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Introduction
Storms are among nature's most awe-inspiring and fearsome displays of power.
Throughout history, these remarkable atmospheric events have shaped landscapes,
toppled human achievements, and rewritten the destinies of entire regions. From
swirling tropical cyclones tearing through the world's oceans to unexpected heatwaves
and freak storms, the impact of severe weather is as much a part of our heritage as
any human endeavor. This book, The World's Greatest Recorded Storms, is a
testament to both the unyielding force of nature and the resilience of the people and
communities caught in the path of these monumental events.

Defining the "greatest" storms is no simple undertaking. The measure of a storm
extends well beyond the speed of its winds or the lowest pressure at its core. Some
storms are remembered for their raw power, others for the cataclysmic surges of
water they propelled onto unsuspecting shores. Still others linger in our collective
memory because of the staggering human loss or economic devastation that followed
in their wake. In exploring these storms, we draw on a variety of
criteria—meteorological records, casualty figures, economic impact, and cultural
significance—recognizing that each chapter tells a story shaped by more than mere
numbers.

Our journey begins with the behemoths of the tropics—hurricanes, typhoons, and
cyclones that roar to life over warm seas and grow into systems spanning hundreds of
miles. Yet, not every chapter is dedicated to the tropics. Tornadoes, extratropical
cyclones, heatwaves, and even air pollution disasters remind us that the term "storm"
can encompass all manner of meteorological extremes. What links these events is not
only their severity but also their place in recorded history, providing stark lessons for
those who would hope to prepare for or mitigate the next great tempest.

Technological advances have transformed the way we observe and understand
storms. Where early chroniclers relied on reports from ship captains and survivors,
today’s meteorologists track developing systems moment by moment from space.
Vast international networks collect and share data, enhancing our ability to forecast
and warn but never diminishing the humility we feel in the face of nature’s might. In
examining the storms of the past, we gain not only a record of destruction but also a
chronicle of scientific progress and human adaptation.

As we confront a changing climate, understanding the history of storms becomes more
urgent than ever. Recent studies suggest that warming oceans and shifting weather
patterns may increase the frequency and severity of certain types of storms, as well
as their associated rainfall and storm surges. The stories in these chapters serve as a
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reminder that the lessons of history, recorded in the battered coastlines and rewritten
towns of yesterday, are crucial guides for the challenges of tomorrow.

In the pages that follow, each chapter spotlights one of the world’s greatest recorded
storms, delving into their origins, unfolding chaos, and lasting consequences. By
recounting these extraordinary events, this book seeks to honor the resilience of those
affected and offer a deeper appreciation for the dynamic planet we call home.
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CHAPTER ONE: Typhoon Tip (1979): The Largest and
Most Intense Tropical Cyclone
In the vast, warm expanse of the western Pacific Ocean, where tropical cyclones earn
the moniker of "typhoons," the year 1979 witnessed the birth of a storm that would
redefine the scale of these natural behemoths. Emerging from a disturbed area of
weather in early October, this system would grow, twist, and intensify into Typhoon
Tip, a storm whose sheer size and raw power etched its name permanently into the
meteorological record books. It was a storm so immense, so vast in its reach, that it
dwarfed anything seen before or since.

Tip began modestly enough, noted by forecasters on October 4th as a tropical
depression far to the southwest of Guam. Like countless other disturbances in the
tropics, its initial trajectory was uncertain, its future power potential unknown. But the
conditions were ripe: the sea surface temperatures were exceedingly warm, providing
the necessary fuel for rapid growth, and the upper atmosphere was cooperative, with
minimal wind shear that would otherwise tear a nascent storm apart. Over the
following days, Tip ingested another tropical depression, a process that can sometimes
disrupt a storm but, in this case, seemed to bolster its organization and fuel its
expansion.

What followed was an intensification phase that was nothing short of explosive. As Tip
tracked west-northwestward across the open ocean, it transformed from a modest
tropical storm into a monstrous typhoon with astonishing speed. Within a matter of
days, its central pressure plummeted, a key indicator of a storm's intensity. Think of it
like a giant, low-pressure vacuum cleaner pulling air in at incredible speeds, spinning
faster and faster as it rushes towards the eye. The lower the pressure at the center,
the more powerful the surrounding winds become.

By October 12th, reconnaissance aircraft from the U.S. Air Force and Navy, the brave
"Typhoon Chasers," flew into the maelstrom to measure its core. What they found was
staggering. Their instruments recorded a minimum central pressure of 870 millibars
(hPa). This was, and remains, the lowest atmospheric pressure ever recorded at sea
level globally. To put this in perspective, standard atmospheric pressure is around
1013 millibars. A drop of over 140 millibars indicated a storm of unparalleled fury.

Alongside the record-shattering pressure came winds of terrifying force. Sustained
winds around Tip's core were estimated to be as high as 305 kilometers per hour (190
miles per hour). Gusts, of course, would have been significantly higher. Winds of this
velocity are capable of leveling well-built structures, turning debris into deadly
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projectiles, and unleashing unimaginable destructive power across the landscape.

But the true defining characteristic of Typhoon Tip was not just its intense core; it was
its phenomenal size. As it reached peak intensity, Tip expanded outwards with
relentless force, pulling in vast amounts of moisture-laden air. At its widest point, the
storm’s circulation spanned an incredible 2,220 kilometers (1,380 miles) in diameter.
To visualize this, imagine a storm system that could simultaneously cover half the
continental United States, stretching from the East Coast almost to the Rocky
Mountains. Or picture it encompassing the landmasses of Japan, North Korea, South
Korea, and a significant portion of eastern China all at once.

