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I remember the summer before my sister Jerutia's death
Making
And I was leaning over the south fence
And thinking in this manner
That I was never likely to do better
And where should I go?
Etc.

Susan Howe, from Frolic Architecture
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A MONSTER IS COMING

It was a token that the urban world had been overthrown and chaos reigned.
The Providence Journal, September 25, 1938

On August 30, 2012, a native of Warwick, Rhode Island named “Brain S.” 

wrote a peculiar entry on the business review social media site Yelp, giving a five-

star rating to the Fox Point Hurricane Barrier in Providence, RI. He begins with a 

little, three-line poem:

A  monster
is 
coming

Hurricanes are monsters that come out of the ocean and destroy everything  
in their paths.  No way to stop the beasts and the best you can do is to  
prepare and learn from the past.

Besides his last initial and hometown, all I can discern about Brian is that he 

probably likes to kayak. He uploaded 13 photos of the barrier from the point of view 

of the middle of the Providence River, and in two of these images the tip of his 

kayak – red with yellow flame decals – comes into the bottom of the frame. The 

photos of the massive swinging gates have captions like “Hope they don't close right 

now,” “Yup, they look really big up close,” “Money well spent,” and “No damn 

hurricanes getting through these gates.”

The photos are familiar to me; for three years, I lived within view of the 

barrier in Fox Point, a neighborhood in the southeastern corner of Providence. The 

Providence river forms where the Blackstone and Woonasquatucket Rivers meet just 

north of Downtown, flowing south through the city. The Fox Point Hurricane 

Barrier is under the I-195 bridge, known locally as the I-Way, where the river opens 
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up into the Narragansett Bay. This is a very crucial location as Brian points out in 

his review:

New England doesn't get a whole lot of hurricanes but the ones it does get  
tend to do a lot of damage.  The city of Providence got whomped really good  
by the beasts in 1938 and in 1954 because the city is at the north end of  
Narragansett Bay and the bay sort of constricts into a funnel that squeezes  
all that tidal surge right into the city.  So wise people started wondering if at  
least something could be done to prevent another disaster in the future.

Something was done and that something was a hurricane barrier.  The  
project was started in 1960 and took about 6 years to complete.  It was the  
first of it's [sic] type in the country and of course cost a whole heap of  
money.  

According to a 2006 assessment of the hurricane barrier in the wake of Hurricane 

Katrina by Josh Chalchinsky, a researcher for the Roger Williams University Center 

for Macro Projects and Diplomacy, “a whole heap of money” amounted to 15 million 

1960 dollars in bonds purchased by the citizens of Providence. The cost was 

justified by an estimate that $80M of the $120M in damages from 1954's Hurricane 

Carol could have been prevented by a barrier. Chalchinsky also confirms that it was 

indeed the first barrier of its type approved by the federal government.1 The 

operation of the gates was maintained by the Providence Public Works Department 

until 2010 when it was handed over to the Army Corps of Engineers as a cost-

saving measure in light of the economic crisis.2 

 Brian continues:

Lots of people wondered if it was worth it but that question was answered in  
1985 when hurricane Gloria came a calling.

The massive 53 tons [sic] gates were closed and the city was indeed spared  
much of the flooding and damage that Gloria would have caused if the  

1 Chalchinski, p. 36
2 Providence Emergency Management Agency (PEMA)
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barrier wasn't there.3  A monster named Bob showed up in 1991 and another  
one named Irene roared up the bay in 2011 and once again the gates of the 
barrier were closed and the creatures were left banging against the gates.

The massive gates and barrier can be seen from many spots in the city and 
really don't attract a whole lot of attention.  Just sort of looks like a funny  
bridge.  However if you happen to kayak through the gates you can fully  
appreciate the massive and powerful design that can literally stop a  
monstrous tidal surge from a hurricane in it's [sic] tracks.

Nothing can be done to stop hurricanes and unfortunately most cities have to  
get hammered really good at least once to take precautions.  The cities of  
Galveston and New Orleans are classic examples.  After the cities were  
literally destroyed by the beasts, sensible precautions were added to defend  
the cities against future invasions. 

Projects like hurricanes [sic] barriers do cost a lot of money but ultimately  
save lives and lots of money. New Orleans is learning that at this very  
moment as a creature named Isaac is visiting.

Incredibly powerful beasts lurk out in the ocean and are just waiting for the  
right time to strike. It's not a matter of if but only when they attack a  
coastal city.  The monsters show no mercy and will destroy everything they  
can.  It's up to the people in the cities to get ready.

When Brian mentions the “classic example” of New Orleans he is 

undoubtedly referring to Hurricane Katrina, but fewer readers may catch his 

meaning in reference to Galveston. A 1900 hurricane hit the Texas costal city, and 

because of the rudimentary record keeping of the day, sources vary widely on the 

estimated death toll. Even the most optimistic accounts rank it as the most deadly 

natural event in the history of North America. 

Clearly, Yelp is no place for an accurate and reliable history of Rhode Island. 

But Brian's account is a contemporary contribution to the long tradition of oral 

history in Providence, a city full of ghost stories, mythologies, and tall tales. The 

city still lives in the shadow of the days before the hurricane barrier; many buildings 

3 The 53-ton figure was most likely attained from a fact sheet form City Hall, the same fact sheet 
also displays minor discrepancies with Chalchinski's cost figures: 
http://www.providenceri.com/efile/705
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downtown have plaques placed just over my height marking the height of the water 

level in 1938. In true, backhandedly crass Rhode Island fashion, a second-floor cafe 

affiliated with the Rhode Island School of Design overlooking the river is called The 

Watermark. Like any local legend, the 1938 hurricane in particular seems 

implausible, since hurricanes rarely maintain their strength so far up the Eastern 

Seaboard, but it is not impossible. It was an anomaly that can and certainly will, 

given a long enough timeline, happen again. As Brian points out, nothing can stop a 

hurricane from coming, but “wise” people can prevent the devastation, prevent the 

city from again getting “whomped really good” through cautious effort. It's not a 

matter of “if,” but “when.”

What compelled Brian to write his historical prose-poem about the barrier? 

And why of all places send it into the void of social network-based consumer 

ratings? I suppose the barrier's mechanical greatness gave him pause during his 

kayak trip, and he felt as if he needed to point out both its power and importance to 

anyone who cared. To the people commuting on the I-Way overhead to and from the 

suburbs of southeastern Massachusetts, it is a mundane part of their daily visual 

architecture, just a “funny bridge.” But perhaps from below, the high stakes of its 

cultural role was more obvious for Brian. It is difficult to tell from his language if 

the sign of the barrier was a relief or assurance of his safety, or rather if it was a 

fearful reminder of the far-off potential foe – in his description a merciless, living, 

breathing thing “just waiting” off down the bay and out to sea. It's probably no 

accident that he wrote his review on the day after Hurricane Isaac came ashore near 

New Orleans, and many all over the world queasily watched and then issued a sigh 

of relief.
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Brian could not have known in that moment how timely his homage to the 

Fox Point Hurricane Barrier would soon become. Exactly two months after his 

posting, Hurricane Sandy hit the East Coast between Maryland and Southern New 

England. I wonder if Brian thought back to that sunny, clear day on the river as the 

words Superstorm and Frankenstorm flashed over every news outlet. Luckily, 

Providence went entirely unharmed. After the storm, The Associated Press ran a 

short blurb about the barrier's performance the day before. The title was an 

unmistakable double entendre, “Hurricane barrier in Providence gets high marks.” 

John McPhearson of the Army Corps of Engineers said the barrier worked 

“flawlessly” (the kinds of high marks that earn a five-star rating on Yelp). Quoting 

The National Weather Service, the article continues, “Preliminary data showed Sandy 

was the fifth highest crest at Fox Point on record at 9.5 feet. The highest point on 

record was during the 1938 Hurricane, when the water crested at 17.4 feet.” 

Governor Lincoln Chafee said it could have been the biggest test of the barrier since 

its completion in 1960.4

p

Brian's personal Yelp assessment of the Fox Point Barrier boarders on the 

absurd. He underscores the severity of hurricanes, but to the extreme degree of 

using wild personification that casts hurricanes not only as threats but as calculating 

predators, thereby running the risk of trivializing the danger. Brian obviously knows 

a thing or two about the barrier and even about a few hurricanes that have passed 

since. But he summarizes the truly defining moment in Providence's history with 

hurricanes, the moment they became part of the city's culture in 1938, simply with a 

4 Associated Press, “Hurricane barrier...”
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coy mention that the city was “whomped really good.” In truth, the 1938 hurricane 

is remembered by Rhode Islanders in small and large ways even now, generations 

past, but it should also be remembered by outsiders because it marked a crucial 

moment when a gigantic force, and a rare one at that, became integrated into a 

culture. Brian acknowledged this moment for New Orleans, so I like to think that 

there, in his kayak, he acknowledged how moments like these relate to his own life, 

how the history of storms like that of 1938 is not just a meteorological history, but 

the history of average individuals, people like Brian, put in extraordinary situations. 

Brian felt the need to tell someone, anyone, what that moment in Providence's 

history meant to him and how it related to his personal moment in his kayak. To an 

outsider, Brian's moment on Yelp might read trivially without the kind of implicit 

knowledge of the 1938 storm that Rhode Islanders live with, given especially that 

their lives are so tied to the water. But the history of the storm is crucial to anyone 

who may not even know their society is in danger because the weather does not 

recognize the difference between one city or the next, and can always take a locale 

off guard even within its own recognizable patterns. This Yelp posting is a drop in 

the bucket of the history of this storm and how it created a culture of fear in Rhode 

Island. Alongside the history of the 1938 hurricane, Brian's post also demonstrates in 

a more general sense how a crisis in the past creates an uneasy view of the future 

for a community.

In 1938, the people of Providence, then the nation's most densely populated 

city,5 lacked the knowledge and precautionary resources to prevent damage and loss 

of life. In 1938, hurricanes were not named. The storm is often referred to as “The 

5   Goudsouzian, p. 28
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Yankee Clipper” or “The Great New England Hurricane.” Throughout New York 

and New England some 680 people died,6 300 in the state of Rhode Island alone. 

Aram Goudsouzian, professor of history at the University of Memphis wrote that 

overall “it would uproot or damage 275 million trees, wreck 26,000 automobiles, and 

knock down 20,000 miles of power and telephone lines. According to the Red Cross, 

6,933 coastal cottages, 1,991 homes, 2,605 boats, 2,369 barns, and 7,438 other 

buildings were destroyed by the storm.” At 400 million 1938 dollars, it was the most 

costly natural disaster in history up to that point.7 Strictly by the numbers, that is 

what a really good whomping looks like.

 This generation of people had no personal experience with hurricanes. The 

last probable hurricanes to effect Rhode Island were over a century before, such as 

the “Great September Gale” of 1815, which according to Goudsouzian, destroyed 

one-third of the city's taxable property. He also quotes a Plymouth Colony Governor 

William Bradford giving one of the only other accounts of a possible hurricane in 

1635 which “blew downe sundry houses, and uncovered others; diverce vessels were 

lost at sea, and many more in extreme danger. It caused the sea to swell above 20 

foote, right up and downe, and made many of the Indians to clime into trees for 

their saftie.”8 Indeed the situation was rare, but possible. New Englanders knew very 

little about what to expect, how to react, and what the risks were, so on the 

afternoon of August 21, 1938, no one in Providence had any reason not to go about 

6 This is a disputed figure. According to the Official Relief Report by the Red Cross, this number 
was only 494, but it is logical to rely on a higher figure because the Red Cross' report though 
issued after recovery efforts ended in the following January, relies heavily on statistical resources 
released very quickly after the storm while the recovery effort was still underway. The report also 
compares this hurricane to other historical disasters, often listing death-tolls lower than what are 
now universally excepted even in cases where the numbers vary from source to source. (Red 
Cross, pp. 9, 106)

7 Goudsouzian, p. 27
8 Ibid, p. 29
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their usual business downtown.

One way in which the storm defied expectations was an unusual turn it took, 

placing the proper warnings at the wrong place and time by far. According The Red 

Cross' Official Report of Relief Operations, by August 16, the storm passed Puerto 

Rico and was moving at 20 mph toward Miami, and warnings were issued. 

According to the report:

National Disaster Staff members of Red Cross Headquarters in Washington  
had been notified and were already moving toward Florida, prepared to 
integrate their personnel with that of the local Red Cross Chapters and to  
assist with any and all situations that might arise from a disaster. Florida was  
battened down and waiting for the storm.9

However, by the morning of the 19th, the hurricane shifted course north headed off 

of Cape Hatteras, North Carolina. Even in those days, Florida, who had many 

documented hurricanes and disaster plans, went unharmed, and the offshore 

hurricane went more or less ignored. It was downgraded to a tropical storm, though 

taking the known data into account, contemporary standards place it at a Category 3 

on the Saffir-Simpon Scale during those dates, only diminishing to a still deadly 

Category 2 upon landfall.10 One person anticipated the storm's new path and tried to 

react. “On the morning of 21 September, Charles Pierce, a twenty-eight-year-old 

junior forecaster at the Washington bureau, foresaw the disaster,” Gousouzian 

writes. “Noting unusual high-pressure systems off the Atlantic coast and along the 

Appalachian Mountains, he predicted that the hurricane would follow a tongue of 

low pressure straight into New England.” His supervisors disagreed and only the 

9 Red Cross, p. 1
10 It had also sustained Category 5, or “Catastrophic” status, for two days before its turn north 

according to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Historical Hurricane 
Tracks resource
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most minor precautions were suggested for the area. The Providence Journal 

cautioned, “rain, probably heavy” while also reporting the conditions that were 

guiding the storm towards Rhode Island, but no one, other than Pierce, had the 

knowledge base to understand the implications of that data.11 

The faults of the prediction illustrate a major difference in storm culture in 

the early 20th century and what we know now. Obviously, forecasting technology 

has evolved to a much greater degree of sophistication to the credit of advancements 

in aircraft and the advent of satellite imagery. But a change in attitude about what 

people want to know also took place over this time. The senior forecasters ignored 

their subordinate's findings out of dangerous optimism that was backed by history. 

Brian is an example of today's attitude. While he holds the barrier in high esteem, he 

is under no illusions about the danger hurricanes pose. Going as far as to villainize 

hurricanes, he repeatedly underscores their inevitability. He calls for rational 

reactions to the worst possible situations. Today, people like Brian face the opposite 

problem, albeit a less dangerous problem than in years past. Weather reporting today 

often walks the thin line towards sensationalization. For instance, I observed the 

following headline on The Weather Channel's homepage on October 29, 2012:

At the time I took this screenshot, Hurricane Sandy had not yet even made 

landfall.12 Brian appeals to the kind of rationality that must follow and precede a 

total disaster. Is this why he chose Yelp, to cast a wide net so that any stranger 

could access his appeal? On the one hand, an optimistic view of the time that has 

11 Goudsauzian, pp. 29-30
12 National Hurricane Center, “Tropical Storm SANDY”
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passed since 1938 leads to the misjudgment that levees no longer break in our era 

which we of course know now is not true. On the other hand, reports eliciting an 

attitude of paralyzing fear result in public skepticism of prediction media. The 

barrier serves Providence well, and technological advancements make 1938 seem like 

an entirely different era, but the past decade shows that many other coastal cities 

still have unfinished business. Is Brian's review really for them? 

p

Providence was not the only locale devastated by the 1938 storm which lasted 

about three hours at any given point in its roughly 150-mile radius. Reports say the 

impact of the first landfall registered on seismographs in Alaska. The storm surge, 

always the most destructive feature of a hurricane, was augmented by the fact that 

the storm hit at the beginning of high tide. Homes in Westhampton, Long Island; 

Fire Island, New York; Westbrook, Connecticut; Westerly, Rhode Island; and 

Narragansett, Rhode Island were demolished. Railroads throughout the region were 

torn and twisted from the ground, and an entire lighthouse tender vessel in New 

London, Connecticut was thrown onto one railway. Whole villages were washed 

away in South County, Rhode Island where 175 people died in a 20-mile stretch of 

shoreline alone. Major conflagrations broke out in New London and Petersborough, 

New Hampshire and heavy winds prevented firecrews from effectively containing 

them for hours. Most communication lines were down, making relief efforts 

especially difficult for island communities like New Shoreham, Rhode Island, located 

on Block Island, whose inhabitants could only contact the mainland by shortwave 

radio. Also, given that the Great Depression was still in crippling effect, the 

economic toll cannot be ignored. The trees destroyed totaled some four billion board 
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feet of timber. Most farms, particularly tobacco farms in Connecticut and Western 

Massachusetts, and poultry farms in Connecticut, Rhode Island, and Massachusetts 

saw total losses.13, 14

Providence was already in dire straits to before the hurricane, hit especially 

hard by the Great Depression. Sixty-three percent of families lived on less than 

$1500 annual income and five percent had no income. There was a boom in the 

immigrant worker population before the Depression who were now receiving 

substandard factory wages. Their growing political footing helped lead to what is 

now known as the “Bloodless Revolution” in 1935 wherein the city government 

changed hands over to a more labor-friendly, Democratic majority who allowed for 

more federal and state influence, diminishing the power of City Hall. Rhode Island 

ranked fifth among state beneficiaries of New Deal funds, and this relationship with 

the Works Progress Administration (WPA) would prove advantageous in the 

hurricane recovery effort.15 Despite the lack of well-paying work and despite the rain 

and wind in the early afternoon, Providence was buzzing with activity, and the 

streets were as jammed with traffic as on any other day. That day was particularly 

gruesome in Providence, because the day started so normally, and all the usual 

downtown bustling went on unwittingly.

