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Written by Suzannah Smﬂh_.ﬁ@:@% *

Everyone who went through ;"HIIS astory—
a memory as dramatic and unforgettable as the stor itself. Hugo
left us with boats on land, houses in watet, mtdﬁshr in pffnfgs
where fish aren’t supposed to be, People heard roaring winds that
.smunf_cd like freight trains and watched rising waters jifcmr cars
and buildings like rubber ducks in a tub. For some, these images are
as indelible today as they were 25 years ago when Hugo slanimed
into Charleston on the night of September 21, 1989.
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o off Africs near the Cape Verde

wsfands] Hupd Brst hic (he Carll
Pean s a (el Nedped force fivy
hurricano with winds close 1o 1N
rples 11 then aittied atrbght for Chirléston,
Fhe sheer stee af the storm wvis enotih 1o pu
terrorin our hearts; Hugo wan Tiuge, At some
250 mies 10 Gircomlenence with o #0-mile-
Wide eye, the storm wis as big as the state of
aoth Carolina
Evian ||I|:r||._!_'|; Hu_-_\l_.- weankened 10 g0 Cat
epory Four efire It made landfall, 11 Blassd

the Lowcountry with such destructive force

that residints diweke (he' fekd Iirming looa
landscape thut resalled | Hiroshims Engire
netghboihogds were gone: Tt Tonked ke we
imd Breen' kit by o Bomb, Lid be iad —ane of
extreme whnd and (dal surge Hugos wind
speed was officially measured w137 mphi,
when Hie National Wedthey Service Hauge
Broke, Shrimpers who rode oiit the stopm B
thetr boats speak of measueing gists in (e
160 to T80 mph rang Additionully, Hugn's
watefs wreaked havaoe, I;'1In|1|11:__| the Charles:
ton periisals and completely covering the
barvier istands: In the :.JE'F'II“P Yillige of

MoCletlanyille, the storm SUTER Was mearly
20r feet-high

Flurricane Huko leltiiy stnned, noa state
ik shork and awe Some 56,000 people win
hioeneless: thiir Neuses either gand or in sy
disrepiir ) they wore unlivable: Tliere was
no electricity, Water wasundrenkalie, Sewor
systems wiere down, Incredibly, (he ely
phones worked—sometimes. In less than 12
s, Hugo fizd teansformed oo heanig il
lIiIIh|'.JLi Loswcounlry into a wir-oem, thisd
worlid eountey. I would take alinost

vears T rebild
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* “Ifyou have not evacuated yet, dont't try. It too late. The storm is almost on
- us. Get to high ground if you can. And may God bless your soul” —Charlie Fal
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ROB FOWLER'
TVQ Action|Weather
Ayt 'R

Live 5 weatherman the late Charle Fall (af
left) and news anchor Bill Sharpe continued

Many businesses and residenis prepared by (Above) during a press reporting ﬁ-o:n the;r ;owntown studio ;mnl
Channel 2 meteorologist boarding up properties (top center and left), conference the night before manﬂa:gemzn f?rce A et to emig:&l-n
" Rob Fowle: gave hourly somelimes spray-pamting messages to the Hugo landed, Charleston ;zeca dmgt at tirme, ar‘pe says, “Charlie was
* updates on the progress hurricane (Above) Beth and Joe Kolb of County Council char : r.ea ?ng v—vhat was cc.mjung', and you could h?ar
" of the storm, including Sullivan’s Island packing to evacuate Linda Lombard (pictured it in his voice and see it in his facel. B“f by sharing
this report the afternoon at center)—who conting- these fears, he may have saved lives
of Thursday, September ously repeated the directive
. 21,1989, just hours | - "Leave! Leave now!”—

before Hugo made
- landfall. Fowler described
hurricane-force winds
. extending 140 miles out’
from: the center

informed residents that
Charleston County was
under a state of emergency
and that Hugo would
arrive earlier than first
predicted Mayor Riley

On Thursday at noon, Isle of Palms mayor, the late
Carmen Bunch (left) reporied that 75 percent of the
island had been evacuated. “We might find one or iwe

