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The record early snowstorm of October 10, 1979--
Washington's earliest measurable snowfall occurred on October 10, 1979.  
National Airport reported only 0.3 inches of snow; however, much heavier snow fell to the West of Washington 
causing significant tree damage in the mountains of Virginia. 
 The tree damage was especially severe because the trees had not yet lost their leaves, allowing huge amounts of snow 
to accumulate on the branches. 
 The storm began on October 9th when a low- pressure area moved east through New York state and Massachusetts. 
 Washington was in the warm sector of the storm and temperatures topped out in the low '70's before the trailing cold 
front swept through during the late afternoon. 
During the nighttime hours, unseasonably cold air surged down the East Coast.  As cold air invaded the D.C. area, a 
second storm center took shape over the Carolinas. 
 A chilly rain broke out that evening and continued all night. By midnight, the temperature had fallen to 50 degrees F.  
The relentless drop of the Mercury continued during the pre-dawn hours and many people in the northern and western 
suburbs awoke to see snow falling.
 During the early morning a burst of 1 - 3 inches of snow fell in central and northern Montgomery County and a 
coating of snow accumulated in Fairfax and lower Montgomery County. 
 The precipitation tapers off for all in all sections between 7 and 9 A.M. but by 10:00 A.M. in New band of heavy 
snow broke out this time centering its fury on the southern half of the metropolitan area. 
Huge snowflakes were accompanied by lightning and thunder.  By noon, the worst was over and the snow it tapered 
off.  
During the second burst when the 3 inches of snow fell in the central and southern parts of the region.  A snowfall 
maximum of 3.0 inches was centered in Fairfax County.  
  Aside from the October 10, 1979 storm, there have been only two measurable October snows on record.  
Those took place October 19, 1940 and October 30, 1925.  (p. 86-87 Washington Weather Book 2002 by Ambrose, 
Henry, Weiss)
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Part III, The Snowstorm of October 10, 1979. 
 

 
The October 10, 1979 snowstorm will be know as the earliest significant October snowfall 

for the Mid-Atlantic region of the 20
th

 Century.  

 
The snowfall of 1925 occurred on the 29th-30th of October, the snowfall of 1940 occurred on the 19th 

of October. Even this last October snowstorm of 2011 occurred on the 29th. Most October snowfalls 

have occurred during the middle or end of the month. Since average air and ground temperatures 

are warmer during the beginning on October, it’s harder for snow to occur during this time. This 

doesn’t mean snow can’t occur. It just means that it’s going to be rarer.  
 

Before the October 2009 snowfall here at Manchester 1SW, Md., there had not been any measurable 

October snowfall in this area since October 10, 1979 when a record 3.5" snow fell at Finksburg 2NW at 
my parent’s house.  

 
 

 

 
 

 
 



 
Figure 1  October 10, 1979 snowstorm at Finksburg 2NW, Md. There was a snowfall of 3.5 inches. 

 

 



 
Figure 2 Photos showing remaining snowcover at 4:45pm in the afternoon of October 10, 1979 at Finksburg 2NW, Md. 

 

 

 
 



 
Figure 3 Snowfall Map of Maryland for the Oct. 10, 1979 Snowstorm. 

Data provided by NOAA, NCDC and the Metro Climate Review. 

Map done by Herb Close, Jr. 

Note that even Salisbury and Patuxent NAS in southern Maryland had a trace of snow during this storm. 

Two to five inches snow fell in central and north central Maryland. Damascus, Maryland had five inches of 

snowfall. In the mountains to the west, up to a foot of snow fell with many trees and power lines down in 
parts of West Virginia, Virginia and Maryland. Even in areas east of the mountains there were some down 

trees and power lines. 
 

 

That record of 3.5” snow at Finksburg 2NW still holds because only 2.0" snow fell during the October 
2011 snowstorm. Plus this snowfall came much later in the month. Much of their snow melted as it fell in 

this last October snowstorm and they live just ten miles south of my house. The elevation at my parent's 
house is 660 ft. 

Ray Muller in Reisterstown about 6 miles SE of my parents house reported 3.6” snowfall on Oct. 29, 2011 
but his elevation is alittle higher than my parents location. That would explain his higher snowfall 

amount.  