Legitimate warning came around 4:00 pm after the winds had already picked 

up. By the time businesses let out of work downtown around 5:00, the storm hit 

full force. Goudsouzian quotes a witness, David Cornel DeJong, who watched as, 

within 15 minutes, the storm surge “was suddenly swirling and billowing down the 

13 Red Cross, pp. 2-6, 46-47
14 Goudsouzian, p. 30
15 Ibid, pp. 28-29
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street. It was water already turbulent with white caps, and people in the street were 

caught in it.... No one seemed to believe it was water, not water suddenly several 

feet deep, right there in our busiest street.” Another survivor, Solomon Brandt, 

describes it as “almost as fast as if you held a glass in front of a spigot.”16 

Most of the downtown workers who fled to their cars in an attempt to get 

home did not survive. Others remained stranded in buildings. Goudsouzian writes, 

Three hundred people took shelter at City Hall, five hundred at the  
Narragansett Hotel, and hundreds more at the Biltmore. Over a thousand  
people waited out the storm on the upper floors of the Outlet department  
store, where the first floor was submerged. Two hundred people of all faiths  
sought peace in the downtown Grace Episcopal Church, their only light the  
flutter of altar candles.17

Personal accounts range from the cartoonish to the disturbing. In the typical style of 

absurd Rhode Island mythology, some say a bar continued to serve until the water 

busted open the windows. Meanwhile Goudsouzian writes, “At Pierce's Shoe Store a 

clerk and his customers climbed to the top of a ladder as water rushed into the store, 

and there they managed to wait out the flood with just one foot of air between the 

water and the store's ceiling.”18

Within half an hour of the winds dying down around 7:00 pm., hundreds of 

looters waded into downtown. Everything from jewelery to boats to office supplies 

were subject to theft. DeJong recalls them with flashlights overhead ransacking 

whatever they could. “They were brazen and insatiable; they swarmed like rats.”19 

Most urban disasters lead to widespread looting, which is instigated by both 

desperation and opportunity. These two motivating factors are too often conflated 

16 Ibid., p. 31
17 Ibid., p. 37
18 Ibid., pp. 32-33
19 Ibid., pp 34-35
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by those who were not present or have never experienced such extreme 

circumstances. The National Guard and state militias were deployed within hours; 

Goudsouzian writes:

Just before 10:00 the first militia unit marched out from the Cranston Street  
Armory, and soon 150 men, tin helmets on their heads and bayonets on their  
rifles, were patrolling downtown Providence. Huge antiaircraft searchlights  
shone down the main streets, casting an eerie blue glare and portentous 
shadows off downtown buildings. Seven people would be arrested on 
suspicion of looting before the night was over, and troops would order most  
other people off the streets. Providence resembled a war zone. 

By the end of the next day, 1824 National Guardsmen were deployed into 

downtown, a 5:00 pm to 7:00 am curfew was set and maintained by martial law 

which remained in effect for four days as troops were phased out for local police.20

The WPA and The Red Cross lead the recovery effort. The WPA suspended 

regulatory allowance limits on funds and workers sent to these areas under the 

caveat that all supervision would be done federally instead of by states, cities, and 

towns. Sixteen thousand WPA workers went to task in Rhode Island, which 

received the most support on account of being hit the hardest. The project of 

recovery put many otherwise unemployed to work. The WPA enrollees mainly 

focused on clearing roadways and removing major fire hazards and are credited with 

having cleared the streets of Providence by the end of October. This task was crucial 

because blocked or damaged transportation methods obstructed humanitarian relief, 

particularly food which risked spoiling before reaching those in need with no power 

to refrigerate. Spoiled food caused extra concern for the spread of epidemics.21, 22 The 

Red Cross set their General Headquarters for the entire hurricane relief effort in 

20 Ibid., pp. 37, 39
21 Ibid., pp. 31, 43
22 Red Cross, p. 63

16



Providence, but the widespread damage of the storm required the establishment of 

191 sub-districts as well.23 Besides providing basic humanitarian need, the Red Cross 

also provided financial support to those whose property and crop damages 

threatened their livelihoods during already hard times. The Red Cross continued its 

regional relief efforts until January 21, 1939, and sited major snowfall around 

Thanksgiving and Mid-December as hindering construction efforts and increasing 

costs.24 By the end, their total expenditures reached $1,682,000 with the most going 

to Rhode Island at $433,485.5125

When we look back at the history of this hurricane, we find average people 

like Brian S. fighting for their lives at the end of an average workday. Between the 

workday's end and midnight the streets they saw every day turned from a disaster 

area to a police state. How easily, if he lived two generations earlier, could Brian – or 

anyone in Providence – have been turned into the saving grace of a roomful of 

people, or a looter, or a farmer whose livelihood was irreparably lost, or a body 

caught in a torrent, or one of thousands of unemployed people who found work in 

the cleanup – though backbreaking and undoubtedly disturbing work. While the 

event is often entangled in flamboyant myth, it wasn't a movie or a war, it was just 

regular people going about their regular business. 

Did this thought cross Brian's mind? He doesn't mention much of the human 

impact that inspired the engineering marvel he so appreciates, but his dark tone 

reflects that fear that still lingers. In his deliberateness (stopping his kayak in the 

middle of choppy waters to snap 13 pictures26), there is little doubt that Brian 

23 Ibid., p. 17
24 Ibid., pp. 48, 65
25 Ibid., p. 90
26 His first picture shows the waters were choppy, the caption reads “Strong currents through here.”
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considered the possibility of experiencing future danger himself. It is impossible to 

look at the barrier and appreciate what it is without also considering why it is there 

and what it holds back. Even if Brian is a particularly rugged kayaker, he must have 

struggled to imagine what an experience like this disaster would make of him. The 

barrier is evidence that Providence – not just the abstract city-concept of 

Providence, but its people – not only ask “could it happen?” but “could it happen to 

me?”

p

In the closing remarks of the 1939 Official Report of Relief Operations, The 

Red Cross writes, “Today, few scars remain, and New England and New York are 

looking forward, not backward. The self-reliance of their people was perhaps the 

outstanding feature of this great disaster.”27 When I read this, I wondered 

immediately what Brian would have thought of this easily ignorable affirmation. I 

remembered the amateur historian's truism about preparedness, “No way to stop the 

beasts and the best you can do is to prepare and learn from the past.” Looking 

forward and backward is the only safeguard. Knowing that hurricanes will happen 

again, is the Fox Point Hurricane Barrier enough?

The troublesome news is that since its completion in 1960, the barrier has 

never been put to the test against a storm quite as strong as the 1938 hurricane, 

despite the “high marks” it received during Sandy. The hurricanes that Brian 

mentions, Gloria in 1985, Bob in 1991, and Irene in 2011 were all weaker than the 

1938 storm, though Gloria and Bob were also Category 2 at landfall (Irene was 

actually just a tropical storm at that point).28 

27 Ibid., p. 65 
28 Strength measured in low air pressure by millibars. (NOAA) Historical Hurricane Tracks resource

18



 Providence's most recent risk assessment and hazard mitigation plan is 

publicly available, and in a systematic way, defines hurricanes, despite their 

infrequency, as the highest priority risk tied only with flooding because of their 

inherent connection.29 The report uses rational and technical equations that weigh 

the frequency of disasters and their potential damage against how many safeguards 

are in place ultimately producing a percent figure. The risk of hurricane and flood 

are a startling 83%. The number seems particularly frightening in comparison to a 

similar chart which categorizes man-made disasters, placing nuclear terror attacks at 

only 28% and explosive terror attacks at 25%.30 This hardly seems in line with the 

prevailing anxieties and national priorities of the day spurred on by the War on 

Terror. According to this rubric, there is no plan in writing, but elements to 

safeguard exist; “Something was done and that something was a hurricane barrier,” 

as Brian puts it. The report reflects research on centuries worth of hurricanes from 

the past with particular attention paid to the storms of 1954, 1938, 1869, 1815, 1638,  

and 1635.31 This reflects a subtle, dark, and disturbing detail from Brian's review that 

bears repeating: that cities historically get “hammered really good” before taking 

precautions. 

However, the figure 83% is still entirely abstract; 83% of what? Probability is 

often expressed in percentages, but on an indefinite timeline into the future, 83% 

cannot be quantified. It does not settle the question: if this will happen again, as we 

know it will, how safe are we? Are we 17% safe? What does that even mean? When a 

hurricane happens again, could 1938 also happen again? This figure does not 

29 City of Providence Local Hazard Mitigation Committee & Maguire Group, Inc.
30 Ibid,. p. 22
31 Ibid,. 28
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accurately describe the preparedness of the culture for whom it was written, and the 

ordinariness of daily life is no assurance that it will continue to be so forever. Maybe 

Yelp is a better gauge of the security that Providenceans feel than an official report. 

p

I revisited Brian's post after Hurricane Sandy to see if the storm had drawn 

any attention to it. Sure enough, a response appeared from a woman named Cato M. 

written in the midst of the storm on October 29:

Easily visible from The Hot Club and the other bars near Water Street, the  
Fox Point Hurricane Barrier is an impressive architectural feat...one that is  
hopefully saving our lives at this very moment...

I assume Cato is writing from The Hot Club, which I have been to many times. It is 

popular for its breezy, riverside patio and view of the nearby marina. It is possible 

from her post that she visited several bars along the way to The Hot Club, slowly 

inching her way with increased daring towards the potential chaos beyond the 

bridge. Drinking and “hurricane parties” have been fairly common throughout the 

past decades. Historian Eliot Kleinburg writes about the grisly fate of one group of 

hurricane partiers in Pass Christian, Mississippi during Hurricane Camille in 1969, 

“It washed away a Gulf-front apartment house where about two dozen people had 

decided to stay and have a 'hurricane party.' A famous 'before and after' photo set 

first shows a three-story concrete building–and then just a concrete slab.”32 We 

should not assume Cato was a hurricane partier, but knowing The Hot Club's 

location (I am surprised it was even open), it is clear to say she felt fairly confident 

about her safety under the protection of the barrier. But did she feel just a shadow 

of a doubt? “Hopefully,” she writes it is “saving our lives at this very moment.” 

32 Kleinberg, Loc. 1731
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Also, she gave the the barrier a four-star rating, as opposed to Brian's five.

Note: Since I began writing this piece Brian S. changed his location to 

Sanford, Florida.
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MONSTROPOLOUS BEAST

All gods who receive homage are cruel. All gods dispense suffering without reason. Otherwise 
they would not be worshipped. Through indiscriminate suffering men know fear and fear is  
the most divine emotion.
Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God

In a town called Belle Glade on the shores of Lake Okeechobee in Florida, a 

small statue stands near the public library. Three figures – a man, a boy, and a 

woman with a baby in arm – run while looking back in fear, bracing against wind 

which blows strongly on their antiquated clothing. They are ostensibly white. Waves 

lap at their feet. This statue, unassuming in its placement, commemorates one of the 

deadliest events in American history, the true toll of which will never be known for 

sure and is still disputed today.

Around the turn of the 20th century, much of Florida was still uncharted 

territory. For better or worse, the state's burgeoning population was a testing ground 

for new forms of post-Reconstruction economies which unsurprisingly came with 

all of the racial tensions of the era. An unsustainable society steadily arose; 

inequitable economic systems set in an alien landscape with a severe climate were 

the makings a worst-case scenario waiting for a moment of rupture to bring it to the 

forefront. One of the worst hurricanes in recorded history finally provided this 

rupture in the fall of 1928. The disaster happened in only a few hours, but the crisis 

it unveiled was forming for decades and continued for some time after, and to some, 

it has never been settled. 

This hurricane, often called “The Great Okeechobee Hurricane,” because this 

was before the time of hurricane naming, was meteorologically extreme; most 

22



devastating hurricanes in the US are compared to this hurricane at some point in 

reports by agencies the the NOAA or the Red Cross or even sites like WikiPedia. In 

the meteorological community, it is a touchstone, but the social crisis it 

foregrounded is largely forgotten. Few firsthand accounts remain, or at least they are 

filtered though people with the privilege of warning or safety. Few of those who 

suffered the most survived to recount the story, and those who did had no voice in 

their society to begin with. The most detailed account of the storm comes from two 

migrant farmers named Janie and Tea Cake. Unfortunately, these figures never 

actually existed; they are fictional aggregates pieced together from many oral 

histories of the storm collected later by Zora Neale Hurston during the field research 

for her acclaimed novel Their Eyes Were Watching God. This book may be the only 

entry point that many Americans have to one of their nation's worst crises. 

The secondary histories of the storm prove more convoluted than expected, 

full of hearsay, conflicting accounts, missing voices, blurry statistics, and worst of 

all, deeply disturbing and saddening details of immense suffering. As a researcher, I 

feel a conflict between a sincere responsibility to memorialize the event and a lack of 

a clear, trustworthy entry-point into discussing its history. There is no easy way to 

talk about role racial and class violence played in the devastation this storm caused. I 

will follow Hurston's story of Jane and Tea Cake and use their experience as a 

guide, taking advantage of a history in disguise, allowing fiction pull the lid off of a 

side of reality that is difficult to admit was true, much like this hurricane revealed a 

perfect storm of social inequities that could not continue forever without a major 

consequences. The fictional protagonists of Their Eyes provide a beginning-to-end 

portrayal of the whole crisis that reality cannot. They tell a story without the 
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fragmentary voices left behind in history. 

But first, the The Okeechobee Hurricane at a glance was what meteorologists 

call a “Cape Verdean Type,” meaning it organized off the coast of Africa and moved 

across the Atlantic before reaching its height in the Caribbean. It followed the 

Lesser Antilles and Bahamas up to Florida sustaining Category 4 status most of this 

time, while briefly reaching Category 5 over Puerto Rico.33 Reports are unclear and 

disputed, but over the course of its 5000-mile track from the Caribbean to Canada it 

likely killed as many as 7000 people in two weeks.34

p

 Janie was a black woman living in Florida in the 1920s. She was the child of 

rape and her alcoholic mother ran away leaving her in the care of her grandmother. 

Throughout the book, Janie found social mobility through her exceptionally light 

skin, reflecting the common socio-racial climate of the era. Their Eyes recounts her 

life more or less in three parts, each centered around a marriage. First, her 

grandmother arranged Janie to marry a much older man, Logan Killicks who treated 

her as a personal servant. She ran away to Eatonville with Joe Starks, who she later 

married and who became the mayor. Eatonville is a real town in south central 

Florida. Hurston claimed she was born there, though it is widely believed now that 

she moved there at the age of three from Alabama. It claims to be the first all 

African American town in the United States, formed during Reconstruction when a 

group primarily made up of freed slaves wanted to separate from the nearby town of 

Maitland and pooled their money to buy 112 acres.35 Eventually widowed, Janie, 

33 NOAA, Historical Hurricane Tracks resource
34 Klienberg, Loc. 497
35 Ibid., Loc. 2589-2597
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facing the townspeople's jealousy and suspicion of her success and light skin, joined 

Tea Cake, a migrant farmer on his way to the Everglades to find seasonal work in 

“The Muck” near Lake Okeechobee. At this point, Their Eyes begins to reflect the 

the true story of the Okeechobee Hurricane, not just in geographical, chronological, 

and descriptive terms, but also in the way Hurston presents the pre-existing social 

conditions that the storm aggravated.  

