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Hurricane Katrina, which hit New Orleans on August 28, 2005, remains a stark
reminder that weather—in this case severe weather—is not simply a natural
phenomenon. The role of technology and science, local and federal government
UHVSRQVLELOLW\ VRFLDO DQG UDFLDO LQHTXLWLHV DQG SHUVRQDO VDFULÀFH DV ZHOO DV
compassion, are as central to the event as the rains and high water. Weather,
from the most devastating storm to the most ordinary sunny day, is not only a
natural but also a deeply cultural, social, and political event. Global warming
is another vital case in point. Its human and natural causes and their impacts
are intertwined. To paraphrase Raymond Williams’ famous quotation about
nature, weather contains, though often unnoticed, an extraordinary amount of
human history (1980). The best studies of weather, therefore, not only reveal
something about the climate but also about how people think about and react
to their environment and to each other.
None of us can ignore the weather. Or we do so at our own peril. People
often make the most prosaic choices (what to wear and when to vacation) as
ZHOODVWKHPRVWVLJQLÀFDQWOLIHGHFLVLRQV ZKHUHWROLYHDQGZRUN EDVHGRQ
WKHZHDWKHU3HRSOHRIWHQXVHWKHZHDWKHUWRGHÀQHDVHQVHRILGHQWLW\0DQ\
residents of the U.S. Northern Rockies, for example, have taken pride in their
inclement winter weather as a source of strength, which they transform into a
VHQVHRIUHJLRQDOSULGH7KLQN0LDPL/RV$QJHOHVRUWKHHQWLUHVWDWHRI0DLQH
Studies of weather are some of the most powerful environmental histories
because, when done well, they can show us how profoundly the environment
factors into the shape and function of societies and cultures.
Whether because of familiarity with one’s locale, folk belief, or even arthritis, many feel they can predict the weather as well, if not better, than the
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professionals. Sailors may rely on the latest equipment to track a storm front
in their path, but they also know that the storm could defy any predictions.
7KH H[SHUWV· ÁXFWXDWLQJ UDWHV RI DFFXUDF\ KDYH SHUKDSV FRQWULEXWHG WR WKLV
tradition. Will it rain or not? The history of weather forecasting has tended
to pit the authority of science against both common knowledge and religious
faith. As we seek the causes of weather disasters, we engage in debates on
individual, professional, and governmental blame and responsibility. Just
as any good environmental history is about much more than environment,
weather history should be about a lot more than weather. And it should be
interdisciplinary. The most interesting works in the genre reveal underlying tensions and connections among topics within art, science, religion, and
public policy (to name just a few disciplines), which are not visible when one
examines the topics in isolation from one another.
A good history of weather, in sum, should tell us quite a lot about how
weather shapes people and how people shape the weather. It should analyze,
too, the intersection of ideas and materiality. There are, in fact, a number of
wonderful books on the weather. Some of the books that have done all this best
are not explicitly about weather. Some are not overtly scholarly. For example,
Donald Worster’s Dust Bowl: The Southern Plains in the 1930s (1989) is a classic
ZRUN LQ WKH ÀHOGV RI$PHULFDQ HQYLURQPHQWDO DQG DJULFXOWXUDO KLVWRU\ WKDW
convincingly argues that the era’s devastating dust storms were not simply
a natural disaster but a consequence of capitalist modes of agricultural proGXFWLRQ$QGXUEDQKLVWRULHVVXFKDV0LNH'DYLV·Ecology of Fear: Los Angeles
and the Imagination of Disaster   DQG -RKQ 0F3KHH·V ´/$ $JDLQVW WKH
0RXQWDLQVµLQKLVDQWKRORJ\Control of Nature (1989), chronicle with engaging detail the dual human and natural forces that have generated the city’s
GHYDVWDWLQJ ÀUHV DQG PXGVOLGHV 0DQ\ RXWGRRU DGYHQWXUH VWRULHV VXFK DV
Jon Kraukauer’s Into the Wild (1995), powerfully convey the tragic results of
a simultaneous lack of knowledge and a surfeit of romanticism about extreme
weather conditions in places like Alaska.