, ) - that have refused to leave, she told News 2, “We're
?;::::il{zl;)gr:;j; Jhing taking down their names and those of their next of kin and
, letting them know that we warned them to get off. If they
g as a result of this storm , .
“Hugo never wavered. The storm was locked and loaded with Charleston iy i et oaler e carying et nd
E . . 2 as ev erienced.,..iake WE g oree gt
in ithights This was disastrous for places like McClellanville in the storm’s o kot
. » opportunity to evacuate.”
northeast quadrant, which takes the full brunt of the storm. pportunity to evacuate

——Rob Fowler, Channel 2 meteorologist

: B okeytowetch the stornds pulled from its roots; the startling shotgun | | wall. Icheck,ed the barometer. It register.ed 28.1, the .mtensﬁy of Hugo, . - Riley, Jr. had ridd e.n Ol.lt'hurrica.nes before. He .
g Experlen‘e e ch. First came  POW! of & snapping limb that would then : . the lowest Id ever seen. The needie pointed to Since then, tempests Iike Hurricane Andrew,  was here for Gracie, which had peak winds of
. . First ¢ ! N : | - -
T s T v e S Po‘fr d =t th ) p(:.; t]I that  fly wild and slam savagely into the side of the z | 2 the word “hurricane” Hugo had arived. Katrina, and, most recently, Superstorm Sandy 125 mph. “We had been watching Hugo since
- . . ) - . . -
Thursday, September 21, T was battened down  driving ra:ln ::.)n S;ler win d t:;sl:;;i ck: house; the fingernails-on-blackboard screech ailll o> it el o e = k= b g
! ) , U wiy i
Mbpilabapatens evSLiI 8113 :’ivays Znarlf, thg ight was  of a neighbor’s tin roof being curled back and ol o Get Out Now!!! when it comes to understanding the destruc- Gracie. This was a Carmille”
il . : l |
e e it s N, | 1Y lea f tle1 mg d  ripped from the rafters 5 B We Lowcountry folks had gone through  tive power of hurricanes. Byt in 1989, it had As powerful a Category Five storm as nature
. q I an: . uall o . . |
e e o s AL L esljlmar " dun i wild Finally, as Hugo closed in, the decibel level = I hurricanes before. There had been Hurricane  been 20 years since the United States had  can create, Hurricane Camille hit the Culf
| ; - | i ‘ ’ i Ll o™ a . .
e s o S hghm;ng(: | COHStTJm’I; m?matih aISkY' rose into one continuous scream—a ceaseless 3§ e Hazel in 1954 and Gracie in 59, We grew up  experienced a major hurricane and 30 since  Coast in 1969. Camille’s winds and 24-foot
i i . Twi nous AE §
P ds raCL;g 1{ wm: 5 s;‘;’m ? llilml high-pitched whine fused with the thunder- | e knowing the importance of having boxes of  Charleston had been visited by Gracie. Such  storm surge obliterated entire communities,
oot g o o, Lo TR 1 of 100 freight trains. The barometric Sé 5 candles, Sterno, canned food, water, and  a long lull between slorms often breeds a vaporizing beachfront apartment complexes p
d myself a Once it became too dangerous to ven-  ous grow | 3 ‘ . ' | 1 = 2 |
copper with tinges of green. I poured my: . dropped, and the cats began to howl, = | extra flashlight batteries on hand. Yet nothing  sense of complacency, and high-rise hotels and Kiling 256 -
d took what  ture out, I measured the storms ferocity by  pressure dropp = & ‘ I - . " . l
Scotch, fed the dogs and cats, an . anicked it tried to claw its way up the 9 =o 1n our experience prepared us for a storm with arleston-born and -bred Mayo Joseph P e o o Sied bocause 2% peope i
s for a long time. sounds—the sickening moan of a tree being  onesop i
would be the last warm shower for ; F
eherleiccnmey. tom Tamiemier G0 /105
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The men ended up crawling
on their bellies, barely
sheltered by the two-foot-
high wall bordering the