Tea Cake described their destination to Janie, “Oh down in de Everglades 

round Clewiston and Belle Glade where dey raise all dat cane and string-beans and 

tomatuhs. Folks don't do nothin' down dere but make money and fun a 

foolishness.”36 Janie was amazed by what she finds there, a big, untamed wilderness 

at the shore of the Lake full of fertile, sexual energy: 

To Janie's strange eyes, everything in the Everglades was big and new. Big 
Lake Okeechobee, big beans, big cane, big weeds, big everything. … Dirt 
roads so rich and black that half a mile of it would have fertilized a Kansas  
wheat field. Wild cane on either side of the road hiding the rest of the world.  
Wild people too.37

Though wild and rich, the area between Belle Glade and Clewiston on the southern 

shore of Okeechobee is not exactly natural. Florida historian Eliot Kleinberg wrote 

one of the most comprehensive second-hand histories of the hurricane, one of the 

only complete histories that exists. He writes that after the Civil War, given Florida's 

natural isolation from the rest of the South exacerbated by the Union’s destruction 

of many supply lines, the small population in Florida faced economic devastation. In 

an attempt to alleviate the trouble, several investors up through the beginning of the 

20th century underwent canal building and wetland drainage projects around the 

36 Hurston, p. 128
37 Ibid., p. 129
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lake, in the hopes of creating more supply routes and also more fertile farmland in 

the Everglades. It is now clear that these entrepreneurs and politicians did not 

recognize the danger that populating this area would cause. In fact, one early 

investor, Hamilton Disston, boasted that decreasing the water level of the entire 

730-square-mile lake by a foot and a half removed any danger of flooding forever. 

But as Janie observed, Lake Okeechobee is gigantic. Even though it is only 21 feet 

deep at its deepest, Kleinberg notes it “holds enough water to give 300 gallons to 

every living person on earth.” Only a flimsy dike held all of this water back form 

unnaturally low farmland populated by migrant workers.38 

Tea Cake knew that he and Janie would have to arrive early to The Muck in 

order to claim a job and a place to live and that the beginning of the growing season 

would bring droves of drifters looking for work. To kill the time, Tea Cake taught 

Jamie to shoot, and they sold furs and teeth of animals they hunted to the wealthy, 

white people in nearby West Palm Beach. They watched as the workers descended:

Day by day now, the hordes of workers poured in. Some came limping in 
with their shoes and sore feet from walking. It's hard trying to follow your  
shoe instead of your shoe following you. They came in wagons from way up 
in Georgia and they came in truckloads form the east, west north and south.  
Permanent transients with no attachments and tired looking men with their  
families and dogs in flivvers. All night, all day, hurrying in to pick beans.  
Skillets, beds, patched up spare inner tubes all hanging and dangling from 
the ancient cars on the outside and hopeful humanity, herded and hovered on  
the inside, chugging on to the muck. People ugly from ignorance and broken 
from being poor.  

Despite the hardship, they brought with them an air of excitement as well. “Blues 

made and used right on the spot,” Hurston writes. “Dancing, fighting, singing, 

crying, laughing, winning and losing love every hour. Work all day for money, fight 

38 Kleinberg, Loc. 115, 129-181. Kleinberg also notes that a cyclical dry season may have been the 
actual cause of the lake's volume. 
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all night for love. The rich black earth clinging to bodies and biting like ants.”39 

By the time of the hurricane, Kleinberg writes, “what was emerging was a 

collection of larger farms owned by big business and worked by black migrants 

from the Deep South and the Caribbean.” Many workers came in boats from the 

impoverished islands of the Caribbean, particularly the Bahamas, but even the 

nonimmigrant workers were undocumented. “Pay was in cash,” Kleinberg writes. 

“Many workers were known to their bosses only by first name. If someone died he 

might not be counted if no relative was looking for him.” Tea Cake was right to 

arrive ahead of the growing season, because historically, housing was not guaranteed 

(nor any labor rights). “Workers lived in community houses, some provided by the 

growers. Some lived in rickety shacks or shanties thrown together with scrap wood. 

Some pitched tents. Some lay down at the end of the day on the side of the road or 

under a stand of trees.”40

These racial, socio-economic conditions represented the general situation of 

Palm Beach County in general. To the east of Belle Glade past a large, empty stretch 

of what is now a wildlife reserve is West Palm Beach, then an up-and-coming 

vacation spot lined with mansions and summer homes owned by rich elites from all 

over the East Coast. “The coast was full of people who never got dirt under their 

fingernails,” Kleinberg writes. “To them, the interior was an unknown place full of 

faceless blacks and poor, uneducated whites.” A general lack of interest in this area, 

in the place from where so much of the region's food came, led to the abandonment 

of many drainage projects and the construction of a 47-mile earthen dike only 5 feet 

tall completed in 1925 with no flood control support from Congress. Plans to 

39 Hurston, p. 131
40 Kleinberg, Loc. 231-238
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increase the size of the dike in 1927 stagnated in the state legislature and went 

nowhere despite the lone voice of engineer Fred Cotton Elliot who would write 

weeks after the storm, “It is indeed unfortunate that through almost trivial and in 

some cases, prejudicial legislation, plans for the construction of work essential to the 

safety of life and the protection of property can be thwarted or so long delayed.”41

Janie and Tea Cake received only cryptic warning of the hurricane. First they 

saw a large party of Seminoles heading east. One told them, “Going to high ground. 

Saw-grass bloom. Hurricane coming.”42 Kleinberg confirms that people used saw-

grass as method of detecting hurricanes, though not accurately. During the 

depression, the WPA sent writers to document life in various locales in America, and 

The WPA Guide to Florida clams that atmospheric conditions cause the grass to 

disperse their pollen and that Seminoles will spot the bloom first and flee. Kleinberg 

is vocally bothered by Hurston's perpetuation of this unreliable detection method 

that also stereotypes the Seminole people.43

The only other warnings Janie and Tea Cake received were groups of animals 

heading east in herds and a rumor of a hurricane warning in Palm Beach from a 

Bahaman friend: “Mah uncle come for me. He say hurricane warning out in Palm 

Beach. Not so bad dere, but man, dis muck is too low and dat lake liable tuh bust.” 

As he drove off, he hollered back, “If Ah never see you no mo' on earth, Ah'll meet 

you back in Africa.” But Janie and Tea Cake stayed. “Still blue sky and fair weather. 

Beans running fine and prices good, so the Indians could be, must be, wrong. You 

couldn't have a hurricane when you're making seven and eight dollars a day picking 

41 Kleinberg, Loc. 237-253
42 Hurston, p. 154
43 Kleinberg, Loc. 329, 2563
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beans. Indians are dumb anyhow, always were,” and when the weather did begin to 

get rough overnight, they still held out hope: “The bossman might have the thing 

stopped before morning anyway.”44

As the storm began approaching the islands of the Lesser Antillies on 

September 11, meteorologists began relaying messages with whatever data possible 

before instruments and communications devices were damaged and destroyed. The 

severity of the storm became clear quickly. On the French colony of Guadeloupe, 

some 900 were believe killed and almost the entire remaining population were 

without shelter.45 In Puerto Rico, the US Weather Bureau clocked winds in at 160 

mph, and many who were killed were sliced into pieces by the common zinc plated 

roofs as they flew off their buildings, including the remains of a woman ostensibly 

holding her two children in Cayay. Some 700,000 were homeless.46 

The communication between islands and the United States mainland also 

demonstrated the first clear signs of the hidden legacy of racism that this storm 

carries. A document not declassified until 1960, and starting with “I have the honor 

to report that...” from the American Consul in Martinique, one of the first islands 

hit, reassured the US State Department that the only houses destroyed “were negro 

huts of no particular value,” and that many crops were damaged, but the rum was 

ok.47 In Guadeloupe, the American Consul William H. Hunt was prepared to receive 

a $10,000 donation from The American Red Cross, when a US State Department 

official with illegible initials warmed him:

44 Hurston, pp. 155-156, 158
45 Kleinberg, Loc. 548
46 Ibid., Loc. 652, 695
47 Ibid., Loc. 509
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In view of the rottenness of local politics on the island, it might be  
inadvisable to hand such a large sum of as ten thousand dollars to the local  
gentry who range from cafe au lait to cafe noir in complexion.… The 
governor of the island, a white Frenchmen form continental France, would  
seem to be the appropriate person to handle the money. According to the  
Consul's latest report, he is a man of integrity and long service in the colonial  
career.48

Warning came too little too late. After it passed Puerto Rico, meteorologist 

Richard Grey in Miami observed that the hurricane took a turn northeast, and he 

believed the curve would keep it off the coast of Florida. In truth, this turn 

contributed to maintaining the storm's strength because it missed the mountain of 

Duarte Peak in the Dominican Republic, which has historically obstructed and 

weakened hurricanes before they reach Florida. Grey issued a warning on Saturday 

the 15th to be safe for most of the eastern Florida coast, but continued to report to 

the papers that he was optimistic that the storm would continue east. Official 

warning in West Palm Beach did not come until 10:30 am the next day and because 

it was too late for the morning papers, only came by radio and warning flag – a red 

square with a black square in the middle, one for tropical storm, two for hurricane. 

The second square did not go up until that afternoon. As Janie and Tea Cake 

experienced, the interior only received warning via word-of-mouth. The storm ran 

ashore that night.49

Lawrence E. Will wrote the only lengthy eye-witness account of experiencing 

the storm and its aftermath in Belle Glade.50 He explains that escape from Belle 

Glade would have been treacherous even with proper warning. “There were two 

48 Ibid., Loc. 562
49 Ibid., Loc. 742, 799, 894
50 Though his account of the storm has been crucial to historians, because no others are known, I 

use it with caution because Will, himself a white man, is dismissive of “negroes” throughout his 
book, despite the fact that they were the majority population and suffered the most casualties 
even by Will's admission. This perpetuates the problem of the unheard voices in this crisis. 
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possible escape routes,” he writes, “on north to [the town of] Sebring [Farms], which 

necessitated skirting the shore of the much feared lake and bucking the gale head 

on, or east to West Palm Beach. Those choosing the latter route ran the risk of 

arriving in the city (if arrive they could) dead into the eye of the storm.”51

As they watched their Bahaman friends leave, Janie and Tea Cake stayed not 

wanting to leave the land and not wanting to leave each other. As Hurston describes 

the coming storm, she also notes how the migrant worker “folks” had only the word 

of their bosses and the rich “people” of West Palm Beach to rely on:

It woke up old Okeechobee and the monster began to roll in his bed. Began 
to roll and complain like a peevish world on a grumble. The folks in their  
quarters and the people in their big houses further around the shore heard 
the big lake and wondered. The people felt uncomfortable but safe because  
there were seawalls to chain the senseless monster in his bed. The folks let  
the people do the thinking. If the castles were safe, the cabin needn't worry.  
Their decision was already made as always. Chink up your cracks, shiver in  
your beds and wait on the mercy of the Lord. 

Despite their fear, they had to trust that their system of living would still be there 

in the morning because they had nothing else. “It is so easy to be hopeful in the day 

time when you can see the things you wish on. But it was night and stayed night.”52

During the lull of the storm's eye, lasting about 9:30 to 10:05 pm,53 Janie and 

Tea Cake decided they are just as well off making a break for higher ground. Many 

people made this decision or thought the storm was over, left their shelter, and did 

not survive. They watched as the storm surge breached the dike. “A huge barrier 

and the makings of a dike to which the cabins had been added came tumbling 

forward.... The monstropolous beast had left it's bed. The two hundred miles an 

51 Will, p. 81
52 Hurston, p. 158
53 Kleinberg, Loc. 1355
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hour winds had loosed him from his chains.54 He seized hold of his dikes and ran 

forward until he met the quarters.”55 With little energy to proceed, they found 

shelter near a bridge, but were refused. “White people had preempted that point of 

elevation and there was no more room.”56 They were left to ride out the night facing 

not only the elements but also wild animals everywhere, and consequently, a rabid 

dog attacked Tea Cake.

“One word describes it. It was Hell!” Will writes in his memoir, 

A raging inferno of rolling, swirling waters, of shrieking, demonic winds, of  
lashing rain and of darkness, black and absolute. There were no atheists on  
the shores of the Okeechobee! Then for those still living, came the second  
phase of hell; the phase of desolation and despair; of searching in the flooded  
woods and marshes, in elder clumps and sawgrass for the horrible remains of  
family and friends and neighbors; of loading them into trucks by unending 
scores; and finally burning them in heaps and dozens when they could no 
longer be transported. It is hard to know which hell was worse. Those who  
have experienced both have endeavored to erase the recollections from their  
memories.57

As the entire Everglades region began to grapple with the damage, Kleinberg 

explains that the victim-blaming and shifting of responsibility had already begun. 

He points out that in the official US Weather Bureau reports to follow, “at no point 

are forecasters found ever conceding that the information they were distributing 

was, up until the eleventh hour wrong.” Richard Grey, the Miami forecaster who 

reported until the last minute that the hurricane would miss Florida, denied having 

forecasted this afterwards. Jacksonville-based forecaster Alexander J. Mitchell wrote 

to his Washington bosses mournfully that the hurricane's “fury converted peaceful 

communities into shambles, and contented firesides into morgues.” But when 

54 This figure is an exaggeration, though it is believed winds reached 150-160 mph. 
55 Hurston, pp. 161-162
56 Ibid., p. 164
57 Will, p. 9
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pressured about the lack of adequate preparations, he went on to blame those very 

communities, mostly poor or of color, for their own demise. “Warnings of the storm 

were widely disseminated to the profit of all;” he wrote to Washington, “and many 

who lost their lives on Lake Okeechobee was [sic] due to ignoring the information in 

possession of all.” While Kleinberg admits that the forecasting technology of 1928 

was rudimentary to what we expect today, he holds that their lack of “humility and 

pragmatism” was still to blame, and that “Mitchell must have known that such 

information was of value only to the few people in 1928 who would have the means 

to receive it, through radios, newspapers, and telephone.”58

These very same “peaceful communities” would bear the extremely 

disturbing cleanup tasks which Will describes of not only rebuilding but burying 

and burning the dead. While he equates the “hell” of the cleanup to the nightmare of 

actually experiencing the storm, Will dismisses the troubling role the African 

American survivors played in the cleanup. In a simple, condescending phrase, he 

sums up their contribution thus, “Several local negroes, despite their race's 

traditional fear of the dead, rendered valuable assistance.”59 When he writes that 

those who experienced the cleanup “endeavored to erase the recollections from their 

memories,” he also erases one of the worst racial injustices of the era from collective 

memory, a suspension of slave emancipation that by this forgetting became 

relegated to the realm of fiction. 

Tea Cake, beginning to succumb to the effects of rabies, experienced a more 

realistic account of what really happened. As he and Janie reemerged from the 

wreckage of the storm, two white men with rifles approached him and forcibly 

58 Kleinberg, Loc. 1522-1535
59 Will, p. 155
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conscripted him into the work of cleaning up bodies. “Git on down de road dere, 

suh! Don't look out somebody'll be buryin' you! G'wan in front up me, suh!”60

Klienberg drops the neutral tone of a historian in favor of emotionally 

moving language when he discusses how The Palm Beach Independent, a local paper 

with ties to the Klu Klux Klan, widely advocated for forcible conscription of 

African Americans, “And in the kind of condescending, self-righteous, pseudo-

benevolent racism prevalent at the time, a pageful of commentaries in the paper that 

day included a call that only the proper authorities, not just private businessmen, 

had the right to conscript area blacks for cleanup work.” He notes that the only 

reason they made such a concession is that their own janitor had been kidnapped 

and forced to work without food or pay. But most importantly, they called for this 

practice to occur on the institutional level, which in this case was the National 

Guard.61 The men who threatened Tea Cake would have been guardsmen, but he 

may not have even known that. 