Within the genre of books that are explicitly about weather in American
history, many have tended to read like a catalog of anecdotes about weather
phenomena through time. A few, though, have synthesized vast and varied
source materials to deliver a compelling narrative and powerful analysis.
7KHEHVWZRUNVLQFOXGH:LOOLDP0H\HU·VAmericans and their Weather (2000),
David Laskin’s Braving the Elements (1996), and especially Andrew Ross’ essay,
´'URXJKW 7KLV 7LPHµ LQ KLV FROOHFWLRQ Strange Weather: Culture, Science, and
Technology in the Age of Limits (1991). And if you are simply looking for a great
VRXUFHWKDWGRFXPHQWVÀUVWSHUVRQDFFRXQWVRIKLVWRULFZHDWKHUFRQGLWLRQVDQG
events from the colonial times through the late-twentieth century, you will do
ZHOOWRWXUQWR'DYLG0/XGOXP·VThe Weather Factor (1984).
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Two recent books enrich this genre, using radically different approaches.
%HUQDUG0HUJHQ·VWeather Matters: An American Cultural History since 1900 is
a sweeping cultural history of weather in the twentieth century, and Thomas
Neil Knowles’ Category 5: The 1935 Labor Day HurricaneIRFXVHVRQDVSHFLÀF
storm that struck the Florida Keys. Both are meticulously researched. However,
neither offers the kind of powerful interdisciplinary analysis that can move
weather to the center of historical inquiry.
In Weather Matters %HUQDUG 0HUJHQ H[SDQGV XSRQ KLV HDUOLHU Snow in
America (1999) and creates a broad and comprehensive overview of the many
ways Americans have thought about, depicted, and managed the weather.
The book is organized topically. He examines the comparative use of science
and art to interpret weather, the relationships between trained scientists and
novice weather observers who have long played a vital role in weather reporting, and the use of meteorological information as a form of political or
economic power.
,QFKDSWHURQH0HUJHQH[DPLQHVIRONDQGH[SHUWWHUPLQRORJ\WRGHVFULEH
WKHZHDWKHUWKHGHYHORSPHQWRIVFLHQWLÀFDQGYHUQDFXODUZD\VWRSUHGLFWDQG
forecast weather, and the ways Americans have related to weather via their
religious beliefs and through humor. In the second chapter, he continues his
exploration of the meteorological professions and looks especially closely at the
86:HDWKHU%XUHDXDQG$PHULFDQ0HWHRURORJLFDO$VVRFLDWLRQ+HGLVFXVVHV
VFLHQWLÀFLQQRYDWLRQVDQGWKHJURZWKRIJRYHUQPHQWEXUHDXFUDFLHVDORQJVLGH
rising market interests, such as real estate developers and technology compaQLHVZKLFKKDYHVRXJKWSURÀWVIURPWKHZLQGUDLQDQGVXQ,QWKLVFKDSWHU
he also chronicles the rise of print, radio, and TV weather reporting.
The third and fourth chapters focus more on weather phenomena themselves and on how Americans have observed and recorded them in everything
IURP FORXG FODVVLÀFDWLRQ V\VWHPV WR ZKLPVLFDO ZRUNV RI ÀQH DUW 7KH ÀQDO
chapter examines how Americans have dealt with both extreme and everyday
weather, and it touches on topics as diverse as climate control, storm chasHUVDQGWKHLPSDFWRIZHDWKHURQPLJUDLQHV0HUJHQSURYLGHVDQLQVLJKWIXO
critique of the different ways scientists, the media, politicians, and residents
talked about Katrina, including debates over who and what was to blame
IRU WKH KXUULFDQH·V GHYDVWDWLRQ (PEHGGHG LQ WKHVH FRQÁLFWLQJ VWRULHV DQG
LQWHUSUHWDWLRQVRIWKLVSDUWLFXODU´QDWXUDOµGLVDVWHUDV0HUJHQSRLQWVRXWDUH
deeper struggles over the meaning of nature and competing ideas about who
has the authority and responsibility to manage it. He makes the interesting
point that weather’s unpredictability challenges and disrupts the legitimacy
RIHVWDEOLVKHGSROLWLFDODQGFXOWXUDOLQVWLWXWLRQVDVZHVDZÀUVWKDQGLQWKH
aftermath of Katrina.