 
Because temperatures stayed above freezing at lower elevations and locations to the south and east, this 

2011 storm was not the biggest October snowstorm for those locations. For some, the October 10, 1979 
storm is still the record snowstorm.  



 

 
 

 
 

 

 
Figure 4 Metro Climate Review, page 9, October 10, 1979 snowfall amounts in the Washington, D.C. area. 

 

 

 
 

 
 



 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
Figure 5 Metro Climate Review, Oct 10, 1979. Provided by Lowell L. Koontz. 

This information from the Metro Climate Review was provided to me by Caroline at the NOAA Central 

Library, Kevin Shaw of ACON, and Lowell L. Koontz. Thanks to all of you for your help on my research 

project. 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 



 
Figure 6 Front page of The Evening Sun at Hanover, Pa on October 10, 1979. 

 

 

 
 

 



 
Figure 7 Carroll County Times. October 12, 1979. 

 

 

 



 
Figure 8 Carroll County Times. October 11, 1979. 

 



 

Figure 9 Carroll County Times. October 11, 1979. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Figure 10 Carroll County Times. Oct. 10, 1979. 

 



 

Figure 14 The October 1979 issue of STORM DATA from the NCDC, Asheville, N.C. Data for Maryland & D.C. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Figure 15 The October 1979 issue of STORM DATA from the NCDC in Asheville, N.C. Data for Pennsylvania. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Figure 16 The October 1979 issue of STORM DATA from Asheville, N.C. Data for New York state. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Figure 17 The Daily Weather Map for October 10, 1079.     This daily weather map was provided by David Lesher. 

NOAA, EDS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Figure 18 The Daily Weather Map for October 10, 1979. This map is provided by David Lesher. 
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A report by Matt Daniel of earthsky.org 

“Unprecedented snowfall hits New England late October 2011”. 

 http://earthsky.org/earth/unprecedented-snowfall-hits-new-england-late-october-2011 

 

Figure 5 GOES Satellite Photo from NOAA 

Figure 6 Water vapor image from NOAA GOES Satellite photo 

“ Review of Snow-tober 2011” by NOAA, NWS in Taunton, Massachusetts. 

 
Figure 7 NOAA, NWS  U.S. Map of watches and Warnings. 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/capital-weather-gang/post/historic-october-

northeast-storm-epic-incredible-downright-ridiculous/2011/10/31/gIQApy7LZM_blog.html 

 

Figure 8  Visible GOES Satellite photo 
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For further reading on October snowstorms including the historic snowstorm of October 

29, 2011 check out the web sites from Google and the World Wide Web. There are many 

great reports out there including the web sites of the above credits. Check them out! 

 



In the months ahead, I hope to do a follow up report on early snowstorms focusing on 

storms from the 1800s back. I’ve been continuing my research in old diaries, garden books, 

journals, weather history books including those by David M. Ludlum. I was hoping to 

include that information in this report. However this report was quickly becoming too 

large and this report was taking much longer to finish than I thought it would. I will have 

to do a second report. There are a number of very interesting October storms that hit the 

northeast United States in the past. I would like to share those with you. 

Until then, take care and Happy Holidays! 

 

Herbert Close, Jr. 

 

 



1979-02-17 1979-02-20 The President's Day Storm I 

 

This storm shutdown Washington DC, Baltimore, Philadelphia and 
New York City with over a foot of snow. Heavy snow blanketed 
the mid-Atlantic from North Carolina to southern New York. 
Dover, DE reported 25 inches and Baltimore, MD received 20 
inches. Washington D.C. wasn't far behind with almost 19 inches 
and even Richmond, VA reported 11 inches of snow. This storm 
registered as a Cat 4 for the Southeast Region and a Cat 1 in the 
Northeast and Ohio Valley Regions. (Kocin and Uccellini) 
 



January 20-21, 1979: Up to an inch of solid ice was reported over sections of Southwest Virginia. 

Numerous trees and power lines came down causing extended power outages. Some localities were still 

without power a week after the storm. Pittsylvania County reported $1 million in damage to trees. 

Utility damages were in the millions. Damage also occurred to homes and vehicles from trees falling on 

them. 