The threat of death that the men with rifles issues Tea Cake was a real 

threat. Through reports by African American relief organizations, family histories, 

newspaper clippings, court reports, and death certificates, Kleinberg pieces together 

the story of Coot Simpson a migrant worker who changed his name while escaping 

law enforcement long before the storm and came down to West Palm Beach looking 

for work. National Guardsmen rounded him up with other African Americans in the 

area and forced him to help clean up the dead. He worked for a few days without 

being able to tell his wife Juanita where he had gone. When he decided to leave, a 

guardsmen named Knolton Crosby shot him in the abdomen and he died on the 

60 Hurston, p. 170
61 Kleinberg, Loc. 2015
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spot. His death certificate reads his cause of death as “jury verdict: gunshot wound 

inflicted by soldier in discharge of his duty.” Cosby later drank himself to death in 

1947 and was buried with military honors in the same white cemetery where the 

white Palm Beach victims of the hurricane laid.62

The cleanup of bodies was horrific, demoralizing work. “Corpses were not 

just in wrecked houses. They were under houses, tangled in shrubbery, floating in 

water, hanging in trees, drifting in wreckage,” writes Hurston.63

“Some bodies came in with skin and hair gone, their eyes swollen until they'd 

burst, and tongues protruding” out the size of one's hand, writes Keinberg.64 “Some 

bodies had to be fished out of the standing water with hooks. Sometimes they were 

so deteriorated that there was nothing strong enough to grab onto or the bodies 

simply fell apart. Often workers had to use nets.” A medical crisis ensued, and 

Kleinberg concedes that the pressure on health officials to act promptly certainly 

fueled the institutionally racist methods of finding the labor.65

But even the dead faced prejudices. Coffins were too scarce. “Just who ended 

up in a coffin and who in a funeral pyre depended on the availability of a coffin, a 

passible road, and a vehicle.” Klienberg writes, “And no coffins were wasted on 

black victims.”66 

Integral to the process of identifying the dead was separating the races out 

for burial. Will, who remained nonchalant about this practice even decades later 

when he published his memoir, wrote that this distinction was not always easy. 

62 Kleinberg, Loc. 2313-2385
63 Hurston, p. 170
64 Kleinberg, Loc. 1912
65 Ibid., Loc. 2813
66 Ibid., Loc. 1759
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“After the first few days colored and white were indistinguishable. All had lost their 

skins. It was not a pretty sight.”67 After the next few weeks, the unidentifiable 

bodies were sprinkled with lime and dumped into mass graves or burned by the 

dozens in large pyres lit with driftwood and crude fuel. On September 26 alone, 

workers burned 267 bodies, 87 of which in one fire.68

Tea Cake, becoming more and more agitated by the growing symptoms of 

rabies, remarked on the futility of segregating the dead. “They's mighty particular 

about how dese dead folks goes tuh judgement,” he says to the man working along 

side him. “Look lak dey think God don't know nothin' 'bout de Jim Crow law.”69

White bodies were usually on display for 12 to 24 hours for identification. 

Trucks eventually took them to a mass grave in Woodlawn Cemetery in West Palm 

Beach, eventually holding 69 bodies. Most black bodies were immediately taken to 

mass graves unless someone serendipitously identified them along the way. Many 

locations of these mass graves are still unknown, though the primary grave on 

Tamarind Ave. in West Palm Beach holds 674 bodies. In the Everglades, a 

monument stands for a mass grave in Port Mayaca lamenting 1600 bodies, and while 

historians believe the official death toll for the storm is certainly low, this number is 

surely a gross exaggeration.70 As in life, in death, they were undocumented. 

 The disaster was natural and sudden, but the crisis was building and 

building. In some ways, it continued into the 2000s. The official death toll in Florida 

issued by the Red Cross and public officials remained at 1836 until 2003, when for 

the seventy-fifth anniversary, the National Hurricane Center updated the number to 

67 Will, pp. 154-155
68 Kleinberg, Loc. 1900
69 Hurston, p. 171
70 Klienberg, Loc. 2645-2658, 2823

36



2500 whereby it became the second deadliest natural event in American history. 

Many historians still say the death toll exceeds 3000 and toll of the the terrorist 

attacks of September 11, 2001. Kleinberg points out that this day very likely could 

have accounted for the most deaths of African Americans in one day in history, 

though no one seems to know it. “One has to wonder,” he writes, “had a storm 

drowned 3000 white businessmen in downtown West Palm Beach, or smashed a 

black-tie affair on ritzy Palm Beach,… might it have received more attention?”71 

Along with the bodies of these nameless workers, the history of an unprecedented 

crisis was buried, marked only by a work of fiction.

p

To reiterate, there is no easy way to discuss what happened amid the 

Okeechobee Hurricane, and indeed the traumas I describe are not exhaustive. It is 

difficult to look back on not only what happened to Florida's people, but also what 

they did to each other, and believe that it was real and accept it as part of the 

history of our country. Can we at least pull a valuable lesson, if only a bleak 

cautionary tale, from this incident? Are we assured that this event helped prevent its 

own replication?

Return for a moment to a detail from Their Eyes which gives this lengthy 

history particular contemporary resonance. “Still blue sky and fair weather. Beans 

running fine and prices good, so the Indians could be, must be, wrong. You couldn't 

have a hurricane when you're making seven and eight dollars a day picking beans. 

Indians are dumb anyhow, always were.… The bossman might have the thing 

stopped before morning anyway.”72 Notwithstanding the lack of reliable escape 

71 Ibid., Loc. 50-59
72 Hurston, p. 155-156, 158
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routes as Will points out, Janie and Tea Cake stayed in the storm because their 

home was the source of all of their well-being. By leaving The Muck behind, they 

risked losing the already tenuous economic system sustaining their lives entirely. 

They could either stay and face dangers only substantiated by rumors or leave and 

surely lose everything.

After Katrina, our nation grappled with the difficult question of why people 

stayed in New Orleans, particularly the Ninth Ward, despite the warnings, and too 

often the public discourse responded with harsh victim-blaming. During the 

aftermath, I regularly heard comments in casual conversation to that effect. Even in 

2012, an Oscar-nominated film, Beasts of the Southern Wild, tackles the concept of 

justifying those who remained behind in New Orleans. Though the audience is 

expected to sympathize with the people who stayed, they are given little reason to. 

The fictional protagonists remain in their low-lying home and violently reject any 

forms of assistance, even crucial medical assistance, out of xenophobia, 

stubbornness, and stupidity. This reflects the stereotype of the Hurricane Katrina 

victim which true sympathy would avoid. Only from a point of short-sighted 

privilege can we assume that these factors actually play a role in the decision to 

brave a storm – as opposed to a lack of thorough understanding of the risk, lack of 

resources need to make the move, or deep economic ties to the area which would 

spell a different disaster if broken. Cinema theorist Joshua Michael Demaree 

described the film's relationship to prejudicial post-Katrina attitudes in a review of 

the Oscar-nominees of 2012: 

The overwrought narrative consisted of contrived (and yet somehow still  
unclear) metaphors, questionable racist undertones, and a problematic  

38



revisionist history. [By comparison, Quentin] Tarantino’s bent for revisionist  
revenge history is playful, righteous, and appropriately retrospect. [Director]  
Benh Zeitlin re-imagines one of recent history’s most horrific disasters and,  
further damning the underprivileged, places blame on those most deeply  
affected by Hurricane Katrina. As much as I wanted to enjoy his  
unconventional filming techniques (16mm and never looked at dailies) I just  
couldn’t overlook Beasts problematic narrative to really appreciate the movie  
as a whole.73

Certainly, Tea Cake, Janie, and many of the real people who did not evacuate before 

the Okeechobee Hurricane could not easily sever their economic connection to the 

land. Many had sacrificed everything to get work in a place where the Great 

Depression was starting early, and there was no measure of the risks of staying 

against the risk of leaving everything behind. We cannot assume that things were 

too different for some of the most disenfranchised populations in New Orleans. Nor 

can we assume we would not make the same decision if the circumstance called.

Like Their Eyes, no matter how much it resembles history, Beasts is indeed 

fiction. But it would be irresponsible to dismiss the problematics of the film as just 

fiction, thereby exempt from treating the struggles of real, nonfictitious people 

unfairly. The stakes of fiction, especially so closely tied to dire histories, are still too 

high. 

Some evolutionary theorists like Dennis Dutton argue that artistic production 

and appreciation is a trait inherent to the thriving of Homo sapiens. He does not 

believe that it is an instinct that makes us merely animal, but an evolutionary trait 

that makes all people distinctly human. He theorizes that many forms of art we see 

today are a complicated and nuanced extension of one of the earliest forms of 

creative production – fiction and oral history. “The ability to imagine elaborate 

scenarios and states of affairs not present to the direct consciousness must have had 

73 Demaree
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an adaptive power in human prehistory as it does today,” Dutton writes. 

“Imagination allows the weighing of indirect evidence, making chains of inference 

that for what might have been and for what might come to be. It allows for 

intellectual simulation and forecasting, the working out of solutions to problems 

without high-cost experimentation in actual practice.”74 It is one of many ways that 

human beings gained their prominence intellectually over more physically tough and 

brawny species. Like any evolutionary trait, fiction is integral to our survival. 

Survival is the task Hurston's fiction sets up for Janie and Tea Cake. By 

employing one of humankind's most ancient techniques of predicting the future via 

invoking the past, Hurston side steps the profound silence history has cast upon the 

black victims of this calamity, giving the event a voice that must shout disparately 

to contemporary ears. In leu of history, Hurston's story can save us from ourselves 

if we read it thoughtfully. 

While they affect the writing of history and create historical moments, 

hurricanes are not themselves historical. Hurricane season happens every year no 

matter what, and the severity of each season is essentially arbitrary. Because 

historical memory is always most vivid with the current generation, it is all too easy 

to consider Katrina an unprecedented anomaly, but nature indicates that the disaster 

can happen again, and the history of the Okeechobee Hurricane demonstrates that a 

similar crisis has happened before.

Okeechobee has not flooded to this degree since because of the new dike 

built in response. Perhaps this is why the hurricane is remembered mostly as a 

natural disaster, not a cultural crisis, because even though hurricanes do not change, 

74 Dutton, pp. 105-106
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our ability to cope with them presumably has, making this storm a horse of a 

different color and thus a situation inconsequential to contemporary life. Kleinberg 

cautiously believes that the hurricane has lead to such changes and preparations, but 

he wrote his book in 2003, before the game changed completely. Many comments in 

his book which probably read as passing statements then, jump out of the page 

after 2005. First, he writes “While [in reference to hurricanes] North Carolina and 

Texas come to mind, it is by far Florida which hurricanes punish the most. Of 158 

hurricanes to strike the United States between 1900 to 1996, 57 – more than one-

third – struck Florida.”75 It is a simple and accurate statistic that just reads as so out 

of touch after the punishment that New Orleans received and manner in which 

Katrina has reshaped our understanding and expectations of hurricanes now. 

Kleinberg also compared the Okeechobee Hurricane to 1992's Hurricane 

Andrew, one of the worst in a generation's memory. He notes that despite half a 

million people experiencing it in one day and the extensive property damage, only 15 

people died on account of improved infrastructure and warning methods. He 

wonders, then if so many people would die in the Okeechobee Hurricane today. 

“Probably very few,” he writes. “Today people would be warned and evacuations 

would be ordered. The lake now has a towering, presumably trustworthy dike.”76 

The exact opposition between this statement to the events of Katrina is uncanny 

and chilling. All of these systems failed the lower economic class of New Orleans, 

particularly the “presumably trustworthy” levee, and the resulting death toll was 

comparable, only slightly lower than the Okeechobee Hurricane.77 Even considering 

75 Kleinberg, Loc. Emphasis added.
76 Ibid., Loc. 1742
77 This comparison in of just deaths in Florida in 1928 against deaths on the Gulf Coast during 

Katrina. The deaths outside of the US should not be ignored; I am sensitive to the problematic 
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physical damages, Kleinberg's predictions overlook the ticking time-bomb of low-

lying New Orleans. Kleinberg cites Colorado State University professor William Gray 

who “is uncanny in his hurricane predictions” as claiming that Florida would 

continue to be the main sufferer of hurricane because of similar climate conditions 

as 1931-1965, a period of heavy inundation of Florida. Gray also points to Florida's 

position and the “law of averages” to claim that it has the “greatest potential for 

catastrophic economic loss.”78 Currently Katrina is the most economically costly 

Atlantic Hurricane on record.79 This is not meant to criticize Kleinberg as 

shortsighted, but to demonstrate how quickly public understanding can change and 

how the unexpected is still possible. We can only predict the weather in broad 

strokes. It is important that certain, sensitive areas and marginalized populations are 

not relegated to our scientific blind spots.

Certain details in the history of the Okeechobee Hurricane – particularly the 

account of weather officials who denied the flaws in their forecast and in virtually 

the same breath blamed the people near the lake for their own devastation – 

demonstrate that we still have cultural blind spots in our weather culture. As I read 

through these details, I thought back to a day in September 2005, when I was 

working as a lifeguard at a pool in an upper-middle class suburb of Atlanta. Two 

middle-aged, white men were wading in the pool, and I listened to their 

conversation. One asked the other if he had heard on the news about all of the 

looting going on New Orleans. The other replied he had and he thought it was just 

tendency to only count American deaths. But the comparison is made to question the awareness 
of institutional preparedness in this country and in our major urban coastal areas. 

78 Ibid., Loc. 2800
79 It is possible as more data is assessed that Hurricane Sandy could surpass this figure, which 

would still reinforce the notion that, even given today's advancements, the geography of hurricane 
destruction is still only predictable to a point.
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sick, “I mean, I understand if you have to take something that need for you family 

to survive, but breaking into Walmarts and stealing Nike shoes and big screen TVs 

at a time like this, there is never and excuse for that.” At that moment, I realized 

that Hurricane Katrina was not just a total disaster, but a cultural crisis, one that at 

its worst exemplified our capacity for victim-blaming and and inability to put 

ourselves in someone else's shoes. Katrina happened to New Orleans, and blaming 

the impoverished population it hurt the worst does nothing to heal that. The 

similarities both statistical and cultural between the Okeechobee Hurricane and 

Katrina show that as long as we have the capacity to entirely forget the great crises 

of our society, and they have the capability to repeat themselves. 

Kleinberg poses the question as to whether or not we can proceed forward 

confident in our safeguards and writes a statement that I believe could never be 

published post-Katrina: “Could another 1928 disaster happen? The easy answer is 

no. Now, in the 21st century we receive days of warning that a storm may be coming 

our way. We can brace our homes and run like hell. A giant dike surrounds the 

lake.” But he still has his doubts. “Could a hurricane still bring great loss of life? 

Sure.” The easy answer is no. But there are no easy answers. 
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COLOSSAL MISJUDGEMENTS

The similarities between Hurricane Katrina and The Great Okeechobee 

Hurricane show that the problems of the past still have the potential to drastically 

alter the status quo of the present, that perhaps old threats are only getting worse. 

The past decade has dramatically complicated the relationship between societies the 

world over and their climates. A spike in hurricane recurrence and and severity 

continues to plague the eastern United States, marked especially by the 2005 

hurricane season which not only spawned Katrina, but Wilma, the strongest 

Atlantic cyclone on record. Hurricane names were exhausted in 2005 for the first 

time, and Alpha, Beta, Gamma, Epsilon, and Zeta were used before the season's end. 

Late April, 2011 saw the most active tornado outbreak in our nation's history, and at 

other times, tornados occurred in unsuspecting areas like western Massachusetts 

and downtown Atlanta. Unusually high numbers of wildfires, particularly in Texas 

have displaced thousands. The Southeast and Midwest especially faced several 

exceptional droughts followed by floods. Some of the hottest summers and snowiest 

winters in modern history occurred during this time. Meanwhile abroad, the 

occurrences of deadly floods in Pakistan, several supertyphoons hitting the 

Philippines and other countries in southeast Asia, and island nations like The 

Maldives and Kiribati beginning to factor permanent evacuation costs into their 

national budgets have all compounded with geological events – many unforgettable 

tsunamis and earthquakes – to form a grim international outlook on the future 

viability of life on our planet. 

