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Prologue

Liz sat on the overstuffed sofa next to her sister Evelyn, their eyes glis-
tening with tears. Her head tilted down as if to look at her lap, where 
her hands alternately grasped each other and then relaxed. Her sister 
gazed straight ahead toward their husbands, who sat on the far side of 
the room; her eyes were not focused on them, but on something much 
farther away.
 Liz’s home is located next to a small creek near Jacksonville, Florida. 
The area is prone to flooding so the house was built high up on pilings 
and nestles among the leafy limbs of the tall trees that shade the entire lot. 
Of an unpretentious, functional design, it is a comfortable, homey house 
endowed with a natural serenity by the trees that envelop it and by the 
pleasant twitter of the birds that do not seem to mind this intrusion into 
their habitat. On this summer day, rays of sunlight filtered through the 
dome of leaves producing a diffused light that filled the living room with 
soft, even illumination.
 The husbands were involved in their own conversation, discussing 
cars and other matters of interest to them, but not long after the sisters 
started to talk, their spouses became quiet as they heard things they had 
not known until that moment about the women they had married. Their 
expressions turned from mild curiosity to awe, and eventually to quiet 
respect for what their wives had endured and overcome.
 Liz and Evelyn were recounting their experiences from decades ago 
in a place five hundred miles away. It was during the Great Depression, 
when their family lived in the Florida Keys and Liz was nine and Evelyn 
was eight. At first they conversed in a light, lilting way as they talked 
of their childhood and pleasant times with their family and friends, but 
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when they moved into the events of that fateful day in 1935 they became 
somber, and deep emotions began to stir.
 Reaching over to a box on the end table, Liz pulled out a tissue and 
pressed it into Evelyn’s hand. Both struggled to control their tears and 
maintain their voices while describing the death of their father and the 
fearful trek among the dead as their mother led them out of an alien land-
scape of horror and devastation that had once been their home.
 With their house—and, indeed, their community—destroyed, Liz and 
Evelyn were taken to their grandparents’ home in Miami near Woodlawn 
Cemetery. “For a while, before the bodies bloated and would not fit into 
coffins,” Evelyn explained, “they could bring the dead up to Woodlawn for 
burial.” Slowly, in a cracking voice, Liz said: “They would have the services 
late in the afternoon and we could sit on the steps at Granny’s house and 
we could hear them play ‘Taps.’ It would be late in the afternoon and they 
would play that—I still can’t take it now. And it hurt, and it still does.”
 Both women fell quiet as the sorrow of those painful times was visited 
upon them once again. Their sadness was made more profound by the 
cheerfulness of the birds chirping outside. A passing cloud dimmed the 
natural light; the yellow glow from the table lamp became predominant, 
and golden teardrops slowly migrated down the fair skin of their faces. 
Liz looked at her sister and said quietly, “Our lives were so changed in just 
a matter of hours.”
 Liz and Evelyn were recalling the hurricane that struck the Florida 
Keys during the late afternoon and evening of Labor Day 1935. The occur-
rence of a hurricane at that time of year and in that location was not un-
usual. Many of the residents were accustomed to such events. The storm 
had been detected five days earlier and was expected to pass to the south 
of the Florida Keys. No one had an inkling that this tropical cyclone was 
to become the first Category 5 hurricane to strike the United States. Ac-
cording to the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA), “The simplest characterization of hurricane intensity is embod-
ied in the Saffir-Simpson scale: from Category 1, barely a hurricane, to 
Category 5, the worst imaginable.”
 An unusual mix of people was on the islands of the Upper Florida Keys 
that Labor Day weekend: longtime residents familiar with the vagaries 
of the sea and hurricanes; newcomers filled with optimism and totally 
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ignorant of tropical storms; several camps of war veterans; administrators 
and staff of the veterans camps; railroad employees and their families; 
lighthouse keepers; ferryboat personnel; visiting family and friends of the 
preceding groups; tourists; and sports fishermen. Many were to share a 
common fate.
 For almost three decades, the iron rails of the Florida East Coast Rail-
way stretched across the islands and over the intervening waterways, be-
coming a major economic lifeline to the mainland. Named the “oversea 
railroad” by the New York Times, it was considered one of man’s great 
achievements, and had successfully withstood many storms and hurri-
canes. In the late afternoon and evening of September 2, 1935, a special 
train rode the rails in a desperate attempt to evacuate as many people off 
the Keys as possible; it was the last train to go to Matecumbe.
 Offshore several large ships skirted the Gulf Stream heading south, 
while others bound for northern ports rode in the middle of the power-
ful current to aid their progress. The sleek liner Dixie, the pride of the 
Southern Pacific–Morgan Line fleet, was loaded with cargo and carrying 
passengers ranging from the very wealthy to schoolteachers, all bound for 
New York City. When the lines were cast off in New Orleans, none of the 
375 people on board were aware they were beginning a race with a killer 
hurricane.
 By late afternoon on Labor Day 1935, when barometers on the Upper 
Keys began to indicate the approach of a very powerful hurricane, it was 
too late for people ashore to evacuate or for those at sea to take evasive 
action. Soon winds of vicious velocity were upon them, and all they could 
do was take cover, pray, and ride it out.
 A very compact tropical cyclone, the hurricane seemed to defy de-
tection. It was as if the Mayan storm god Hurakan had grown tired of 
man’s tampering with the islands and decided to use this storm to vent 
his wrath, nourishing and guiding the hurricane so that it would wreak 
maximum havoc. If Hurakan was at the helm, he must have been very 
pleased with his handiwork.
 The first line of defense against hurricanes was the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture’s Weather Bureau. In the early decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, there were no weather satellites, radar, hurricane-hunter airplanes, 
computers, or sophisticated instrument telemetry. Meteorology was still 
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a mixture of art and science with high reliance on the observational, ana-
lytical, and interpretive skills of individual forecasters. When it came to 
hurricanes, Harry Boyer was one of the best.