roof, until they reached the
higher cafeteria roof, where
they laid down amidst some
pipes. At one point, Austin
says that he saw an entire
brick house float by, carried
by the swirling waters of the
surge, “We could hear the
screams of the people below
us,” he says. “We were sure
that if we were lucky enough
to live through the night,
wed find 600 dead bodies in
the cafeteria, drowned.”
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As Hugo closed in, the decibel level rose into one
confinuous scream—a ceaseless high-pitched whine
Jused with the thunderous growl of 100 freight trains
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Every! ﬂd)f was hugging, grinning, even laughing.... We
were standing in waist-deep water, but we had survived”
—Jennings Austin, then principal of Lincoln High School
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People formed long ltnes at avea stores (ab_ave and below) i hopes
of getting the basic necesstires and perhaps, 1f hucky, a generator. Others
quieued up at the American Red Cross, which provided meals tn
numerous shelters and on mobnle feeding routes for 30_days (right)

the incessant, clattering racket of emergency
helicopters. Neighborhoods tock on a circus-
like appearance, with almost every other roof
wreathed in garish blue plastic covering a
gaping hole or missing shingles taken by the
wind. Streets became canyons framed by seven-
foot walls of debris.

On the Isle of Palms, a giant burn area was
created in the location of the current county
park to get rid of the refuse on the two islands,
For months, a huge, towering inferno of burning
trash was tended constantly as dump trucks

116 / cliz [2si- -

rolled in, feeding the flames with pieces and
parts of what had been our houses, gardens,
trees—our lives. “It looked surreal” recalls
Thompson, the Goat Island resident whose
home was deposited 30 feet from its foundation.
“Like something out of Hades. Fires constantly
going, big and small, and against the glowing
embers you could sce the people who tended
the fires moving like shadows. It looked like
Plato’s cave against a fiery hell”

Attempts at looting and price gouging were
swiflly quashed. When out-of-town carpet-

{Above) News 2 reported
that more than 100 looters
were artested in Charles-
ton and neighboring
cotnties the week after
the storm. Dawn-to-dusk
curfews and martial law
enforced by the National
Guard, SLED, State High-
way Patrol, and the police
kept looting in check.

The following months were ones of never-
ending cleanup, executed to the rasping
whines of chain saws and a sky filled
with the incessant, clattering racket of
emergency helicopters.

baggers tried selling ice and bottled water for
$10 a pop. they were stopped cold by Mayor
Riley who made it abundantly clear: “We will
NOT tolerate gouging”

Despite efforts to stay positive and work
toward a common good, Hugo undeniably
took a toll on the psyche. Anxiety and tensions
were high. Issues with insurance companies
abounded, not only raising tempers but causing
maddening delays in rebuilding. Just living
amidst seemingly endless piles of debris was
soul-crushing.

(Right top to bottom) With
no power, gas staiion pumps
couldn’t work, and locals were
dusperate for fuel When word
spread that one station in
North Charleston was getting
generators from Savannah,
cars lined up for hours, “fust
Irying to get some gas,” said
onte woman to News 2. “I lost
ty kome. 1 lost everything™
Everyone was in need. (Right
center) This mother pleaded
Jor diapers for her baby on the
news. On Vanderhorst Street,
Just the facade of an office
building was Jeft

Then: The National Weather Service (N

: "HUGO 2 Years Loga:

hnolog

.. | =

WS} used a netsork pf Wit
57 and W3R-74 radars— Weather Surverilance Radars—dzoigred 1a
1957 and 74 respectively. They offered reflectivity data bui rothimg i
regards to wind speeds

Shecwars NWS uses a network of Dappler radars —WSR-8813, or Weathe:
Survellanie Radgrs designed 1 1988 with Doppler—which can provide.

“With no power for so long, it became a
very depressing thing to live through, that
recovery, recalls Channel Five news anchor
Bill Sharpe, who was on the air almost non-
stop before and after Hugo hit. “It affected us
emotionally and physically. Our bodies hurt
from working so hard to get things cleaned
up. But it took an emotional toll as well.
You saw it everywhere, Tempers flaring over
minor things; arguments over nothing. But I
know that my trying to help others through
the information our station was providing on

air helped me get through it. And I think that
feeling of people helping others was Dervasive
throughout the whole Lowcountry”

Next Time?