All of these events are so troubling because it would seem that the world is 

at war with its population because no one would ever desire or deserve such 
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hardship. All weather, even unremarkable or pleasant weather, is beyond our control 

and for the meteorological layman, usually just barely beyond our ability to 

understand its causes. We cannot choose the weather and did not choose our planet. 

But since weather is so closely tied to every detail of our existence, how we choose 

our attitudes towards it – whether when bracing for it or enjoying it – can turn into 

a deeply politicized affair. Aesthetic philosopher Yuriko Saito takes a very particular 

attitude toward weather, and while she mostly deals with everyday and 

commonplace weather, her insights can inform our approaches to those critically 

severe events that we cannot predict or control. 

Saito's essay titled “The Aesthetics of Weather” advocates for the aesthetic 

appreciation of weather on the same level as art objects though based on a different 

value set. She reminds us that we cannot control the weather, but she does not think 

that quality prevents our aesthetic engagements with it. “In this hi-tech age of 

manipulating most aspects of our nature at will,” she writes, “weather serves as a 

reminder that not everything around us is subject to our control. Rather than 

lamenting or feeling frustrated with our impotence before the force of nature, being 

able to aesthetically appreciate those that are beyond our power to control, I think, 

is particularly important today.”80 Similar to the way we cannot change the weather 

at will, we also cannot will it to stay the same. While we rely on art objects – even 

durational works, like music, to some degree – not to change, we cannot expect the 

same for weather. However, this experience offers new possibilities for enjoying 

some of weather's changes. “Transience and changeability can provide positive 

aesthetic experience by relieving fatigue factor,” Saito writes. “Constant movement, 

80 Saito, p. 172

45



surprising change, or eventual extinction can stimulate our imagination and 

facilitate a pleasurable experience.”81 

Of course, not all weather changes will provide a pleasurable experience as 

recent disasters prove, but facing the uncontrollable with a level-headed sense of 

rationality as opposed to frustration and impotence is an attitude we can actively 

choose. And this attitude becomes more and more difficult to take on collectively as 

individual political and economic desires distort our natural inclination towards 

preparedness and generosity.

p 

On June 13, 2011, CNN broadcasted the first Republican Primary debate from 

Manchester, New Hampshire. The debate followed an unprecedented outbreak of 

tornadoes across the eastern half of the United States. This outbreak spawned the 

May 22 Enhanced Fujita Scale (EF) 5 tornado that leveled the town of Joplin, MO, 

killing 158.82 Debate moderator and CNN chief National Correspondent John King 

posed a question regarding Joplin to Mitt Romney, former Massachusetts Governor:

KING: What else, Governor Romney? You've been a chief executive of a  
state. I was just in Joplin, Missouri. I've been in Mississippi and Louisiana  
and Tennessee and other communities dealing with whether it's the  
tornadoes, the flooding, and worse. FEMA [Federal Emergency Management 
Agency] is about to run out of money, and there are some people who say do 
it on a case-by-case basis and some people who say, you know, maybe we're  
learning a lesson here that the states should take on more of this role. How  
do you deal with something like that?

ROMNEY: Absolutely. Every time you have an occasion to take something  
from the federal government and send it back to the states, that's the right  
direction. And if you can go even further and send it back to the private  
sector, that's even better. 

81 Saito, p. 169
82 National Weather Service, Springfield, MO Weather Forecasting Office
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Instead of thinking in the federal budget, what we should cut – we should  
ask ourselves the opposite question. What should we keep? We should take  
all of what we're doing at the federal level and say, what are the things we're  
doing that we don't have to do? And those things we've got to stop doing,  
because we're borrowing $1.6 trillion more this year than we're taking in. We 
cannot...

KING: Including disaster relief, though? 

ROMNEY: We cannot – we cannot afford to do those things without  
jeopardizing the future for our kids. It is simply immoral, in my view, for us  
to continue to rack up larger and larger debts and pass them on to our kids,  
knowing full well that we'll all be dead and gone before it's paid off. It makes  
no sense at all.83

His answer would go relatively unnoticed in the public eye for several months. This 

quote resurfaced among social media circles almost a year and a half later, when 

Hurricane Sandy made landfall on the Eastern Seaboard just a week before the 2012 

Presidential Election, and many believed that his lackluster response and his attitude 

towards FEMA funding was the final nail in his presidential bid's coffin. 

As Sandy hit, Romney's comments about Joplin brought out concerns as to 

how relief planned and paid for. This is an important question given that the role of 

the federal public sector, the local public sector, and the private sector was evidently 

a moral issue for Romney. In light of Sandy, it was also a moral issue for New York 

Governor Andrew Cuomo, but from an opposite angle. Days after Sandy, millions of 

people in New York City, especially Lower Manhattan were still without power and 

utilities. It is important to note how access to utilities was a particularly drastic 

issue in Sandy's case. What made Sandy exceptional – earning it names in news 

media like Superstorm, Megastorm, and Frankenstorm (which probably also had to 

do with striking on the same week as Halloween) – was not its strength or speed, 

83 See endnotes. 
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but its unusually late timing and the potential for it to combine with cold weather 

and winter storms. Indeed, cold temperatures followed at a time when many were 

still without heat. On November 1, 2012, Cuomo issued an open letter addressed to 

the heads of several utility companies, a type of business which as he notes hold a 

peculiar position in the private sector, on the issue of their performance, 

preparedness, and trustworthiness:

November 1, 2012
 
Mr. Kevin Burke, Chief Executive Officer
Consolidated Edison Co. of New York, Inc.
4 Irving Place
New York, NY 10003-3598
 
Mr. William Longhi, President & Chief Executive Officer
Orange and Rockland Utilities, Inc.
One Blue Hill Plaza
Pearl River, NY 10965
 
Mr. James Laurito, President & Chief Executive Officer
Central Hudson Gas & Electric Corp.
284 South Avenue
Poughkeepsie, NY 12601
 
Mr. Mark S. Lynch, President
Rochester Gas & Electric Corp. & New York State Electric & Gas Corp.
89 East Avenue
Rochester, NY 14649
 
Mr. Ken Daly, Chief Operating Officer
National Grid – NY
One Metro Tech Center
Brooklyn, NY 11201
 
Mr. Thomas B. King, President
National Grid, USA
201 Jones Road – 5th Fl.
Waltham, MA 02451-1120
 
Mr. Michael Hervey, Chief Operating Officer
Long Island Power Authority
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333 Earle Ovington Blvd., Suite 403
Uniondale, NY 11553
 
Dear Gentlemen:
 
In the aftermath of Hurricane Sandy, New Yorkers are faced with responding  
to its continued harsh impacts on literally every facet of life. I recognize  
there are men and women in the field now working hard to restore service,  
and we are grateful for their efforts. But it is your job to provide them with  
adequate resources and support to get the job done in a timely and safe  
manner. Utilities, like elected officials, are vested with the public’s trust. In  
the case of utilities, in exchange for conducting business and generating  
profits for their shareholders, they are entrusted to provide safe and adequate  
utility service. When they fail to keep the public’s trust, they must answer.
 
Because we had several days’ notice of an event of catastrophic proportions,  
State and local government and New Yorkers prepared for an impending 
storm. Indeed, the public depended on utilities to prepare for such an event,  
respond to emergencies and to return, as quickly as possible, to providing  
safe and adequate electricity. The response of your companies to this  
emergency will be, in great part, a function of how well you prepared for it  
and a testament to how seriously you view this responsibility.
 
If you failed to prepare, however, as evidenced by your response, it is a  
failure to keep your part of the bargain – a failure to keep the trust that New 
Yorkers have placed in you by granting you the privilege to conduct utility  
business in New York State; in particular, the certificates of public  
convenience and necessity (“Certificate”) granted by the State under the  
Public Service Law. New Yorkers should not suffer because electric utilities  
did not reasonably prepare for this eventuality. In the context of the ongoing  
emergency, such a failure constitutes a breach of the public trust.
 
Under such circumstances, I would direct the Public Service Commission to  
commence a proceeding to revoke your Certificates. With respect to the Long  
Island Power Authority, I will make every change necessary to ensure it lives  
up to its public responsibility. It goes without saying that such failures  
would warrant the removal of the management responsible for such colossal  
misjudgments.
 
Sincerely,
 
ANDREW M. CUOMO84

Sandy called into question whether or not there is private incentive enough to 

vest the companies with the same trust as public officials, especially when there are 

84 Cuomo
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lives and livelihoods at stake. It is important to remember when reading the 

transcript of the debate that Romney mentions the morality behind national debt 

and shifting responsibilities to the private sector, he does not contextualize his 

answer or address the disaster at hand (or even disaster in general). “Every time you 

have an occasion,” he says. He makes no distinction or exception for times when 

lives are lost. Spending is spending. It is also important to remember that he is 

responding to an event that killed more than four times as many people as Sandy.

Any significantly destructive event, especially causing loss of life, inevitably 

calls for accountability. After the 2013 State of the Union Address, Representative 

Marco Rubio of Florida delivered the GOP response, which included a quick 

rhetorical moment that demonstrated the denial of this accountability in reference to 

weather events. Though the comment was sly and difficult to catch, it provides 

profound insights on the type of attitude that could allow one to deflect disaster 

relief responsibility even in the face of death or type of attitude that would justify 

disincentivizing hurricane preparation. “When we point out that no matter how 

many job-killing laws we pass,” Rubio says, “our government can't control the 

weather – [President Obama] accuses us of wanting dirty water and dirty air.”85

“Our government can't control the weather.” These well-chosen words 

skillfully avoid taking the side either of climate change deniers or the growing 

contingent of the right-wing who accepts climate change science. Though Rubio is 

not addressing the Joplin tornado, FEMA spending, or the response to Sandy, this 

faulty logic provides a way out of directly addressing crucial meteorological issues or 

taking responsibility for aftermath and casualties. Indeed, no one can control the 

85 See endnotes.
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weather, but its nature is not entirely random. We can predict its patterns, albeit 

broadly. We can observe the arbitrating factors that characterize weather as 

arbitrary, neither random nor motivated. We can see some weather events as, to use 

Cuomo's term, “eventualities.”

At first glace, it is difficult to argue with Rubio. No one can control the 

weather, but there is a logical fallacy in his characterization of how to approach to 

an uncontrollable phenomenon.  If we take a moment to return to Saito's philosophy 

of weather, and more closely examine the possibilities of our relationship to weather, 

the breakdown of his rhetoric becomes more clear.  

Saito concludes with the claim that we can find possibilities of beauty in 

weather's changes “if we learn to humble ourselves to gratefully receive and 

celebrate the positive aspects of its gift to us.”86 She carefully connects gratitude 

here with weather's positive gifts. For Saito, appreciation includes but is not limited 

to enjoyment. Appreciation also includes fear or at least pragmatic understanding 

when weather “makes or breaks many people's (such as farmers' and fishermen's) 

livelihoods; [or] sometimes threatens our very existence (as when a hurricane, 

tornado, or blizzard occurs).” She contends with those who would argue that 

“practical concerns” diminish the aesthetic qualities of weather:

Such is the claim maintained by many, though not all, thinkers who  
subscribe to the theory of aesthetic formalism or the theory of  
disinterestedness or distancing. To put it simply, these views  share the  
notion that the aesthetic appreciation of anything has to do with its sensuous  
surface, (such as color, line, shape, texture, and sound) without regard to  
their various practical significance (such as utility, or scientific, historical, or  
economic significance).87

86 Saito, p. 172
87 Ibid., p. 162
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Now, we begin to see the error of Rubio's rhetoric. He, like Former Governor 

Romney and the private utilities companies vested with public interests, have little 

regard for weather's practical significance.

Notwithstanding that “dirty water and dirty air” are entirely products of 

irresponsible human action which we can regulate, the fact that we cannot control 

the weather should inspire us to engage with it more, not sit idly by. Saito sees this 

condition as a starting point to enjoying weather's positive changes and, by the same 

token, a call to be ready for its harmful effects rather than assuming a capital-based 

incentive will spur such action. The “invisible hand” of Capitalism does not control 

the weather any more than our government does. When the weather puts people's 

lives on the line, the only motivator to help those in need is compassion, and to 

Romney's point, it is immoral to think otherwise.

In the age of the War on Terror, defining and blaming the enemy motivates 

our national discourse. For the same reason that we cannot control the weather, we 

also cannot blame it for being too cold, too hot, for raining on our parade, and not 

even for threatening our lives. Weather is not motivated and has no intentions. It 

does not choose who to affect in what ways. So when poor, rural communities are 

harmed the most by tornadoes, or populations of color disproportionately devastated 

by hurricanes in urban costal areas, the weather is not to blame for the disparity. 

These problems come from a general, social “disinterestedness” to borrow a Kantian 

term from Saito. Given that in America alone, thousands of people have died as a 

result of climatological events during the past decade, it should not require a figure 

to blame in order to advocate for national investment in disaster relief and access to 

vital utilities currently privatized. The mentality of The War on Terror blames 
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suspected threats abroad as a justification for unchecked military spending, all the 

while exhausting our resources to the point that cutting compassionate relief has 

entered political discourse as a real option.

Saito reminds her readers that weather offers an opportunity of collectivity in 

everyday life that even art cannot insure. “Such aesthetic experiences are universally 

shared,”88 she writes, “unlike art appreciation, which is limited to those cultures 

with an institutionalized artworld and, even within that culture, only to those with 

some access to a knowledge about the artworld.” The weather conditions are shared 

by everyone within a climatological locale. Paradoxically, the weather is deeply 

personal at the same time. Saito writes:

Indeed, it seems to me that the experience of weather, as it effects our entire  
being and is bound up so integrally with our daily life, is very personal and 
intimate, varying in content and degree from person to person, situation to 
situation. Unlike art, there does not seem to be an overriding concern for  
inducing a similar experience, perhaps partly because there is no maker or  
communicator behind the phenomenon.89

This is an important lesson even apart from a comparison of weather to art. We can 

observe the conditions that our community experience together as a way into 

understanding one another's individual experience which is a process of empathy 

and compassion afforded in every sunny day.

Admiral Samuel J. Locklear III, naval commander of Pacific operations 

recently told The Boston Globe that he believes climate change is our nation's 

biggest security threat. This is a bold statement from the man responsible for 

monitoring the increasing displays of aggression by North Korea and tensions 

88 Ibid., p. 156
89 Ibid., p. 159
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between China and Japan.90 It certainly speaks counter to the priorities of our 

national security budget, the priorities espoused by figures like Romney. I will not 

try to convince any reader that climate change exacerbated by irresponsibly laissez-

faire pollution policies account for many of the escalations in climate disasters our 

world currently faces. The preponderance of scientific proof is convincing enough. 

Even if we cannot observe it on a day-to-day basis, new research on climate change 

makes us more aware that we have indeed exerted some agency in the forces of 

nature but against our own interests. We have the opportunity to take some 

ownership in our relationship with the weather, rather than disinterestedly passing it 

off as beyond our control. In all other respects, we cannot change the world we 

have, and the past decade shows how complicated and troubled our relationship to it 

is. We did not choose these events, so to sustain the viability of our own collective 

inhabitance of the planet we have to approach our relationship with natural forces 

with an attitude of collectivity. The weather will not decide to bring people together 

or drive them apart. We choose the attitudes that wedge people apart.

90 Bender
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A CERTAIN PERSONALITY

In February, 2012, the hashtag #nemo was trending throughout social media 

sites like Twitter and Facebook as a record-breaking blizzard swept the East Coast. 

The trend immediately resembled the naming of tropical storms and hurricanes, 

names which are such an expected part of each hurricane season that people often 

take for granted where those names come from. Many also began to question the 

origin of this new winter hashtag, and this question brings to light underlying issues 

of the private and public authority over data and raw information.