 

 February 18-19, 1979: "The Presidents Day Storm" was considered the worst storm in 57 years to strike 

Northern Virginia. Snow depths from the storm ranged from 6 to 8 inches southwest and southeast, 8 to 

14 inches in the piedmont from south-central Virginia through central Virginia (Richmond reported 11 

inches), and up to 20 inches over Northern Virginia. At times, snow was falling 2 to 3 inches per hour 

and temperatures were in the single digits to teens. Huge tractors and other farm machinery had been 

driven to the Mall in Washington, D.C. to protest for higher agricultural pricing. When the storm hit, the 

farmers used their equipment to help locals dig out of nearly two feet. Four deaths were attributed to 

heart attacks from stress due to overexertion during and after the storm, and 18 injuries occurred from 

falls on ice. Temperatures across the state were very cold (single digits in the north) when the snow 

began making the storm similar to the February 1899 storm. Even Norfolk got 7 inches before changing 

to rain and recorded nearly 13 inches of snow for the month. 
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catch up with the rapidly increasing accumula
tions. By the morning of February 19, the fore
cast totals matched the actual snowfall amounts, 
but by that time the storm was winding"doWTI. 
National Airport received 18.7 inches of snow and 
~Airport received 16.3 inches of snow. 

Washington was paralyzed by the snowstorm. 
Coincidentally, U.S. farmers were in D.C. protest
ing for higher wages. They used their tractors to 
help city officials with snow removal. They also 
pulled cars out of snowbanks, cleared entrances 
to hospitals and fire departments and plowed 
parking lots. Farmers expanded their efforts to 
the suburbs and even deliv
ered medication to snow
bound individuals. 

Soon after the storm, 
temperatures moderated and 
the snow began to slowly melt. 
However, many school sys
tems remained closed the en
tire week. 

air was invading the D.C. area, a second storm 
center took shape over the Carolinas. A chilly rain 
broke out that evening and continued all night. 
By midnight, the temperature had fallen to 50°F. 
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burst of 1-3 inches of snow fell in central and 
northern Montgomery County and a coating Qf 
snow accumulated in Fairfax and lower Montgol1}5 
erycounty. 
' The precipitation tapered off for a while in 



 





Hurricane Frederic - September 12, 1979 
Weather.gov > Mobile/Pensacola > Hurricane Frederic - September 12, 1979  

Hurricane Frederic 

September 12, 1979 

 

Frederic formed on August 29 as a tropical depression over the far  

eastern Atlantic and became a hurricane on September 10 over the 
Gulf of Mexico. 
 
Hurricane Frederic strengthened to a Category 4 hurricane over the 
central Gulf of Mexico with maximum sustained winds near 132 mph. 
 

On Wednesday, September 12, 1979 at 5am, the NWS issued 
Hurricane Warnings from Panama City, FL to Grand Isle, LA. Frederic 
continued to strengthen with highest winds estimated at 130mph and 
central pressure of 28.05 inches of mercury. Frederic continued 
moving northwest with a slightly increased forward speed at 12mph 
located about 220 miles south of the Alabama Coast. Hurricane 
Frederic was expected to produce a storm surge of 10-15 feet above 
normal in the area where the center made landfall. 
 

By 11am on September 12, Frederic was located 175 miles south 

http://www.weather.gov/
http://www.weather.gov/mob
https://www.weather.gov/images/mob/events/frederic/fredericsat.jpeg


of Pensacola moving north-northwest at 12-15 mph. The diameter of 
the hurricane eye was reported to be about 10 miles. Reports from hurricane hunter 
reconnaissance aircraft and coastal weather radar networks indicated the eye of 
Frederic would cross the coast between Gulfport, MS and Pensacola, FL. Evacuation of 
the Gulf Coast was nearing completion at that time. 
 

By 5pm on September 12, the center of Hurricane Frederic was about 80 miles south of 
Gulf Shores, AL moving north at 15 mph. 

