December hurricanes: in 1875, 1884, 1887, 1953, 1954, 1975 and 2003. The 2003 hurricane was interesting in that it formed on about December 11th just south of the track of yachts heading from the Cape Verdes to the Eastern Caribbean. It headed northeast and crossed the tracks of yachts sailing from the Canaries to the Caribbean, then dissipated. Luckily it was a very small hurricane. 

3. Hurricanes are Always Infrequent….
Hurricanes are more frequent than people think. Between 1871 and 1992, there were 57 years when there were nine or more hurricanes per year. The most distinctive years were 1887 (17 hurricanes), 1926 (14), 1936 (16) and 1933 — which was a bad year financially and also hurricane-wise — with 21!

Hurricanes Always Stay in the Zone

Grenada is usually below the hurricane belt, but as we know there have been exceptions. Grenada was flattened by Hurricane Janet in 1955 and a previous hurricane in 1891. In a 14-year period in the late 19th century, Grenada was hit by six hurricanes, in 1877, 1878, 1886 (two that year), 1889 then 1891. Tropical Depressions have also given the island a pasting — there was a direct hit in 1928, in 1938 one passed very close to the south coast, while in 1971 there were two in September. In 1988 there were also two. Obviously, in light of the above figures, boats hauled in Grenada should be extremely well chocked. 

Even Trinidad is not immune. In 1892 a hurricane passed about 20 miles north of Trinidad. In 1933 a hurricane’s center passed over the southwest corner of Trinidad and hit Margarita dead on. In 1963 a hurricane passed about 40 miles south of Grenada and must have given Trinidad a good whack. 

In 1990 a tropical storm hit the southwest corner of Trinidad, and in 1993 a tropical storm passed directly over Chaguaramas. There was relatively little damage to the yachting community because in those days there were relatively few yachts there and no large group of yachts was stored ashore.

After all the above stories of doom, a look at the hurricane book also shows that there have been periods when the Eastern Caribbean has been completely hurricane-free for years on end. 

The only conclusion that I can make is that if you store a boat ashore, the best chance of survival of a hurricane, storm or tropical depression (winds of 50 or 60 knots must be expected) is to chock the boat up in a proper wooden cradle with cross braces. The modern screw jacks used almost universally in yards in the Eastern Caribbean and most yards in the States are inadequate when it really starts to blow.

4. Hurricane Predictions are Always Gospel……
Unfortunately, the National Hurricane Center’s strike predictions, despite sophisticated computer modeling, still have a large margin of error except in the very short term. At various stages Ivan was predicted to hit Martinique, St. Lucia, St. Vincent, Bequia and Carriacou, and many boats headed south to Grenada — in time to be caught by the hurricane. Since Ivan was predicted to strike farther north, my friends in Grenada who would have stuffed my Li’l Iolaire up in the mangroves, where she might have been damaged but repairable, left her on her mooring in Prickly Bay. Ivan arrived and Li’l Iolaire took her last voyage, out to sea and evidently to the bottom. It’s the end of an era: for the first time in 48 years I won’t be sailing in the Caribbean in November.

Final conclusion: the harbor of Puerto la Cruz, Venezuela, has never been hit or even hard-brushed by a hurricane. The northerly ground swell that has damaged and sometimes destroyed harbors on the north coast of Venezuela has never damaged Puerto la Cruz’s inner harbor. Thus it appears the only well-developed, totally hurricane-free yacht storage location in the entire Caribbean appears to be in Puerto La Cruz’s inner harbors. Now about the political situation….