,IWKHRXWOLQHDERYHLVKDUGWRIROORZWKRXJKLWUHÁHFWVWKHWURXEOHVZLWK
the book—and with its organization. As noted, one of the greatest attributes
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of Weather Matters is the tremendous amount of material the author covers,
DQG WKH YDVW DQG YDULHG VRXUFH PDWHULDOV KH GUDZV RQ$PHULFDQ 0HWHRURlogical Society bulletins, U.S. Department of Agricultural yearbooks, Farm
Security Administration photographs, poems by Walt Whitman and Elizabeth
0DGR[5REHUWVHSLVRGHVRIWKH:HDWKHU&KDQQHOVRQJVE\:RRG\*XWKULH
WKH PRYLHV ´7ZLVWHUµ DQG ´*URXQGKRJ 'D\µ DQG D ÀUVWKDQG GD\E\GD\
account of a storm chasing excursion. However, instead of weaving together
RQHSRZHUIXOQDUUDWLYHWKDWDQDO\]HVLQWHUFRQQHFWLRQV0HUJHQGLYLGHVHDFK
chapter into separate topical headings. As a result, the book reads like a catalog
in places, especially in the chapters featuring art and literature. He divides
these chapters by form of material and by subject matter, so that the one on
´6HHLQJ:HDWKHUµFRQWDLQVVHSDUDWHVHFWLRQVRQSKRWRJUDSK\ÀOPDQGSDLQWings. The poetry section in the chapter on literature moves from poems about
rain, to clouds, to snow. And yet, how do these diverse cultural and natural
phenomena inform each other?
/LNHZLVH0HUJHQFODLPVWKDWWKHODQJXDJHDQGLPDJHVUHYHDOEURDGHULGHDV
DERXWQDWXUHDQGUHÁHFWDVHQVHRI$PHULFDQLGHQWLW\+HVWDWHV´ZHDWKHULV
part of a national discourse on American identity—spiritual, regional, psychological, and political—and . . . weather links the meteorologist and the artist in
WKHLUHIIRUWVWRXQGHUVWDQGRUGHUDQGFKDRVLQQDWXUHµ S $EVROXWHO\<HW
,KDGGLIÀFXOW\VHHLQJKRZSUHFLVHO\VFLHQFHDQGDUWDVERGLHVRINQRZOHGJH
do intersect, and how these connections change over time—and how, exactly,
0HUJHQGHÀQHV$PHULFDQLGHQWLW\
While his assertion of the connections between art and science are intriguing,
the topical organization ensures that the analysis here is seriously underdeYHORSHG:HGRQRWXQGHUVWDQGIRUH[DPSOHKRZVFLHQWLÀFDQGWHFKQRORJLFDO
DGYDQFHVLQGHÀQLQJZKDWDFORXGLVH[DFWO\KDYHLPSDFWHGKRZDUWLVWVDQG
ZULWHUVKDYHYLVXDOL]HGDQGWDONHGDERXWFORXGV5HDGHUVZLOOÀQGWKLVNLQG
of close analysis for individual works of art or literature, such as in the interSUHWDWLRQRI-D\3DULQL·VSRHP´0L]]OHµZKHUH0HUJHQQRWHVKRZWKH
SRHWGHVFULEHVWKHHFRORJLFDOSURFHVVRIIRUHVWGHFD\<HWZKDWLVPLVVLQJLVDQ
overall analytical structure that explains how poetry has shaped the sciences,
and how the sciences have shaped the business of weather, and vice versa,
over time. I was disappointed that he did not weave together more the rich,
varied, and extensive source materials he gathered.
