The Storm of ‘28 
(Re-printed with permission of the Palm Beach Post) 

The storm of 1928 was called San Felipe II. This hurricane caused massive devastation in the Caribbean but was the most destructive in Palm Beach County, especially around Lake Okeechobee. On September 13, 1928, this storm cut a path of destruction through the Caribbean, devastating Guadeloupe, St. Kitts, Montserrat, Puerto Rico, the Virgin Islands, and Nassau, Bahamas, before reaching the United States coastline. The SS Commack crew was the first to report the location of the storm by radio in the far eastern Atlantic near the Cape Verde islands. The hurricane's position was 17 degrees north, latitude and 48 degrees west, longitude. Puerto Rico received a direct hit from the storm, leaving at least 300 dead and many more dying from starvation and disease in the weeks that followed. In the end, over 1,575 people lost their lives in the Caribbean. 

Day of the Storm 
On September 16, 1928, the hurricane reached the Palm Beach County coastline at approximately 6 p.m. This was a Category 4 hurricane with a barometric pressure of 27.43 and a wind velocity estimated at between 150 and 160 miles per hour. The area most affected stretched from Pompano to Jupiter. It moved west to the Everglades, passing over Belle Glade, Pahokee, South Bay, and the southeast shore of Lake Okeechobee. Counties most affected by the storm were Palm Beach, Broward, Okeechobee, Martin, and Hendry. It cut a path of destruction through the state and affected more than 112,000 individuals. 

After passing Bartow, the storm began curving northward and northeastward, and then passed Jacksonville with diminished intensity at 1:00 a.m., September 18, 1928. The storm then left Florida and was tracked as far north as Parrs Sound, Canada. West Palm Beach reported 18.42 inches of rain during the week of the storm and over 10 inches fell as the storm passed through. 

It was reported that the eye of the hurricane produced a lull that lasted about 40 minutes and that the storm was moving at 14 miles per hour. This lull lasted for about 50 minutes in the eastern section of the lake, allowing the crest of Lake Okeechobee to reach an elevation of 26.3 feet. This area incurred a catastrophic loss of life resulting from a 15-foot storm surge. Between 2,500 – 3,000 people, many of them migrant workers, lost their lives during the storm and resulting flood. Storm waters in the South Bay section of the lake were driven ten feet above the lake level. Much of the devastation and loss of life was caused by Lake Okeechobee overrunning its banks and the dikes being washed away. 

On the day of the storm, around 2:00 p.m., many of the people around the lake had gotten word of the impending danger rapidly approaching them. In South Bay several men tried to drive the rugged roads around the lake to warn people to seek shelter. A group of women and children gathered on Huffman's Barge anchored on the lake. They all survived the storm. Thousands of other landowners, families, laborers and unknown victims did not. 

The Jupiter Lighthouse was positioned at the northern point of the storm path. Maritime vessels, cruise ships, and pleasure boats depended on the lighthouse to make landfall. The lighthouse keeper, Captain Seabrook, and his son refused to let the Lighthouse become dark
during the storm. Prior to the storm the light had been converted from oil burners to electricity. As the storm reached the coast, all power lines were downed, and the lighthouse auxiliary generator failed to work. Without electricity, the light's mantle had to be turned by hand. Captain Seabrook was sick; therefore his son Franklin worked the mantle. As a result, the light from the lighthouse shone through one of the county's most violent hurricanes. 

Pre-Visit Activity
21 
Preparation and Warning 
The Red Cross played a major role preparing for the storm and helping the state recover after the hurricane. They began their preparation by analyzing the hurricane of 1926. They attempted to comprehend the parts and sections of a hurricane along with the basic storm forecasting. Early hurricane forecasting relied primarily on short-wave communications from ships at sea. This was only reliable if a ship happened to be in the area of the storm. The Red Cross chapters also formed 10 subcommittees to deal with water, food, medical supplies, shelter, clothing, and transportation. Plans were made for emergency care, hospitalization centers, canteen centers, transportation of refugees, and movement of supplies and other necessities. 

Many efforts were made to warn people about the hurricane. Local folklore accounts state that Seminole Indians sensed that a storm was approaching. Some document that the Indians noticed the migration of sea birds, unusual blooming of the saw grass and the unnatural activity of the wildlife. The Seminoles tried to warn residents of the Everglades and Lake Okeechobee areas. Few took heed. Those that did leave the area with the Native Americans were spared. 

After the Storm 
The Red Cross volunteers in Palm Beach County used 93 cars to make an average of 553 trips per day to the affected areas around Lake Okeechobee. Fifty-one trucks made an average of 206 trips per day. Thirty-eight motorboats and four airplanes were also employed in this effort. The railroads provided free freight and express until the 28th of September. 

At 2 p.m., the storm had caused downed telephone wires that interrupted telephone communications. Amateur radio operators came to the rescue by providing communication services until telephone and telegraph lines were repaired. Florida's Governor Martin was not notified of the severity and impact of the storm in the Lake Okeechobee area for three days. He toured the area and observed the bodies of an African American widow and her eight children on the back porch of a house in Pahokee. He was also told about an old timer, C. L. Reddick, whose dead body had been guarded for five days by his dog. Due to the exhaustive nature of the rescue effort, the governor ordered additional replacements for rescue workers as well as requesting an increase in the number of sleeping cots, blankets, and clothing for both victims and workers. 

Conditions for the relief workers were unbearable. The horrific task of rounding up bodies that had for days been exposed to Florida's climate of sun and rain brought the strongest men to their knees. The authorities issued a "no work, no food" order. Military personnel made all able-bodied men join the work teams. Those who refused to work were jailed, and some were even shot. The work was gruesome, as some bodies were beyond recognition and some had appendages dangling from the bodies. After the first few days, African American, Bahamian, and Caucasian bodies were indistinguishable, and the stench of decomposing bodies was almost unbearable. After the first two weeks, bodies were soaked with fuel oil and cremated, some singly and some in groups of a dozen or more. The majority of the Caucasian bodies were identified and buried at Woodlawn cemetery in West Palm Beach, while the bodies of African Americans and Bahamians were laid in a mass gravesite at 25th Street and Tamarind Avenue in West Palm Beach, Florida. These decomposed bodies were dumped into the ground, one on top of the other, with the addition of lime. This mass gravesite, the final resting place for 674 black victims, remained unmarked and un-kept until 2004. 

Men of all races worked together to locate survivors. The work was grueling with little or no relief in sight. Insects and wild animals, such as snakes and alligators, made the work even more difficult. The first relief efforts began along the coast followed by efforts along Lake 

Okeechobee and the Glades areas. Many of the people who managed to survive the hurricane in those areas had been swept for miles into the saw grass and were forced to walk or wade back to whatever recognizable roadway they could find. Many were very weak and/or injured while others perished as they wandered aimlessly through the Everglades. 

The Hurricane of 1928, San Felipe II, was the second largest natural disaster to occur in the United States. It is important to learn the history of these natural phenomena, and it is imperative that we prepare for these natural disasters before they occur. Hurricane preparation means hurricane survival.