From the perspective of weather satellites high above the Earth, Tip was a
breathtaking, terrifying sight. Its massive cloud shield blanketed the ocean, a swirling
vortex of white and grey that seemed to consume the horizon. The eye of the storm,
typically a clear, calm center in intense hurricanes, was remarkably large at its peak,
though precise measurements varied. This vast, rotating disc of weather was a
testament to the sheer energy released by the ocean and atmosphere working in
concert.

The immense scale of Tip meant that its effects were felt across an enormous area of
the western Pacific. Even far from the eye, heavy rains and strong winds extended
outwards for hundreds of miles. Shipping routes had to be drastically altered to avoid
its path, and distant islands felt the distant rumble of its power in increased swells and
gusty conditions long before the core approached.

Despite its record-breaking intensity and size over the open ocean, Typhoon Tip did
not maintain its absolute peak power as it continued its journey. As the storm tracked
towards Japan, it began to encounter slightly cooler waters and an increase in wind
shear, factors that gradually eroded its outer structure and intensity. By the time it
approached the Japanese archipelago, it had weakened considerably, no longer the
870 millibar monster of the central Pacific.

Nevertheless, a still-powerful Typhoon Tip made landfall on the island of Honshu,
Japan, on October 19th, 1979. While it was no longer a Category 5 equivalent storm,
its sheer size meant it still impacted a vast area. The storm brought heavy rains and
strong winds, leading to widespread flooding. The mountainous terrain of Japan was
particularly vulnerable to the deluge, resulting in numerous landslides and mudslides.

The reference notes indicate that Tip triggered around 600 mudslides across Honshu.
These landslides devastated communities, burying homes, roads, and infrastructure.
The combination of wind damage, flooding, and landslides caused significant
disruption and destruction across the affected prefectures.

Tragically, the human cost of Tip's passage through Japan included the loss of lives.
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The reference puts the fatality count at 86 people. These deaths were primarily
attributed to the flooding and landslides unleashed by the storm's heavy rainfall. While
this number is far lower than the death tolls seen in some of the other storms we will
explore in this book, it represents a significant tragedy for the families and
communities affected, highlighting that even a weakened storm of Tip's magnitude
could be deadly.

Tip's legacy is primarily defined by its meteorological extremes. It stands as a
benchmark against which all other tropical cyclones are measured in terms of size and
central pressure. Its formation and evolution provided valuable data for meteorologists
studying the dynamics of large and intense storm systems. The reconnaissance flights
into its eye and the satellite imagery captured its breathtaking scale, offering insights
into the structure of such colossal weather phenomena.

The sheer audacity of a storm covering an area larger than many continents put the
power of the atmosphere into stark perspective. Tip was a reminder that while wind
speed is often the headline, the footprint of a storm—its size—also dictates the scale
of potential impact, affecting everything from shipping and aviation to the vast extent
of rainfall and wind damage. It was a storm that occupied not just a point on a map,
but a significant slice of the planet itself.

While the immediate devastation in Japan was confined compared to storms that strike
highly vulnerable, low-lying coastal regions with massive storm surges, the sheer
meteorological spectacle of Typhoon Tip endures. It was a storm that pushed the
known boundaries of tropical cyclone development, achieving a scale and intensity
that have stood unchallenged in the recorded history of these powerful rotating
systems. It remains a subject of fascination and study for meteorologists seeking to
understand the upper limits of nature's fury.

Flying into the eye of such a storm, as the reconnaissance crews did, was a perilous
but essential undertaking. These flights provided the critical data—pressure readings,
wind speeds, temperature, and humidity—that satellites couldn't yet fully capture
internally. The experience of navigating the violent eyewall, a turbulent ring of the
strongest winds and heaviest rain, before breaking into the deceptive calm of the eye,
where the sky can sometimes be seen above, offered a visceral understanding of the
storm's structure and power.

The 870 millibar pressure recorded in Tip's eye is a figure that meteorologists speak of
with a mixture of awe and respect. It represents an extreme deviation from normal
atmospheric conditions, a deep and powerful core that drives the surrounding chaos.
Achieving such low pressure requires a confluence of perfect conditions—exceptionally
warm water feeding the storm's engine, and an atmospheric environment that allows
it to vent moisture and energy efficiently upwards, like a massive heat engine
operating at peak performance.
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Tip's immense size also played a role in its power. A larger storm can draw in more
moisture and energy from the surrounding ocean, potentially allowing it to sustain its
intensity over a longer period or across a wider area. The vast circulation patterns of
Tip influenced weather over thousands of square miles, a true atmospheric titan
dominating the skies.

Even as it weakened before making landfall, Tip's size ensured its impact was
widespread across Japan. The 600 mudslides alone speak to the extensive and
prolonged rainfall it delivered across the mountainous terrain. These landslides are a
secondary effect of tropical cyclones that can be just as deadly as wind or surge,
illustrating the multi-faceted nature of storm hazards.

Typhoon Tip's 1979 rampage across the Pacific and eventual impact on Japan serves
as a compelling opening chapter in the story of the world's greatest recorded storms.
It was a storm defined by its sheer physical presence and meteorological extremes, a
benchmark of intensity and an unparalleled example of scale. While later chapters will
explore storms that were deadlier or costlier, Tip stands apart as the undisputed king
of tropical cyclones in terms of its record-setting size and atmospheric pressure. It
was, quite simply, the biggest storm the world has ever officially recorded.
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