)LQDOO\ DV KH GLVFXVVHV HDFK WRSLF VHSDUDWHO\ 0HUJHQ RIWHQ VNLSV VZLIWO\
from one moment in time to another, making the chronicle often seem ahistorical. For example, when discussing the interactions between scientists and
volunteer observers, he jumps from the 1890s to the 1920s to 2005 and back
to the early 1900s in less than a page. How did the relationships change over
time—with the invention, for example, of new technologies and media outlets? These shortcomings do not diminish the great value of Weather Matters,
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which I recommend as a comprehensive source for the history of weather in
WKH WZHQWLHWK FHQWXU\ +RZHYHU 0HUJHQ PLVVHV WKH RSSRUWXQLW\ WR FUHDWH D
truly interdisciplinary history.
:KHUHDV 0HUJHQ WDNHV D VZHHSLQJ DSSURDFK .QRZOHV GHOYHV LQWHQVHO\
into one storm at one moment in time: the hurricane that wreaked havoc on
southern Florida over Labor Day weekend in 1935. Also drawing on extensive
research, he documents in intricate and riveting detail the storm’s build-up,
RFFXUUHQFHDQGDIWHUPDWKDQGWKHPDQ\OLYHVLWDIIHFWHG8QOLNH0HUJHQ·VERRN
this one spins a compelling narrative. It, too, lacks analysis, but less because
LW LV WRR HQF\FORSHGLF DQG PRUH EHFDXVH LW LV VR IRFXVHG RQ WKH VSHFLÀFV RI
WKHHYHQW.QRZOHV³ZKRPWKHERRNMDFNHWLGHQWLÀHVDVDIRXUWKJHQHUDWLRQ
resident of Key West and a retiree from Florida State University—still makes
a valuable contribution. His in-depth case study is an excellent source for
historians who wish to place storms such as Katrina within a larger historical
sweep and broader analytical context.
Knowles has compiled oral histories, eyewitness accounts, private and institutional archives, maps, and photographs to tell the story of the storm itself and
the people who monitored, lived through, and died in it. By including details
about marriages, family businesses, regional shippers and their passengers,
and the meteorologists working at the Weather Bureau, he paints a vibrant
SRUWUDLWRIERWKWKHORFDOFRPPXQLW\DQGWKHODUJHUHFRQRPLFVFLHQWLÀFDQG
JRYHUQPHQWIRUFHVWKDWVKDSHGDQGLQÁXHQFHGLW
He divides the book into twenty-one short chapters and begins by introducing the main characters—which include weathermen, residents, vacationers,
ship captains, and one of the most poignant groups to be impacted by the
storm: a group of unemployed World War I veterans who were sent to the
Florida Keys as part of a government work construction project less than a year
before the storm hit. The main body of the book narrates the daily changes
in the storm’s development leading up to its climax as a Stage 5 hurricane,
the efforts of the weathermen to track and publicize it, and the reactions of
residents and those at sea who encountered it. Ernest Hemingway even makes
a cameo appearance as one of the rescuers.
,QUHFRXQWLQJWKHVWRUPVXUJH.QRZOHVVWDWHV´+RPHVWKDWKDGZLWKVWRRG
the fury of the wind were wrenched off their foundations, boats were pulled
out of their moorings, and metal tanks and drums popped loose from brackHWVVKRRWLQJXSZDUGOLNHURFNHWVWRWKHVXUIDFHµ S $WWKHKHLJKWRIWKH
storm, the water reached eighteen feet above sea level, inundating the islands
and toppling a train that was attempting to cross to the mainland in order to
EULQJSHRSOHWRVDIHW\7KHVWRUPFDXVHGWKHORVVRIOLYHVDQGLQÁLFWHGVL[
million dollars’ worth of property damage (pp. 289–90).
As Knowles leads the reader through the storm’s development, we see the
different social and cultural factors that will become critical to assigning blame
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for such great loss of life and property in the storm’s immediate aftermath,
as well as to interpreting the responses to the storm as we look back at it.
