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Provocation No. 239 
A Year -for A11 an t i c Ocean Hur r i c an es

The official hurricane season for the Atlantic Ocean ended on 
the last day of November. This year it finished up with a bang, 
with a destructive late November storm that just missed reaching the 
hurricane category. My friend and colleague. Dr. William M. Gray of 
Colorado State University, is a world renowned expert scientist on 
these giant tropical storms. Last August 6th I reported in 
Provocations No. 221 that Gray had forecast, before the start of the 
season, that it would be a potent one. He was right on target.

Bill Gray has been studying Atlantic hurricanes of the past 
forty years seeking clues to their cause that would help in their 
forecasting. He has succeeded in finding provocative signs in the 
world's weather patterns that allow him to foresee the probable 
severity of a season of these tropical storms. Based on the 
analysis of four main 1arge scale atmospheric factors, he prophesied 
that this year would bring about seven officially designated 
“hurricanes" and four more storms that did not quite reach the 
official designation, but still were strong enough to be specified 
as "named tropical cyclones."

He also predicted that the number of days with hurricane force 
winds in the cyclones would be up, compared to the last IS years, 
and that the intensity of the storms would be greater, resulting in 
more devastation. He hit on almost all counts.

There were five hurricanes, 26 days with hurricane intensity, 
and 11 "named storms." Though the five hurricanes were smal1er in 
number that the predicted seven, they were long lived and strong. 
Hurricane Gilbert was the most intense Atlantic hurricane ever 
measured. It inflicted horrible damage in Jamaica and Mexico, as 
the papers reported. Hurricanes Helene and Joan were also very 
intense. Not since 1961 have there been three hurricanes with the 
combined force of these. By Gray's criterion of "hurricane 
destruction potential (HDP)" 1988 was the second most severe since 
1969. The predicted season's HDP was 75. The actual was even 
higher, at 79. The preceding five year's HDP values were only 18.

The 1988 hurricane season started slowly, and intensified 
greatly in the second half. The early part of the season had strong 
mid-level winds from the East in the south sector of the Caribbean 
Basin, and these winds inhibited hurricanes. Once these relaxed 
after August-end, the hurricanes came on strong. Gray speculates 
that the trend this year towards more vigorous, 1ower-1atitude 
tropical storms may presage a return to the more active Atlantic 
hurricane years of the 1947-69, when the hurricane destruction 
potential was more than twice as great as in the 1970-1987 period.
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For my own part, I also speculate whether the global greenhouse 
warming that appears to emerging -from the random fluctuation of past 
world climates may not also presage more intense hurricanes for the 
future. I say this because one of the main driving forces for 
hurricane growth is the presence of a warm sea surface below the 
nascent tropical cyclone. But whether or not this comes about, it 
is clear that William Gray's May 19SS hurricane forecast, issued 
before the start of the season, has proven basically correct.
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