 

 

 

https://www.weather.gov/images/mob/events/frederic/FredericIR2.jpg


    

 

  

Conditions began to rapidly deteriorate during the afternoon of September 12 as 
Frederic approached the Alabama Gulf Coast. Hurricane Frederic approached the coast 
with a forward speed of 15mph. The eye of the Frederic measured 50 miles in diameter 
east to west and 40 miles north to south. In the opinion of some weather forecasters at 
the time, Frederic had the largest storm center they had ever recorded. 

https://www.weather.gov/images/mob/events/frederic/FredericIR1.jpg


 
 Photo courtesy of NOAA, Office for Coastal Management, DigitalCoast 

 

Shortly before 10pm on September 12, the northern eyewall of Frederic move ashore 
on Dauphin Island, AL. As the eye moved inland, it decreased in size to about 15 miles 
in diameter. The storm center crossed over the western end of Dauphin Island at 10pm. 
An automated wind gust recorder (located at the top of the Dauphin Island Bridge), 
recorded a peak wind gust of 145mph around 940pm. At landfall, Frederic was as 
strong Category 3 on the Saffir-Simpson Hurricane Intensity Scale, raking the Mobile 

https://coast.noaa.gov/hurricanes/#/search/name/FREDERIC%201979
https://www.weather.gov/images/mob/events/frederic/track.png


Bay area with winds gusting from 100-145 mph for several hours on the evening of 
September 12 through the early morning of September 13. Hurricane wind gusts were 
experienced as far inland as Choctaw County, AL during the early morning hours of 
September 13. 
  

     

 

 

The damage cost from Frederic was $2.3 billion. Five deaths were directly attributable 
to the storm. A storm surge of 12-15 feet on the Gulf beaches and 8-10 feet in northern 
Mobile Bay destroyed numerous coastal buildings. Storm surge damage was 
documented for 80 miles along the coast. 

https://www.weather.gov/images/mob/events/frederic/GulfShoresDamage.jpg
https://www.weather.gov/images/mob/events/frederic/StormSurgeFrederic.jpg


 

 

 

The winds from Hurricane Frederic damaged or destroyed many homes and 
businesses. Many homes and businesses well inland suffered severe damage when 
large pine trees fell onto them or the roof structures failed. Along with peak wind gusts 
of 145mph at the Dauphin Island Bridge, wind gusts of 97mph from the east were 
recorded at Mobile Regional Airport at 1107pm. At midnight, Mobile County Civil 
Defense also reported measured wind gusts at 97mph, along with massive damage in 
Mobile and surrounding areas. At midnight, wind gusts from the north at 98mph were 
reported by Biloxi Civil Defense with north winds gusting to 127mph at Ingalls 
Shipbuilding in Pascagoula, MS. 

https://www.weather.gov/images/mob/events/frederic/frederickoverwash.jpg


 

 

 

At 2am on Thursday, September 13, the NWS issued an intermediate advisory reporting 

https://www.weather.gov/images/mob/events/frederic/FujitaFredericAnalysis1.png


the center of Hurricane Frederic had passed just west of Mobile and the hurricane force 
winds began to slowly subside in the Mobile area as Frederic continued to move north 
along the Alabama/Mississippi border. Extensive reports of damage in the Mobile 
metropolitan area were beginning to come in to the NWS. After moving inland from the 
coast, the hurricane moved north and then northeast, increasing its forward speed to 
23mph. It did not lose hurricane intensity until it was in the vicinity of Meridian, MS at 
about 7am! 
 

By 8am on September 13, Frederic was downgraded to a tropical storm. Frederic 
maintained that intensity as it moved north through Mississippi, crossing back into 
Alabama west of Tuscaloosa. Late that afternoon, Frederic was further downgraded to a 
tropical depression as it moved north through Alabama. 
  

     

 

https://www.weather.gov/images/mob/events/frederic/MobileRoofDamage.jpg
https://www.weather.gov/images/mob/events/frederic/longleafpinedamage.jpg


 

Numerous large swaths of significant wind damage were documented in the days 
immediately following the landfall of Frederic. Fallen trees were a significant impact to 
residents, bringing down thousands of power lines and blocking roads for several days. 
Some areas of Mobile County experienced electric power outages for 5 weeks. 

 

 

 

Frederic moved north along the Alabama/Mississippi border dropping 3-11 inches of 

https://www.weather.gov/images/mob/events/frederic/rainfall.gif


rain along its path. The highest rainfall total of 11 inches was reported in Pascagoula, 
MS. 