6FLHQWLÀFWHFKQRORJLFDODQGHFRQRPLFFRQFHUQVLQÁXHQFHGQRWRQO\KRZWKH
Weather Bureau meteorologists discerned the weather patterns but also when
they decided to declare an evacuation—a decision not easily made on one of
the resort’s biggest holiday weekends. Government bureaucracy came into
SOD\ZKHQWKHUHJLRQDO:HDWKHU%XUHDXRIÀFHLQ0LDPLKDGWRIXQQHOWKHLU
UHSRUWVWKURXJK:DVKLQJWRQ'&LQVWHDGRIGLUHFWO\WRWKHORFDOFRPPXQLW\
ZKLFKFDXVHGGHOD\VLQSXEOLFDQQRXQFHPHQWV,QGLYLGXDOVRIWHQÁRXWHGWKH
authorities, as people based decisions to stay or leave on their personal experiences living on the islands, on economic considerations, and even on love.
(One young woman died in the hurricane because she chose to accompany
her boyfriend on the ill-fated train.)
6WLOOWKHUHDGHUPLJKWIDLOWRUHFRJQL]HWKHODUJHUVLJQLÀFDQFHRIWKHVHVWRries, since Knowles does not himself frame them within any larger analytical
context. The book also marginalizes African Americans, who, in contrast to
nearly all of the white actors, are often left unnamed and appear peripheral to
WKHVWRU\ /DWLQRVDUHQRWVSHFLÀFDOO\PHQWLRQHGDWDOO ,WLVXQFOHDUZKHWKHU
this treatment is due to lack of sources or not, but it does make one wonder
how considering all the actors who were involved might change the story.
Another minor but disconcerting feature of the book is that it does not include
footnotes, although the author states in the preface that a complete list of the
sources is available at a local Key West library.
Not that you’ll necessarily be tempted to stop reading. Along with the
rich and emotional stories of those who survived and those who did not, the
most compelling part of the book is the story of the storm’s aftermath, when
the federal government, the meteorological community, and the media confronted the issue of who was culpable for what happened and who should
take responsibility for the recovery. As Knowles explains, the hurricane was
FRQVLGHUHGDQDFWRI*RGDQGD&RQJUHVVLRQDOLQYHVWLJDWLRQGHWHUPLQHGWKDW
neither the Weather Bureau nor the federal government was to blame for the
casualties and destruction; the government did, however, establish a fund to
help the surviving veterans. (Of the 696 veterans working on the Keys, 132
were deemed missing or dead.)
Although Knowles does not raise the specter of Katrina and was under
QRREOLJDWLRQWRGUDZWKHOLQNDJHVRQHFDQQRWKHOSEXWGRLWRQHVHOI<HWLW
is characteristic of the book that readers must make these kinds of broader
FRQQHFWLRQVDQGÀQGWKHVWRUP·VGHHSHUPHDQLQJV$QGZKDW\RXPLJKWÀQG
yourself asking, marks the 1935 hurricane as an event of 1935—and not of 2005
or 1885? While Category 5 offers a more gripping saga than Weather Matters, it
unfortunately does no better at getting at the larger import of weather events
in American history.
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While peeking out the window to check the sky for rain or listening to local
weather reports might seem innocuous, both Weather Matters and Category 5
at least strongly imply that these seemingly simple daily acts and encounters with nature have deep social and cultural meanings. While their lack of
DQDO\VLVPLJKWOHDYH\RXGLVVDWLVÀHGERWKERRNVXQHDUWKHQRUPRXVDPRXQWV
of material that provide valuable insights into the centrality to history of the
wind, the rain, and the sun.
&LQG\ 2WW LV DQ DVVLVWDQW SURIHVVRU LQ WKH$PHULFDQ 6WXGLHV 'HSDUWPHQW DW
6DLQW/RXLV8QLYHUVLW\+HUÀUVWERRNSquashed Myths: The Cultural History of
the Pumpkin in North America is forthcoming from the Weyerhauser Environment Books Series at the University of Washington Press.

