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St. Joseph’s Church
Somerville after
Hurricane of 1938
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September 22, 1938

——In a day when weather can usually be tracked by radar and forecasters offer warnings of potential storms days and
sometimes a week in advance, it is astonishing to recall that there was a time, not so long ago, when disaster struck most of
New England with no warning. On September 21, 1938, the Boston Globe published a tiny article on page six stating that a
hurricane in the Atlantic would miss Florida and hit the coast of North Carolina that day. The storm slammed into the coast of
New England instead. The next day, Sept. 22nd, the Hurricane of 1938 was page one news in all the area newspapers. It was
the worst storm to hit the state since 1869. As the storm formed in the Atlantic, it slowly grew into category 5 hurricane. When it
hit land, it was downgraded to a category 3 hurricane. The worst areas hit were near the Connecticut River, which the eye of the
storm followed, and the coastal areas where waves surged to 50 feet. Winds gusted from 100 to 185 miles an hour.
The Sisters of Notre Dame across Massachusetts wrote about the terrible storm in their convent annals. The Annals from the
convent in Somerville and those written by the Sisters of Cambridge offer a side by side view of the storm.
“September 21, 1938 will long be remembered by those whose misfortune it was to be buffeted by the ‘big wind.’ the
Sisters from Somerville wrote. Because storms weren’t officially named until 1950, many in Massachusetts nicknamed the
Hurricane of 1938 the Big Wind. Others called it the Yankee Clipper or the Great New England Hurricane. “Our Church [St.
Joseph] was literally unroofed. . . For hours the police department guarded Union Square, roping off the district in order to
prevent accidents from flying slate tiles. The trees all around us were down, the Cross fell from the top of the Annex. Strange to
say, at the very height of the storm, this emblem so sacred to us all was picked up by two tiny boys, who should have been
under the sheltering roof of home and brought it to the Convent. By 8:30 Deputy Sharry was requesting Sister Superior to take
the Sisters to a place of safety. Our Convent situated so close to the Church was in great danger. . . .so at very short notice he
called his men and asked them to take us to St. Mary’s Convent, Cambridge. On the way, we observed the destruction around
us as large trees tottered to the right and left. Cambridge had lights and telephone service, but very few places could boast
such.”
In Cambridge, the Sisters noted the rising winds around 4 p.m. but soon realized this would be no ordinary storm. As the
weather intensified, they went about their day as usual, going to Chapel at 8:30 that evening, “little dreaming of the excitement
that was in store for us. About ten minutes to nine the front door bell rang and when the Sister Portress answered the ring, she
was confronted by a policeman who asked if we could give hospitality to three Sisters for the night. Upon receiving an

affirmative answer he said, ‘They’re all coming. All the Sisters of Somerville are coming.’ That meant thirty-eight more Sisters in a house that was built for forty and which already housed sixty. But where there’s a will, there’s a way, and by ten
o’clock the whole ninety-eight were resting comfortably or uncomfortably as the case might be.”
The Somerville Annals report that “Sister Angelita S.H. and her Sisters were kindness itself. . . The Cambridge Sisters
gave up their beds to our Sisters. . . their kind Superior . . . spent the night in a corner with a very hard floor for a mattress.. .
.By 8:30 [the following morning] all were back at 13 Webster Avenue, grateful to God for His preservation of the Convent,
but saddened by the sight of our lovely St. Joseph’s. . .”
St. Joseph’s Convent fared better than the Church. Damage to the Convent included overturned trees and downed fences
but they were among the fortunate. The storm left a toll of 99 dead in Massachusetts and $308 million in damage
throughout New England. Adjusted for inflation, it would equal $3.8 billion today.
The Sisters reported that “all the money saved by the Pastor [of St. Joseph’s] for a new school will be spent repairing the
roof of the Church. The men in large numbers are at the reconstruction from early morning until late at night. Because of
this, the daylight saving was continued an extra week.”
There was much marveling about the overturned trees in the convent garden missing the statue of Mary. A news clipping
pasted into the Somerville Annals states “One of the most remarkable features of the storm was in St. Joseph’s parochial
school yard, Union Square, Somerville, where a statue of the Blessed Virgin Mary remained standing, while a half dozen
trees surround it and a large section of the fence on one side were blown down. The statue. . . is located at the end of the
girls school yard, off Webster Avenue. Several of the large trees fell toward the statue, but became caught in such a manner
that they formed an arch and the statue remained standing unharmed with debris all around it.”
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