 

 
      Microbaragraph trace from Dauphin Island Sea Lab (NOAA) 

 
  

The lowest barometric pressure recorded in Frederic by NOAA Hurricane Hunter 
reconnaissance aircraft was 943mb (27.85 inches of mercury). Mobile Regional Airport 
set an all-time recorded low barometric pressure at 1040pm on September 12 of 28.38 
inches of mercury. Dauphin Island Sea Lab reported a minimum pressure of 943mb 
(27.85 inches of mercury). 
 
Over 500,000 people evacuated from the Central Gulf Coast Region ahead of 
Hurricane Frederic - the largest evacuation along the Gulf Coast up to that time. 
Frederic was the first hurricane to directly strike Mobile since 1932. Before 
Frederic, the last hurricane with Category 3 winds to directly strike the Alabama Gulf 
Coast occurred in 1916. There was also the 1926 “Great Miami” Hurricane that 
weakened to a Category 2 storm as it passed over Fort Morgan and Dauphin Island, AL. 

  

http://www.nhc.noaa.gov/HAW2/english/history.shtml#miami26
https://www.weather.gov/images/mob/events/frederic/DauphinIsPresTrace.jpg






OCTOBER 2011: Subnormal Temperatures in 
Washington; Severe Weather in Northern Virginia;  

First Winter Storm Impacts Region

PREcipitation Summary and Temperature Observations
For the Washington, DC and Baltimore, MD Area

Andrew Horvitz, Melody Magnus, NWS Office of Climate, Water & Weather Services 
Contact: Andy.Horvitz@noaa.gov, PRESTO online at: http://www.weather.gov/os/presto/

October Highlights

PRESTO

 ¿ First month with subnormal average monthyly temperature since March at DCA, since January at IAD
 ¿  Ninth consecutive month with above normal temperatures at BWI
 ¿  Anomalously cold first 3 days of month with highs mainly in the 50s across the area; DCA, 52oF on 2nd, 

53oF on 3rd, equals coldest maximum readings on record; 51oF at BWI and 50oF at IAD on 2nd set new 
record low maximum temperatures

 ¿ Anomalously cold on 29th: Record low maximum temperatures: DCA and BWI, 42oF; IAD, 39oF
 ¿ Freezing temperatures: first 32oF or lower reading across many suburban locations occured last 2 days of 

month: 31oF at BWI and IAD on 30th

 ¿ Highs at or above 80oF on 10th at DCA; at BWI and IAD on both 9th and 10th

 ¿ Highs below 60oF on 6 days at DCA, 7 at BWI and 9 at IAD
 ¿ On the 29th, the 39oF maximum at IAD was earliest maximum temperature in season below 40oF
 ¿ More than 6" of precipitation at IAD; wettest October since 2005
 ¿ Five EF-0 tornadoes in Northern Virginia on 13th resulting in tree and property damage; wind speeds up to 

80 mph during the Aquia Harbor (Stafford County) tornado; 3" to more than 4" of rainfall across portions of 
Northern Virginia

 ¿ Rare early winter storm on 29th with nearly a foot of snow across northern Maryland and across portions of 
the Shenandoah; over 5" in portions of Loudoun County (5.7" near Bluemont, VA) and Baltimore County 
(5.5" near Lineboro, MD); daily record 0.6" at IAD and trace at DCA, BWI, earliest in season at DCA, BWI 
and IAD since October 10, 1979

http://www.hpc.ncep.noaa.gov/wwd/impactgraphics
http://www.hpc.ncep.noaa.gov/wwd/impactgraphics
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October 2011 
 

Temperatures: Despite several anomalously cold days, October featured near normal readings. Temperatures 
departures were -1.1oF at DCA and -0.9oF at IAD; BWI was slightly above normal at +0.5oF. Unseasonably chilly conditions 
prevailed the first 3 days with maximum readings mainly in the 50s. Record low maximum readings were tied or broken 
on the 2nd and 3rd at the three major airports (see cover highlights). 

More seasonable conditions prevailed the following 2 weeks including the warmest days of the month on the 9th and 
10th when many areas were at or above 80oF, including 85oF on the 10th at BWI. 