Shortly after Hugo, a friend of mine foolishly
stated with grand authority, “Hugo was the
storm of the century. We won't see another
like it for 100 years” If that were only true.
There have been times when the Lowcountry
has had 2s many as three hurricane strikes in a
single year. Historically, we're Just as likely to go

data on precipitation as weil as wing speed and direction,

through periods with years-long gaps between
storms. As Rob Fowler says, “The question isn't
if but when the next storm will hit us” There
will always be another hurricane.

Are we prepared? Since Hugo—very much
because of Hugo—building codes are more strin-
gent than before. Also, the science of hurricane
prediction is so highly sophisticated today that
computer models can sometimes accurately pre-
dict the direction of a storm weeks before it makes
landfall. “Tts not perfect” says Fowler. “Tt is never
going to be. But the models continually amaze

SrprERr M4 /17




A truck convoy bearing clothes, food, dry ice, _
and more pulled into McClellanville (top). The
volume of supplies flooding into the Lowcountry
was overwhelming. The Army was called in to
assist, and more than 200 soldiers-helped brgamzze
items fo be shipped to rural areas. A California-
based software company set up a computer data-
base (above} to betier connect needs and supplies
so that nothing would be wasted. Mayor Riley
rallied for recovery, including ar a concert (right)
to bring the community together. His T-shirt
reads, “Charleston, SC: We're going strong”
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Anxiety and tensions were high. Issues v}»il.‘h
insurance companies abounded.... ]ust. living
amidst seemingly endless piles of debris was
soul-crushing.

West Ashloy

A NOAA inundation map
shows what the storm surge
over the peninsula and sur- o
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As Don Thompson's home on Goat Iland was set back onto fts
foundation (above), the telephone rang. Like many other residents
who went through fhe storm, Thompson has maintained a land line
and kept his “Hugo phone” {; top)—just in case.

Two weeks after Hugo, Oprah Winfrey broadcast her popular day-  (Top) Frusirated with the Jederal
time show from the King Sireet Palace theater, raising $1 million

governments slow aid response— it
in funds and national awareness.

took the Federal Fmnergency Manage-
tent Agency (FEMA) a full week to
open its first disaster center in South
Carolina-—Senator Fritz Hollings called
FEMA “the sorriest bunch of bureaucratic
Jjackasses I've ever worked with in my
life” on the Senate floor. He lnter called
for a federal investigation of the agency.
(Left) SCEeG reported that more

than 75 percent of their systems were
destroyed. Electrical crews—some 2,500
workers—from across the South arrived
to help, working 16 hour days, seven
days a week to restore power.

"I know that my trying to help others... on air helped

me with their precision. 'They give us weather
casters a lot more confidence that what we are
telling people is accurate”

When asked if they would stay the next time
a major storm threatens, everyone interviewed
for this article answered with an emphatic
“No!” They would not only evacuate, but
evacuate carly. Yet Fowler brings up an interest-
ing point: what percent of current Lowcountry
residents experienced Hugo? “When [ speak to
groups, I ask for a show of hands to see how
many went through Hugo. In the years right
after the storm, at least two-thirds raised their

me get through it... that feeling of people helping others
was pervasive throughout the Lowcountry.”

—Bill Sharpe, Live 5 News anchor

hands. That number now is down to aboutone-  mushroomed in places where only farms and

third,” he says. “A lot of these people are new to
the Lowcountry. They have never experienced
anything like a hurricane before. Some weren't
even born when Hugo came through?
Looking at the tall stands of trees, beautifui
homes, and sweeping views of the Lowcountry
today, it is almost impossible to believe that
25 years ago these same vistas were scenes
of utter destruction, Yet nature rebuilds;
trees grow back. In large measure because of
Hugo insurance money, Charleston came out
gleaming with revitalized glory. Communities

forests had been before. All seems secure and

safe—an enviable place to call home.

And indeed it is—just don’t let down your
guard during the months of June through
November. Some day the winds will blow
again, and the tides will rise, Heed the warnings.
Keep those flashlight batteries on the ready.
And if the authorities say “evacuate” get the
hell out of town.

Misrs on Huge: L]
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