In October of 2012, The Weather Channel announced that, starting in the 

winter of 2012-13, they would begin issuing names to winter storms, and the 

following image from their website began circulating on Facebook: 

In a press release explaining their new naming strategy, they claimed that using 

names would improve the quality of warning by simplifying the language. The 

release listed the potential benefits:

 Naming a storm raises awareness.
 Attaching a name makes it much easier to follow a weather system’s  

progress.
 A storm with a name takes on a personality all its own, which adds to  
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awareness.
 In today’s social media world, a name makes it much easier to reference  

in communication.
 A named storm is easier to remember and refer to in the future.91

These proposed benefits resemble the reasons that The World Meteorological 

Organization (WMO) names hurricanes, tropical storms, and other kinds of 

cyclones. The National Hurricane Center (NHC), a branch of the United States 

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) explains on their 

website: 

Experience shows that the use of short, distinctive names in written as well  
as spoken communications is quicker and less subject to error than the older,  
more cumbersome latitude-longitude identification methods. These  
advantages are especially important in exchanging detailed storm information  
between hundreds of widely scattered stations, coastal bases, and ships at  
sea.92

They note the ease of communication when two storms occur at once, and how “In 

the past, confusion and false rumors have arisen when storm advisories broadcast 

from radio stations were mistaken for warnings concerning an entirely different 

storm located hundreds of miles away.” The NHC, as a branch of the US 

government, specifically points out that they do not pick names for these borderless 

phenomena, but rather an international panel with the WMO, itself a commission of 

the United Nations, oversees the specific process of storm naming. The naming 

system succeeds in standardizing forecast language because it comes from an 

outside and scientifically neutral authority.

The Weather Channel – owned by NBCUniversal (a subsidiary of Comcast 

and General Electric), Blackstone Group, and Bain Capital – boasts having the 

91 Niziol
92 National Hurricane Center, “Tropical Storm Naming...”
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authority to issue names of its own. The press release reads: 

The National Centers for Environmental Prediction’s Hydrometeorological  
Prediction Center (HPC) [a branch of the NOAA] does issue discussions and  
snowfall forecasts on a national scale but it does not fill the same role as the  
NHC in naming storms. Therefore, it would be a great benefit for a partner 
in the weather industry to take on the responsibility of developing a new 
concept.  

This is where a world-class organization such as The Weather Channel will  
play a significant role. We have the meteorological ability, support and  
technology to provide the same level of reporting for winter storms that we  
have done for years with tropical weather systems. 

The message here is that the private “weather industry,” itself a disturbing phrase, 

has to make up for the shortcomings of the international meteorological community 

(though they only credit the US's NHC for naming storms, perpetuating an attitude 

of America-centricism that occurs all too often in weather reporting). Whether 

meteorologists work for a private or public organization, a local media outlet or a 

multi-national corporation, they all observe the same weather conditions and even 

choose from the same set of prediction models. In order to stay at the top of the 

“weather industry,” The Weather Channel must find ways to keep ahead of 

competitors who report essentially the same information, and this new naming 

system is an attempt to demonstrate that The Weather Channel is more concerned 

with their audience's wellbeing than any other source. They criticize other 

organizations for not having the same commitment to the pubic good: “Coordination 

and information sharing should improve between government organizations as well 

as the media, leading to less ambiguity and confusion when assessing big storms 

that affect multiple states,” the press release reads, again focusing their attention 

only in the US. “It will even make it easier and more efficient for social media to 
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communicate information regarding the storm resulting in a better informed public.” 

The naming system did not gain significant prominence for Athena through 

Magnus, but Nemo spread on social media like wildfire, with figures like Mayor 

Michael Bloomberg of New York referring to the blizzard by this name.93 Of course, 

not everyone followed suit. Andrew Freiden, meteorologist with Richmond's NBC12 

tweeted the following reaction when the list of names was announced: 

Unsurprisingly, the names did not catch on within the scientific community. The 

New York Times reporter Brian Stelter writes that the National Weather Service 

(NWS), who issues the official warnings that outlets like The Weather Channel 

report, rejected the terms and urged forecasters against using them. He also is 

certain to mention that Times' policy was not to use the name Nemo while actually 

reporting on the storm.94 From the first use of the name list, the NWS issued the 

following statement in its standardized, all-capital format:

ALERT ADMINISTRATIVE MESSAGE 
NATIONAL WEATHER SERVICE EASTERN REGION 
BOHEMIA NY 900 AM EST WED NOVEMBER 7 2012

TO:      ALL ER WFOS

TWC HAS NAMED THE NOR'EASTER "ATHENA.."  THE NWS DOES NOT USE NAME 
[sic] 
WINTER STORMS IN OUR PRODUCTS.  PLEASE REFRAIN FROM USING THE TERM 
ATHENA IN ANY OF OUR PRODUCTS.95

93 Stelter
94 Ibid.
95 National Weather Service, Eastern Region Headqaurters
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In truth, the naming system is a thinly veiled marketing ploy – very thinly 

veiled considering Stelter quotes Bryan Norcross of The Weather Channel as saying, 

“The fact is that Twitter needs a hashtag.” This explanation makes more sense than 

any descriptive logic. The actual, physical presence of a winter storm does not lend 

itself to a single name the way hurricanes and tropical storms do. Without a defined 

center and path, they are not as “organized” in their shape. They have nebulous 

boarders and may be inconsistently “wintry” throughout the geography that they 

cover. The term “winter storm” is too broad and ambiguous to define in certain 

terms. Does this term mean any storm that happens in winter? 

In a video titled “How We Name Winter Storms,” Weather Channel 

meteorologist Tom Niziol explains “what our meteorologists go through to name a 

winter storm.” The three main variables they focus on are “significant impact due to 

snow or ice within three days,” “significant disruption to road and air travel,” and 

“life threatening conditions from wind, snow, ice, and cold.” These are all fairly 

subjective categories, and it is obvious that The Weather Channel is more concerned 

with the “attitude” or “personality” of the storms. 

Originally, the announcement of the names was paired with a video voiced-

over by celebrity weatherman Al Roker introducing the naming strategy and its 

rationale.96 Roker says: “Selected by a committee of specialists and forecasters here 

at The Weather Channel, the list includes names like Athena, Draco, and Magnus.” 

The video cuts to Niziol who calls them “names with an attitude. Winter weather 

certainly has an attitude and takes on a certain personality, so that's going to be our 

96 The video has since been removed from weather.com, but at least at present it is easily retrievable 
from a YouTube search. The reader is advised that the following quote is from a copy viewed on 
an account unofficial to The Weather Channel.
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theme for this year.” As he finishes his sentence the video crossfades to an image of 

a grim reaper Halloween decoration covered in snow. 

Some of the names on the list directly correlate to contemporary pop culture icons 

ostensibly to increase their marketability. The Weather Channel provides description 

of each name's origin, and many defy this common sense interpretation of their 

meaning. For instance, Gandolf probably calls to mind Gandalf the Grey (with an a 

instead of an o), a wizard character in JRR Tolkien's 1954-1955 Lord of the Rings 

novel trilogy recently reinterpreted cinematically by Peter Jackson. The list, 

however, ascribes the name to “A character in a 1896 fantasy novel in a pseudo-

medieval countryside.” Rocky is not intended to recall Rocky Balboa, but “A single 

mountain in the Rockies.” Of course Nemo would effectively draw on the continued 

popularity of the Disney/Pixar animated movie Finding Nemo or perhaps also the 

Jules Verne character Captain Nemo, but the The Weather Channel attributes it to 

“A Greek boy’s name meaning 'from the valley,' means 'nobody' in Latin.” Perhaps 

less market-driven but certainly esoteric, Q is a reference to the Broadway Express 
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subway in New York.97 

Weather does not have attitude. Extreme winter weather is dangerous, 

however. In fact, its unmotivated nature and its lack of personality make it 

dangerous; weather does not discriminate or make choices. We have to approach 

these hazards rationally, which requires information, not sensationalism. The 

Weather Channel's gesture feels so crass for this reason. It is difficult to know how 

seriously to take crucial data in a make-or-break situation based on silly, sensational 

tropes predetermined by corporate tastemakers. Moreover, it is hypocritical to frame 

this new policy as demonstrating the highest degree of benevolent intentions in the 

industry, while simultaneously trying – albeit transparently – to disclaim any market 

references. 

On the other hand, many of the named winter storms of 2012-13 were 

harmless, especially compared to a named hurricane making landfall. By focusing on 

the proposed sinister “attitude” of winter weather, The Weather Channel is 

attempting to preempt their viewership's attitudes about it, even if the conditions 

are not extreme or dangerous. “How many ways there are to engage with snow!” 

writes Yuriko Saito. “Of course we can remain rather spectator-like and admire the 

snowscape. But how many of us have not experienced the fun of playing in the 

snow?” She calls attention to two works by the 17th century haiku master Basho, and 

a third by the later poet, Issa: 

now then, let's go out
to enjoy the snow … until 
I slip and fall!

will you start a fire
I'll show you something nice:

97 The Weather Channel

61



a giant snowball!

Pissing through my doorway
I make a clean hole
in the snow

She concludes that “there is no one privileged stance we should take to 'properly' 

appreciate a particular weather condition.”98 In the end, this is an attempt by The 

Weather Channel to exert privileged authority over two of the final frontiers of the 

cultural commons, objective data and oral history. 

The system that the WMO uses to name hurricanes has a strict set of rules 

and parameters. Officials chose a set of six names for each letter of the alphabet, 

three male and three female. One year, the names will alternate by gender – A, male; 

B, female; C, male, etc. – and then reverse the following year. After six years the list 

starts back form the beginning. At first, all hurricanes were assigned women's 

names, a practice which continued, despite the obviously problematic insinuation, 

until 1978. Now that the genders are equal, the names are simple, average names. 

There are no themes or pop culture references. This is not to say that the hurricanes 

themselves should not be sensational in the public eye. Indeed, many are dramatic 

moments which reshape whole societies forever. Certainly, these storms do not have 

personalities and attitudes, but if personifying hurricanes helps individuals and 

communities cope with the aftermath in story, there is nothing wrong with that. 

But in this case, the feeling of the personification is not already prefigured. It is not 

predetermined by corporate tastes. It is not tainted by silliness. It is not derived 

from pop culture, but it continues to define culture through oral history. The names 

the WMO chooses do not have extra baggage and associations. As a scientific 

98 Saito, p. 161
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organization, international and neutral, the WMO does not put its hand in the 

making of oral history, which The Weather Channel is effectively trying to write 

itself into. For all of the hurricane naming system's logistical benefits, it also 

facilitates the telling of stories in a way that leaves the agency to the people who 

experience the event. When a hurricane is particularly devastating, costly, or strong, 

the WMO retires the name, and replaces it in the list with a new one. Between 1954 

and 2012, 77 names have been retired. Names like Camille, Andrew, Mitch, Katrina, 

and Ike are left to history for collective memory to make them into whatever forms 

they need in order to heal, find comfort, or prepare for the future. They each come 

with their own culturally and collectively defined image of the past which does not 

include an orange, computer-generated clownfish. 

When I think back on hurricanes through history – my own history as well 

as the oral history of our culture – I think of them by name. I remember Opal, 

Charley, Ivan, and others. What a profound contribution to contemporary 

conventions of storytelling. There is no way to know for sure if adding to the public 

discourse in this way was a secondary goal in developing the hurricane naming 

system. I have always wondered if the WMO chooses mundane names for greater 

reasons besides the practical consideration that there is no shortage of them (How 

will The Weather Channel continue coming up with names beginning with X?). Of 

course, there is the matter of appropriateness; Atlantic hurricanes have common 

American and Latin American names, just as typhoons have common far- and 

southeast Asian names. To me, the plainness of the names has an emotional 

significance as well. Every hurricane or tropical storm is a potential crisis of the 

ordinary. Everyday people, average individuals like me, live and die by them. The 
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name Danny has been used to name five Atlantic storms. Perhaps the memorials 

that these names create, intended by weather authorities or not, is not so different 

from what The Weather Channel is attempting when they say that “a named storm 

is easier to remember and refer to in the future.” Maybe hashtags are today's way to 

pass along our oral traditions, though it sounds odd to admit while the technology is 

so new. 

Nonetheless, the difference between Bob and Brutus, between Michelle and 

Magnus, between Georges and Gandolf, between Floyd and Freyr is the difference 

between real remembrance for communities changed forever or lost entirely and 

attempts by private interests to manipulatively take the upper-hand in the prevailing 

cultural memory. Our daily engagement with weather, every way in which it shapes 

and frames our lives is both a personal and communal experience on a level that 

corporate intentions can never accurately represent.
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GOD CAN MAKE IT RAIN TOMORROW

On November 18, 2007, about 250 people gathered in front of the state house 

in Atlanta, Georgia in an act of extreme desperation. Joined by three ministers and a 

gospel choir, Governor Sonny Perdue presided, leading the citizens of Georgia in a 

prayer for rain. “We've come together here simply for one reason and one reason 

only: To very reverently and respectfully pray up a storm.” Georgia and its 

neighboring states were several months into the worst drought the Southeast had 

experienced in over 100 years. “Oh Father, we acknowledge our wastefulness, but 

we’re doing better. And I thought it was time to acknowledge that to the creator, 

the provider of water and land, and to tell him that we will do better.”99 Some 

considered the prayer answered when rain fell the next day, overlooking that it was 

forecasted in advance of the vigil, and the half-to-one inch of rain was a proverbial 

and literal drop in the bucket to alleviate the drought.

Obviously, not everyone considered this a helpful course of action. Twenty 

protestors from the Atlanta Freethought Society were removed before the start of 

the event. In an official statement,the watchdog organization Americans United for 

the Separation of Church and State (AU),  quoted Freethought Society organizer, Ed 

Buckner as saying “We’ve got a real problem. Let’s try to do something real about it 

instead of grandstanding.... It is also an absurd, foolish thing to do, and it makes the 

state of Georgia and Georgians like myself look dumb.” 

In the same statement, AU also criticized Governor Perdue for “failing to 

take the water shortage seriously and not establishing stricter conservation 

measures. At the height of the drought, many Georgians were infuriated to read 

99 Bluestein
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about an Atlanta millionaire whose mansion used 60 times more water than the 

average home.”100 AU's chief executive, Rev. Barry Lynn, told CNN: 

Well, the big problem is that neither the Governor of Georgia nor the  
President of the United States and state or federal constitutions have any  
religious role..., and frankly I don't know anyone who thinks that God – if  
they believe in God, many Americans don't – … is going to listen to the  
prayer of a governor before he listens – or she listens – to the prayer of a  
lawyer, a farmer, a waitress or anybody else.101

Lynn condemned Perdue for gloating over the miniscule rainfall the next day and 

called into question what he would say “five days from now if there isn't any more 

rain in the state of Georgia.” He also mentioned that the constitution of Georgia does 

not permit this sort of program.

Many other skeptics reacted to Governor Perdue's confidence that the prayer 

would solve the problem. Gary Whittenberger, a prison psychologist based out of 

Tallahassee, Florida conducted a painstakingly thorough statistical analysis of 

rainfall before and after the prayer. He published his findings, complete with 

detailed descriptions of his methodology and results, in the e-newsletter for the 

Skeptics Society, a nonprofit organization dedicated to explaining extraordinary 

claims and promoting science. Whittenberger analyzed 48 days of rain before and 

after the vigil – a timespan giving leeway to Perdue's assertion that “God can make 

it rain tomorrow, he can make it rain next week or next month”– and compared 

them to over 3631 “control days” occurring neither during times of drought nor 

times of prayer, taking into account geography and season. He observed a 132% 

increase in rainfall after the prayer, which sounds like good news for those of faith. 

100Americans United
101Copy of live CNN broadcast obtained from AU's official YouTube account: 

http://youtu.be/_CPmQAs2Bfg
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But Whittenberger explains that an increase over this duration is not exceptional 

based on the control data: 

Any increase in rainfall after a nonprayer day is likely to be as great or 
greater than the increase after the Perdue prayer day 21.6% of the time.  
Stated another way, the amount of rainfall increase following the Governor’s  
prayer is similar to what we would find about a fifth of the time for  
increases following days of no prayer from Georgia’s highest official.