The area returned to cooler temperatures from the 20th through month's end; maximum readings were below 70oF at 
all three major airports. On the 29th, additional record low maximum readings were observed including 42oF at DCA and 
BWI, and 39oF at IAD. The season's first freeze occurred on the 30th at BWI (31oF) and at IAD (30oF). 

Precipitation/Severe Weather: Near normal rainfall was observed at DCA 3.91" (+0.51") and BWI 3.31" (-0.02") 
while IAD recorded well above normal totals: 6.27" (+3.02"). Four significant storm systems impacted the region during 
the month. 

On the 2nd, northern and western locations reported more than an inch of rain, including 1.52" in Poolesville, 
(Montgomery County) MD, and 1.28" in Leesburg, (Fairfax County), VA. 

On the 13th, Northern Virginia was impacted by a severe weather outbreak that included five EF-0 tornadoes. No 
fatalities or injuries were reported but the tornadoes did result in tree and property damage according to press reports. 
The five tornadoes were reported near Nasons (Orange County); Bealeton (Fauquier County); Aquia Harbor (Stafford 
County); Triangle (Prince William County) and Clifton (Fairfax County). Maximum wind speeds ranged from 65 mph 
to 80 mph, with the strongest winds measured in the Aquia Harbor tornado. Rainfall was also heaviest across Northern 
Virginia, with 4.11" near Reston (Fairfax County), 3.17" in Manassas and a daily record of 1.92" at IAD. 

The month's third storm system occurred on the 19th-20th. The greatest rainfall totals in Maryland included 1.58" at 
Perry Hall (Baltimore County) and 1.47" in Middletown (Frederick County). Northern Virginia totals included 1.43" in 
Broad Run (Fauquier County). Flash flooding closed a road on the Dulles Greenway near Belmont (Loudoun County), VA. 

A significant winter storm impacted the area on the 29th. The storm began as a soaking rain then changed to wet snow, 
first in the northern and western suburbs in the morning, then across most of the area in the afternoon. The combination 
of above freezing temperatures and lighter snowfall during the afternoon resulted in a trace of snow across the immediate 
metro area, including DCA and BWI. It was the earliest snowfall at these locations since October 10, 1979. A daily record 
0.6" was measured at IAD. Much greater totals occurred well north and west, including 11.5" in Sabillasville (Frederick 
County), and 7.8" near Manchester (Carroll County), MD. The greatest totals in Virginia included 9.0" in Skyland (Madison 
County) and 8.0" near Linden (Warren County). Most areas recorded over an inch of water equivalent from the storm, 
including a daily record 1.03" at IAD.

 October 2011 Weather Statistics for the Washington/Baltimore Area
    Station Temperatures (oF)      Extreme/Day         Precipitation (Inches)  
Location AvMx AvMn AvgT NmlT  DepNml Max MinT Total Norm  DepNml Snow Yr to Date
National (DCA) 66.5  50.2 58.4   59.5   -1.1   83/10 34/29 3.91 3.40 +0.51    T  40.05 
Baltimore (BWI) 66.3  47.0 56.6   56.1    +0.5  85/10 30/31 3.31 3.33 -0.02   T  49.57
Dulles (IAD)  64.9   45.2 55.1   56.0   -0.9   81/10 28/31 6.27 3.25      +3.02  0.6 39.56  

  Looking Ahead to November: After the season's first winter storm, the immediate metro area is still waiting for 
its first inch.  In the last 10 years, the first snow has fallen anywhere from early December to late January. The earliest 
snow (>1") in Washington, D.C., fell on October 30, 1925, (2.2") and October 20, 1940, (1.4"). The earliest measurable 
snow ever recorded at DCA fell on October 10, 1979, (0.3"). DCA recorded less than 1" of snow during the 1997-98 and 
1972-73 seasons. The first inch has occurred at DCA on December 5th on four of the past nine years.

 Snow Season First 1" (or greater)   Snow Season First 1" (or greater)
            Snowfall at DCA                 Snowfall at DCA

 2010-2011 December 16 2005-2006 December 5
 2009-2010 December 5  2004-2005 January 19
 2008-2009 January 27 2003-2004  December 4  
 2007-2008 December 5 2002-2003  December 5
 2006-2007 January 21 2001-2002  January 19  
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