He concludes, skeptically of course, that “any belief that the Governor produced an 

increase in rain by his prayer on November 13, 2007 can be considered to be wishful 

thinking.”102

p

Only a truly exceptional meteorological event could reverberate all the way 

up the to United States Constitution and matters of personal faith. The prayer 

before the statehouse in Georgia was constitutionally problematic and 

meteorologically ineffective, but socially and culturally, it comes as little surprise 

that the people in Georgia would try, if in vain, for a last-ditch effort to assert 

agency in a growing crisis. Perhaps when a problem exceeds the collective desire of 

an entire region, a public act of desperation has its own practical significance, even 

if it does not alter the conditions. Perdue's prayer and the reaction that followed are 

symptomatic of much larger threat that the draught posed. The disappearance of 

one factor, rain, in a the complicated relationship between a culture and its 

geographical setting began to pit political, economic, and humanitarian needs against 

each other. 

While both the believer and skeptic are inclined to celebrate the relief of a 

132% increase in rainfall over 48 days, notwithstanding the reason for it, that 

102 Whittenberger
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amount of rain was far from enough to satiate the area's need for water. The NOAA 

did not call the drought over until March 31, 2009. A month before Perdue's prayer, 

The New York Times reported that the Metro Atlanta Area's reservoirs only had 

about 90 to 121 days left before running dry. The Southeast is a generally wet, 

subtropical climate, ecologically unaccustomed to prolonged dry weather. Society 

functions with the same natural expectation of and reliance on water sources as the 

ecosystem. Cities revolve around the use of the Southeast’s lakes and rivers, 

annually replenished each summer by tropical storm activity naturally preparing the 

area for October, the driest month. Incidentally, that year's hurricane season did not 

bring any tropical storms to the region to alleviate the dryness. The Times also 

reported that “the percentage of moisture in the soil, the flow rate of rivers, inches 

of rain — this drought has broken every record in Georgia’s history.”103 Unlike 

disruptive meteorological problems like hurricanes, blizzards, or tornadoes, droughts 

creep up slowly, and often go unnoticed until their various effects accrue 

disastrously. 

The first sign of the severity of the Southeastern Drought in 2007 was not an 

abstract political quarrel about constitutionality, but a wildfire sparked in April, 

seven months before the prayer service, in south Georgia near the border of Florida. 

Though hundreds of miles away, Atlanta residents could smell the smoke from the 

fire, skies over most of the state were greyed. Despite constant efforts by firecrews, 

the fires continued to burn into June. According to the Georgia Forestry 

Commission (GFC), the fire was started when heavy winds knocked over a power 

line in Waycross, GA. The blaze entered into the Okefenokee Wildlife Refuge where 

103 Goodman
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an excess of dry forest fuel fed it for months. In the first 48 hours, it consumed 

about 20,000 acres and would destroy a total of 564,450 acres and nine homes 

before it was finally extinguished. Six thousand people had to evacuate their homes. 

The GFC's report mentions that “fire behavior was extreme with frequent fire 

tornados and flame lengths up to 100 feet.” The report's summation begins with an 

unusual admission. “Southeast Georgia forestland owners have suffered 

economically and psychologically by watching years of investments in time and 

resources destroyed, some in a single day.”104 How odd but appropriate that the 

report would include the unmeasurable psychological dimension of this drought and 

fire, a detail so often buried or not even included in official language.

Indeed, so many facets of society rely on certain allowances and expectations, 

and the disappearance of one meteorological element, though normally taken for 

granted, can reverberate in unexpected ways. An Associated Press headline from 

October 31, 2007 (before Georgia was under the blessings of Sonny Perdue) 

indicated how these phenomena can escalate, “Southeast drought now White House 

issue.” This issue required a higher authority (not the kind that listens to prayers) to 

mitigate between interests as a flurry of interstate lawsuits ensued.

With over five million people, the Metro Atlanta area was the most populous 

area affected by the drought. As Lake Lanier — the city’s main drinking water 

reservoir situated just northeast of the city — began to dry, one of the fastest 

growing major cities in the United States now faced the prospect of losing its entire 

water supply. Rivers flowing out of Lake Lanier provide water to Alabama and 

Florida also, the flow of which is controlled and mediated using dams run by the 

104 Georgia Forestry Commission
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Army Corps of Engineers. The Corps of Engineers is also required to allow enough 

water to flow out of Lanier and other lakes to maintain the habitat of species of 

sturgeon and mussels protected by the Endangered Species Acts. As they continued 

to allow this water to flow out of the drinking supply, Georgia filed a lawsuit 

against the Corps for valuing mussels over people. Meanwhile, the Governors of 

Alabama and Florida took legal action because their farming, energy, commercial 

fishing, and other industries relied on water flowing out of Georgia.105

Florida Governor Charlie Crist argued that, though the area of the drought 

did not extend far into Florida, most of north Florida’s industrial water supply 

flowed from that area. He wrote President George Bush that he was “unwilling to 

allow the unrealistic demands of one region to further compromise the downstream 

communities.” At the same time, Alabama Governor Bob Riley pointed out that 

Alabama took up most of the drought area and losing water would mean layoffs in 

many industries. Though Riley accused Georgians of “watering their lawns and 

flowers,”106 Georgia governor Sonny Perdue stressed the humanitarian concern of 

taking water away from the state with the highest population in the drought area.107 

A major concern for officials on the federal level was how the conflict made 

the Republican party look on the heels of the 2008 election. Since all three were 

Republican, President Bush was pressured to find a quick solution to the problem to 

reduce the image of party infighting. “It does put [the Bush Administration] into a 

bind,” Representative Lynn Westmoreland of Georgia told the Associated Press. “I 

105 Associated Press, “Southeast drought...”
106 This accusation, as well as Governor Perdue's admission prayerful admission of wastefulness, 

actually misrepresents the fact that Georgia had enacted some of the most strict emergency water 
conservation ordinances in the drought region.

107 Ibid.
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think there's some give and take on everybody's part, and I think the president is 

the only one that can sit down with these three governors and say, 'Look guys, we 

got a problem.... We're all looking bad.'” Bush and Interior Secretary Dirk 

Kempthorne settled the dispute by allowing the Crops of Engineers to hold more 

water back in Georgia on the good faith stipulation that negotiations towards a more 

thorough water-sharing agreement would begin, of which there has been little 

evidence since. The Corps reduced flow of one west Georgian river basin by 16% and 

Riley stipulated that any agreement would include this basin and the one to which 

Lanier belongs. All three governors left optimistic that in such a dire situation, they 

could put together a better plan to solve dispute like these, which have arisen off 

and on since the late 1980s.108 However, the drought would continue to hurt Georgia 

the most over the next few months, and when the Federal Government could not 

help them, many Georgians turned to God. 

This story is so odd because the rain, or more importantly the lack thereof, 

rarely causes one to stop and think about the weather's implications for the next 

election. On a global scale, however, water's role in politics is never taken for 

granted. According to noted ecofeminist scholar Vandana Shiva, conflicts like this 

one, and the fact that a collective solution came at the expense of high-profile 

squabbling by elected officials, should come as no surprise. “We are currently facing 

a water crisis, which promises to get worse in the next few decades. And as the 

crisis deepens, new efforts to redefine water rights are under way.” Shiva criticizes 

the trend in the globalized economy to privatize and freely trade water without 

regulation; to her, the idea of a market for the sustenance of life betrays not only 

108 Ibid.
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common sense, but also millennia worth of water-sharing tradition. Lake Lanier may 

not be a privately owned water source, but it certainly feeds private ventures and 

requires complicated, external, bureaucratic authority to mitigate. Perhaps if water 

culture in America were not so market driven, the drought's effects would not have 

snuck up on the population of the Southeast, and certainly a non-market, 

governmental solution would not have required so much pulling teeth. 

Shiva takes to task the idea perpetuated by Garrett Hardin's 1969 book 

Tragedy of the Commons that commonized resources lead to lawlessness and 

conflict. “His assumption about commons as unmanaged, open-access systems,” she 

writes, “stems form the belief that management takes effect only in the hands of 

private individuals. But groups do manage themselves, and commons are regulated 

rather well by communities.”109 A time of natural crisis should be an occasion for 

collectivity, it should inspire collective work to conserve and maintain shortages of 

resources. Shiva argues that neoliberal, capitalist entities cannot insure successful, 

collective solutions to these issues when they happen: 

Community rights are necessary for both ecology and democracy.  
Bureaucratic control by distant and external agencies and market control by  
commercial interests and corporations create disincentives for conservation.  
Local communities do not conserve water or maintain water systems if  
external agencies – bureaucratic or commercial – are the only beneficiaries of  
their efforts and resources.110

In other words, prayer is not enough.

p

On a stormy day while writing this, I rushed down the sidewalk and heard a 

woman behind me say to someone standing with her, “These days, I mean, you just 

109 Shiva, pp. 19, 26
110 Ibid., pp. 30-31
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don't know with the weather! Every day, you just don't know!” What she said was 

so unremarkable and obvious, and yet by her tone, she was clearly having an 

intense, personal, and valid interaction with her surroundings in that moment. Her 

reaction expresses an odd paradox about how we experience rain, at least in areas 

like the southeastern United States that are not within a monsoon climate. Rain is 

fairly commonplace and mundane, but it is also part of meteorological systems that 

are almost completely unpatterned to the untrained eye. It happens all the time, and 

it never ceases to surprise. Even during a rain storm, the rain starts, stops, and 

changes its rate constantly. We may wait for a break in the rain to run outside to 

our next destination, believing that surely, logically it must stop soon. But the 

weather's changes, rain especially, are arbitrary – not random because they involve 

recognizable causes and effects though they lack the kind of motivation that would 

accommodate these desires. What is it that the woman on the sidewalk wanted to 

“know” about the weather? What did she expect to expect?

Rain is entirely out of our control and predicted only by approximation, so its 

role as a resource demands forethought by the whole community that needs it. Its 

particularly fickle nature requires our conscious and deliberate attention to ensure 

that we can sustain ourselves. The people who prayed for rain in front of the 

statehouse in Georgia felt and expressed a logical instinct towards the collectivity for 

which Shiva advocates. But the political system that privatizes the basic resources of  

life left this collective with no recourse for action besides vocalized desperation for a 

sign that somewhere there was a reversible decision, choice, or rationale behind the 

rain's disappearance. But there had been none such.
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COUNTRY BOY

Less than five months after the NOAA declared the Southeastern drought 

over, rain began to fall and didn't stop. September of 2009 brought with it a 500-

year flood in northwest Georgia, stretching from the Tennessee-Alabama corner 

down into Atlanta. Photographs showed whole towns engulfed in water, red-brown 

with Georgia's iconic red clay. Trion, GA, a small town near the northwest corner of 

the state was inundated when floodwaters overflowed a 20-foot levee, engulfing a 

neighborhood of some two dozen houses known as “Frog Town.” Several died across 

north Georgia and one of the victims was a fourteen year-old boy from Trion named 

Nick Osley. He and a friend, Tyler Gordy, were escaping a torrent with Nick's 

mother and family when they spotted a Jeep caught in the flooded river. Nick and 

Tyler jumped in the rushing waters to see if they could rescue the driver, but the 

car was empty. 

“It knocked him down,” Tyler told an NBC affiliate in Chattanooga, 

Tennessee. “He went under four or five times, and I went to get him and couldn't do 

nothing. His mama couldn't pick him up, and so she got out. And he went under, 

and I couldn't find him. And I was all there and grabbed some briars.” Tyler and 

Nick's family were rescued by firecrews. Nick’s body was found sixty feet from the 

Jeep.

“It's just sad. My friend died. He didn't deserve to die,” Tyler continues, “He 

was a great friend and wrestler. He liked to wrestle and ride four wheelers; he was a 

country boy.”
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Unlike some of the other stories that lead up to this one, Nick Osley's not a 

cautionary tale. It is a sad and quiet reminder that occasionally, everyone will have 

to face problems with no explanation. Sometimes we are drowned by the forces 

around us which we are helpless to control. In the face of what happens to us, our 

only logical recourse is to proceed with compassion even though the outcome may 

still overwhelm us. 

Many things happen for no reason. There are many situations that happen to 

us, that give us unsolicited joy or victimize us, despite our optimism, pessimism, or 

even, in some cases, hard work. Often these days, too much stock is placed in the 

sentiment that anything one wants or desires badly enough will come true. Too 

often, this attitude fosters a culture of blaming victims for not wanting their own 

well-being enough. In other words, I do not believe that we are always the primary 

agents in our lives or that our desires are the only driving force of what happens in 

our lives. However, to say that there are much greater forces than our own 

subjectivity, should not go so far as to advocate for a flat ontology, wherein all 

things and occurrences have an equal standing in general existence. I believe, on the 

contrary, that people are of particular importance in our cosmology, at least to each 

other. The in-between of these two philosophies is similar to the rational gulf 

between pessimism and optimism. The fact that we have to bear conditions that we 

cannot control should logically stand as an appeal to compassion and an occasion for 

working through to solutions collectively, to take the opportunity to face the 

inherent truths of our surroundings together.

75



So that it can be summed up again

Ordered before it comes up again

Or order before it comes up again

Or order before it’s summed up again

The order before it sums up again

Before it sums up unfamiliar

That it sums up each unfamiliar
Then it sums up each unfamiliar day
With a wash of opportunities

As it sums up each unfamiliar day

When it sums up each day
When it comes up each day

For a long red moment unfamiliar

And then the sun will have already gone down
At a slow pace refraining the ending

At a slow pace retaining the ending
At a slow pace reframing the ending

Jesse Seldess, from Left Having
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FANTASTIC AND PROVISIONAL

On a brisk day in 1934, a young Claude Lévi-Strauss boarded the ship Santos 

from Marseille on his way to Brazil to begin his first professorship at the new 

University of São Paulo. Describing the February weather before boarding the hot, 

smelly ship, he wrote, “the biting air afforded the almost unbearable pleasure that 

one gets, when thirsty, from gulping down some iced fizzy liquid.” The ship made 

several ports of call before crossing the Atlantic in Barcelona, Tarrogona, Valencia, 

Alicante, Malaga, Cadiz, Algiers, Oran, Gibraltar, Casablanca, and Dakar. After a 

week in these cities more often ashore than at sea, Lévi-Strauss realized he had made 

a rookie's mistake: “The anthropological approach was still so foreign to me that I 

did not think of taking advantage of these opportunities.”111

He continued in hindsight, 

I have learned since what useful training in observation such short glimpses  
of a town, an area or a culture can provide and how – because of the intense  
concentration forced upon one by the brevity of the stay – one may even 
grasp certain features which, in other circumstances, might have long  
remained hidden.112

As the Spanish and African coasts faded past the horizon, he found himself in the 

exact opposite position, having nothing at all to observe but ocean and sky for an 

interminable duration. But as the father of modern anthropology, he could not help 

but record his observations, and set himself with a task, if for no better purpose 

than refining his eye-to-page instincts, to describe in real time the sunset, one of the 

only instances of change in the blue-on-blue landscape stretching out farther than 

he ever knew it could. He recalled figuring that if he “could find a language in 

111 Lévi-Strauss, pp. 61-62
112 Ibid., p. 62
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which to perpetuate those appearances, at once so unstable and so resistant to 

description, … then – it seemed to me – I should in one go have discovered the 

deepest secrets of my profession.”113

What troubled Lévi-Strauss about his watery surroundings was their inability 

to express direction and movement. “No landscape is present to testify to the slow 

transition along the lines of latitude.... Fifty kilometers on land can produce the 

impression of a change of the planet, but five thousand kilometers of ocean present 

an unchanging spectacle, at least to the unpracticed eye.”114 Odd details in his 

automatic writing reveal his need for direction and orientation. Come 5:40 in the 

evening, when he sensed that the sunset was about to begin, he had so far made 

little or no mention of color, what we think of as prominent descriptive factor of a 

sunset, and for the next five minutes (or seven paragraphs for the readers) it would 

continue to be secondary feature.

Rather, most of his descriptions in this phase reference architecture:

“The sky, to the west, seemed to be cluttered with a complex structure...”

“Hooked to the top, and hanging towards the depths of the sky, as if by 

some inverted force of gravity were drifting scaffoldings, bulbous pyramids, frothy 

bubblings immobilized in the form of mouldings representing clouds...”

“Polished surface...”

“Carved and gilded wood...”

“On looking to the north, one could see how the main structure grew 

narrower...”

“To the south, the same bar appeared again, but surmounted by great 

113 Ibid., p. 62
114 Ibid., p. 64
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flagstones of cloud, which rested like cosmological dolmens on the smoking tips of 

the supporting mass...”

“There are two quite distinct phases to a sunset.” He then writes, “At first 

the sun acts as an architect. Only later (when its rays are not direct)115 does it 

become a painter.” He makes a beautiful claim just before 5:45, which he notes is 

precisely when the architect phase begins, profound though difficult to make sense 

of at first: “Between day and night there is room for a architecture which is as 

fantastic as it is provisional.”116 The inherent contradiction is seductive, the 

provocative contrast between a static and usually permanent concept like 

architecture, and the fleeting, nebulous atmosphere of a sunset. But a story from 

retired astronaut, Dave Wolf provides a stark example of what “architecture” can 

mean apart from the obvious.

WNYC's Radiolab producers Jad Abumrad and Robert Krulwich interviewed 

Wolf for their live touring performance, In The Dark. He tells them, “Darkness in 

an interesting theme in space, because there is nowhere [else] where this contrast 

between light and dark is any more extreme.” When the spacecraft would block the 

light from the sun the shadowy side would be an unimaginably dark black. “The 

shadow has no light in it,” Wolf explains, “there's not reflected light from dust in 

the air, the Earth around you or clouds.... You can reach into a shadow so deep, so 

black that your arm can appear to disappear right in front of your face.”

Experiencing this level of blackness was an extreme version of Lévi-Strauss's 

landscapeless ocean view out to sea. Wolf remembers his first spacewalk in 1997 

abroad the Russian spacestation Mir:

115 His parenthetical
116 Ibid., pp. 64-65
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It was dark out, and dark up in space means you are on the night side of the  
Earth, in the shadow of the Earth. And there were no external lights on this  
spacecraft. This was really, really dark. And we were over the ocean, and at  
night that basically means you don't see the Earth … When it's a moonless  
night you don't see the Earth, in fact all it might look like to you is the  
absence of stars.117

In this state, Wolf remembers there being no feeling of up or down, left or right, 

and no feeling of movement, even though he and his Russian companion cosmonaut 

Anatoly Solovyev were orbiting 16 times the speed of the surface of the Earth. 

However, at that speed, the shift from night to day occurred with a speed for 

which Wolf was completely unprepared. Without warning, an unbelievably blazing 

light came over them, 

and the Earth lights up below me. Suddenly, I can look down 200 miles, and  
see that we are moving at five miles a second,... and I clutch onto these  
handrails like there's no tomorrow, white-knuckling in my spacesuit gloves  
because I suddenly had this enormous sense of height and speed.118

Setting aside the fact that outside their temperature-controlled spacesuits “the 

temperature also increases upwards of 400 degrees in the moment,” the entire idea 

of night and day is shattered by this extreme contrast occurring over and over 

during several hours of work on the spacecraft's exterior. “It's 90 minutes of a 

light/dark cycle,” Wolf explains, “so you have 16 nights and 16 days for every earth 

day.”

It is a frame of reference that is easily taken for granted on the surface of the 

Earth, but in space “You can get lost.” Wolf tells Abumrad and Krulwich, “You get 

stories of people doing spacewalks that lose their orientation and feel like they're 

falling.” The best that the space walking astronaut can do is focus on the very 

117 Abumrad, Krulwich, et al.
118 Ibid.
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minute details at hand and try to ignore this huge shift in time and space going on 

below. “But the colors,” Wolf remembers, “what you're seeing on that Earth is so 

spectacular. The greens and blues, and the delicate pastel-like colors, the contrast of 

brights … just aren't present in anything I've ever seen other than up in space.”

“'Don't look down,'” he jokes, “is real in this business.”119

The architecture metaphor at hand is not an analogue for buildings, but for 

the guidance through both space and experience that we gain from a structure of 

repeated events that still allow for change and contingencies. In her book Chaos, 

Territory, Art, Elizabeth Grosz examines the literal and metaphoric architecture that 

frames human activity. For her, architecture created by the application and use of 

various frames. “With no frame or boundary,” she writes “there can be no territory, 

and without territory there may be objects or things but not qualities that can 

become expressive, than can intensify and transform living bodies.”120 As implied by 

the reference to expression and frame, Grosz's concern in this piece is the 

objecthood that makes art perceivable, but her language is applicable to a broader 

range of activity besides artistic production. When we consider the “qualities that 

can become expressive,” we can also understand it is as any activity or 

circumstances that make up lived experience of a day. The feelings of being lost that 

Lévi-Strauss and Wolf experienced were the result of losing the ability to perceive 

the territorial boundary markers or frames that express temporal qualities more 

easily understood in normal circumstances. The day as a frame creates a staging 

ground of our experience. If the surface of a canvas is the staging ground of a 

painter's expression and its frame the border that defines it in space, the sunset is a 

119 Ibid.
120 Grosz, p. 11
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point of differentiation that makes the day what it is in our minds, a means by 

which to make sense of what we do and what happens around us. “Framing is the 

raw condition under which sensations are created, metabolized, released into the 

world, made to live a life of their own, to infect and transform other sensations.”121

The split between days is like a physical partition, which for Grosz is the 

basic feature that begins the process of architectural territorialization. 

[T]he frame's most elementary form is the partition, whether wall or screen,  
that projected downward generates the smoothness of a floor, that 'rarifies'  
and smooths over the surface of the earth, creating a first (human)  
territorialization. The floor, ever acquiring smoothness suppleness and  
consistency makes of the earth and of horizonality a resource for the  
unleashing of new and more sensations, for the exploration of excesses of  
gravity and movement, the conditions of emergence of both dance and  
athletics. The partition projected forward induces the wall, which constitutes  
the possibility of an inside and an outside... [T]ogether – ever approaching  
the form of the cube even as they eventually come to deform it – they entail  
the final partition, the roof.122

To continue on with the day as the temporal analog to the spacial cube-unit of 

architecture, it is important to pause and remember that this division is essentially 

arbitrary. The end of the day does not stop time, and events – important and crucial 

events – will continue on even if one person's position on earth turns away from the 

sun. But like the floor that covers the earth that is still there, we can use the 

opportunity to “unleash new and more” types of meaning or to understand 

possibility. Perhaps this is why in everyday conversation, “day” is an odd synonym 

for “weather.” Often, when someone says, “What an awful day,” they really mean 

that the weather is bad, and partitioning off the day offers the opportunity that 

tomorrow will be a “beautiful day.” Without that possibility to organize the chaos of 

121 Ibid., p. 18
122 Ibid., p. 14
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completely ongoing, ever-changing, stormy experience, we risk becoming lost in the 

disorienting darkness experienced by Wolf and Solovyev miles beyond the earth's 

atmosphere. 

In her essay “Building and the Naturally Unplanned,” Pauline von Bonsdorff 

also discusses architecture as a logical framework for deriving meaning from 

experience, particularly experiences created by conditions beyond control or desire. 

The “analogy [between bodies and buildings] should not be understood visually, 

comparing facades with face, but as referring to temporality as undergoing, as being 

subjected to processes that were not chosen and therefore call forth ideas of fate and 

finitude.” She immediately dispels the obvious problematics behind the word “fate,” 

The idea of fate is not meant to imply a 'celestial' perspective, where the  
scripts of our lives would exist from the moment we were born, but meant to  
be seen from an earthly, terrestrial perspective, as the experience of things 
happening to us without our volition, of accidents and coincidences that in  
particular ways become part of a particular life.123

These experiences she terms as the “naturally unplanned,” and are analogous to 

Grosz's idea of chaos.

Of course, there is still a value in accepting or engaging with the naturally 

unplanned chaos of the world. Territorialization can undoubtedly create inherent 

politics. Division (partitioning, in Grosz's case) is, after all, the spatial model for 

ownership, which in the Marxian sense is akin to theft or at least stymieing the 

potential for collectivity. The frame risks an absolute fixity. Fortunately, the 

architecture of a day is in a constant state of re- and deterritorialization. It is a 

consistent frame by which we come to perceive changes by contrast, as in music 

when a composer writes theme and variation to create meaning out of the duration 

123 von Bonsdorff, p. 83

83



of a piece. The day is always 24 hours (or close enough to it) by our own definition, 

but the sunset gradually changes its relationship to that frame as duration of 

daylight expands and contracts – what Grosz calls “peristaltic movements, systole 

and diastole, expansion and contraction”124 – in a barely perceivable macrosystem, 

while the weather of each day engages different microsystems which both fulfill and 

defy our expectations. Recall in the above passage that, as architectural partitions 

come together to create Grosz's cube, she maintains also that they “eventually come 

to deform it.” 

After all, Lévi-Strauss never stipulates that the architecture of the sunset 

provided a solid and sturdy structure. In the very last minutes of daylight, he 

describes the inevitable dismantling of the day. “Soon [the last clouds] were no more 

than hollow, feeble shadows,” he writes, probably straining his eyes to see his page, 

“like flats of some stage set, which are suddenly revealed in all their shoddy 

provisional fragility when the lights have been extinguished, so that one can see that 

the illusion they created depended not on themselves but one some trick of lighting 

or perspective.”125

For Grosz, even literal art126 and architectural objects are not fixed in their 

124 Grosz, p. 16
125 Lévi-Strauss, p. 68
126 For Yuriko Saito, making the conceptual leap from art to weather is not impossible but indeed 

nuanced in a way worth qualifying. Her essay “The Aesthetics of Weather” challenges the art 
historical notion that “the perceived relationship between art and nature indicates that, even in 
representational art or in a cultural practice respectful of nature's beauty, art is often perceived as 
an improvement over untouched, raw nature.” (Saito, p. 158) For her, weather and art are 
aesthetically different in kind but not axiologically so. She argues that, unlike art, weather is 
inherently “frameless,” to which I must agree, and reiterate that idea of the day as a frame or 
sunset as a partition is something we project onto to nature, weather, and chaos as we perceive it. 
Saito addresses in weather analogous issues to what Grosz refers to as “intractable problems” 
addressed by the territorialization of art and architecture: “Weather directly affects our well-being 
in a a number of ways: it determines bodily comfort, the possibility of outdoor activities and 
events; it makes or breaks many people's … livelihoods; and it sometimes threatens our vary 
existence.” (Saito, p. 162)
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qualities simply by way of territorialization: 

Territory frames chaos provisionally, and in the process produces extractable  
qualities, which become materials and formal structures of art. There is no  
one architecture, no single enframement, no universal technique for  
territorialization: each form of life, and each cultural form, undertakes its  
own mode of organization … its own modes of management of intractable  
problems that impose themselves on living.127

The organizational cues we take from weather help us actively build our own 

solutions to problems, but will never completely provide them without our effort 

and interpretation. 

“Building” is a curious word for von Bonsdorff; it “is ambiguous, since it 

refers both to the activity of building and to an object which is the result of that 

activity,” she writes. “Neither the process nor the object have to be planned in detail 

from the start, but it is clear that both process and object are intentional in a general 

sense, as opposed to random.”128 Von Bonsdroff advances Grosz's claim to say that 

the chaos of the outer environment is actually encoded into the building of a 

building. The general intention she discusses must respond to naturally unplanned 

forces of the surrounding environment and create a logic around them:

Even if the builder works without drawings, his [sic] work involves ongoing  
planning, and this is partly because unforeseen elements interfere. In a  
similar way buildings, as they exist are experienced at any particular  
moment, contain both planned and unplanned elements. The use and 
articulation of a certain material in a facade is planned, but the way the  
material reacts to the weather is not, although it can to a large extent be  
foreseen.129

Architecture is a process for von Bergsdorff. It provides the potential to 

“understand how phenomena such as traffic, smog, storm, and sunshine are met by 

127 Grosz, p. 16
128 von Bonsdorff, p. 74
129 Ibid., pp. 74-75
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us and appreciated.” This process does not separate culture from nature, but 

articulates their relationship, and moreover does not privilege the intentions of the 

builder over those of the users of the architectural space. She writes: 

My life is parallel to and embraced by certain environments– houses, streets,  
and physical objects–which as part of my life are part of experienced time  
and carriers of meaning. This meaning is subjective, but not subjective in a  
primitive way, since the experiences of the world, a continuum of time and  
place, implies from the start other people, companions, the social  
dimension.130

In other words, the frames that create our daily architecture do not necessarily wall 

off our individual experience in a privileged way, but provide an opportunity for a 

collaborative “tacit knowing.”131

Architecture is not just a space to inhabit, but a directional force to move 

through and alongside. It not only frames the spaces in which we take shelter but 

also helps to set our experiences in motion. It creates the set of relations that define 

where we are and also when we are. Architecture may come from a design or force 

of will, whereas the sun's movement does not, but it follows a logic, or at least a 

pattern just recurrent enough for us to create a logic around it. The sunset is a 

marker or a signpost, a momentary point of reference among many by which to 

orient our thinking and keep the drama of our lives in arbitration. It is neutral in 

itself, just a natural occurrence, ready for us to use it to make our own meaning. 

The question remains, though: what did the sunset – that sunset – mean to 

Lévi-Strauss? Why did he observe it as an architecture at once both fantastic and 

provisional? What experience, what tacit knowing has this staging ground, this 

130 von Bonsdorff, pp. 73, 81-82
131 She cites Michael Polanyi's preference for “knowing” over “knowledge” because it implies an 

actively engaged process.

86



architectural moment given him? Towards 4:00, when the sun is “mid-career,” Lévi-

Struass begins his improvisational exercise by explaining his preference for the 

sunset over the sunrise. He describes the sunset as a particular type of temporal 

signpost unlike any other, one that means more for our experience than just a 

spacial metaphor. All weather, any perceptible marker of time can provide the 

organizational force described by Grosz and von Bonsdorff needed to prevent chaos 

from spiraling out of our ability to comprehend the potential meaning it could 

provide, but the sunset held special significance for Lévi-Strauss. The truly 

“naturally unplanned” cannot be controlled but can be understood through pause 

and deliberation, which for Lévi-Strauss is a function of memory. The sunset for 

Lévi-Strauss is an opportunity to make meaning out of the day's experience through 

reflection. Architecturally, it is a liminal space, a temporally rare occasion for being 

in-between two states. But unlike the sunrise, it supports the force of all the 

experience that proceeded it. It is the edge that defines the frame that is the staging 

ground for memory. I quote his explanation at length because its gradual unfurling 

is no accident, rather it enacts the entire purpose of the exercise:

For scientists, dawn and twilight are one and the same phenomenon and the  
Greeks thought likewise.... But in fact no two phenomena could be more  
different from each other than night and morning. Daybreak is a prelude, the 
close of the day an overture which occurs at the end instead of the  
beginning, as in old operas. The face of the sun foretells the immediate  
nature of the weather; it is dark and lowering if there is to be rain during the  
early hours of the morning, but rosy, buoyant and frothy if the light is to be  
clear. But dawn is no guarantee of the nature of the rest of the day. It starts  
the meteorological process and declares: it is going to rain, it is going to be  
fine. Sunset is quite a different matter; it is a complete performance with a  
beginning, a middle and an end. And the spectacle offers a sort of small-scale  
image of the battles, triumphs and defeats which have succeeded each other  
during twelve hours in tangible form; but also at a slower speed. Dawn is  
only the beginning of the day; twilight is a repetition of it. That is why men  
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pay more attention to the setting than the rising of the sun; dawn only  
supplies them with information supplementary to that given by the  
thermometer or barometer and – in the case of the less civilized – by the  
phases of the moon, the flights of birds or the movement of the tides. A  
sunset, on the other hand, elevates them and combines in mysterious  
patterns the accidents of the wind, cold, heat or rain in which their physical  
beings have been buffeted. The operation of consciousness can also be read in  
these fluffy constellations. When the sky begins to brighten with the glow of  
sunset... the peasant pauses as he walks along the country path, the  
fisherman lets his boat float idly and the savage blinks, as he sits over his  
now paler fire. Remembering is one of man's greatest pleasures, but not in so 
far as memory operates literally, since few individuals would agree to relive  
the fatigue and sufferings that they nevertheless delight in recalling. Memory  
is life itself, but in a different quality. And so, it is when the sun declines  
toward the polished surface of calm water … man is eminently able to  
receive, in short-lived daydream, the revelation of those opaque forces, the  
mists and flashing lights that throughout the day he has dimly felt to be at  
war within himself.132

p
p

132 Lévi-Strauss, pp. 61-62
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