Top 25 Weather Events 1991-2010 – Allegany County, MD
By Nate Mullins, M.S. in Meteorology from the University of Utah

Fig. 1: A brilliant sunrise looking east over Haystack Mountain from my La Vale station
Sources of weather data, such as temperature, precipitation/snow totals, storm reports and storm
damage estimates, etc. are from the Cumberland Times-News, the National Climatic Data center,
the NWS Sterling website, and other cooperative observers’ notes and my own personal data and
recollections of these particularly unusual and intense weather events in Allegany County, MD.

Fig. 2: Map of Allegany County, MD. My La Vale station is labeled “A.”

THE WEATHER EVENTS (1991-2010)
25. Severe Thunderstorms and Flash Floods – May 4-5, 1998 – An upper-level low
pressure system centered over the Alleghenies set off two consecutive days of strong to
severe and slow-moving thunderstorms. Late evening on the 4th, training northbound
thunderstorms caused flooding, hail and wind damage just to our west. One of the cells
clipped this station, producing a quick half-inch of rain and pea-sized hail. It appeared
that our station had dodged the bullet. The 5th was a quiet weather day, until about 6pm,
when a very intense thunderstorm suddenly exploded out of nowhere and directly
overhead. Pea to dime sized hail began to fall out of what had been a blue sky just
minutes prior, before it even began to rain. A cloudburst immediately ensued, along with
extremely close lightning and cracking thunder. An inch of rain fell in less than 15
minutes. The hail continued at earnest, accumulating nearly an inch and turning the
ground white. Water from the torrential downpour busted through a dugout window and
filled the entire carpeted basement with up to a foot of water. 1.6” rain fell in a half hour,
and 2.4 inches fell in an hour. The storm total was 2.73” and turned out to be the heaviest
rain day of 1998. I’ve seen some wild thunderstorms, but nothing quite like this one.
The basement flood was by far the worst in the 17 years we lived in La Vale, and the
carpet had to be professionally cleaned and dried the following day. The 2.37 inches that
fell between 6-7pm on the 5th remains the most rain in one hour on my station records.

Fig. 3: Radar image of the storm that severely flooded our basement on May 5, 1998
24. Late 2001 to Early 2002 Drought and Forest Fires – Six consecutive very dry months
during the Fall of 2001 and Winter of 2001-2002, both of which ranked as the 2nd driest
respective seasons since records commenced in 1948, resulted in several large forest

fires. The most notable fires occurred early in November, 2001. The first fire formed on
November 6th in the Westernport area and lasted two days. The second fire broke out on
the 8th on Wills Mountain near Cumberland and burned for 3 days. Over 900 acres of
forest were scorched from the two fires combined. Then, after a record dry Feb. 2002
(0.40”), and the least snowy season on record (12.2”), another forest fire began on Wills
Mtn. on March 1st and quickly spread, burning 100 acres of woodland before being
contained on the 2nd. The fire was finally extinguished on the 13th.
23. Severe Thunderstorm and Flash Flood – July 13, 2005 – An unstable air mass
combined with the remnants of Tropical Storm Dennis to produce a monster
thunderstorm centered over Cumberland on the afternoon of the 13th. This storm formed
rapidly around 3 pm and was loaded with rain and lightning. Hail also fell over many,
but not all areas of western and central Allegany County. Some strong wind gusts were
also reported. 2 to 3 inches of rain fell within an hour from this cloudburst. This storm
stood out for its extremely intense, nearly continuous cloud to ground lightning.
Cumberland weather observer Tim Thomas reported that lighting struck his weather
station and destroyed one of his digital thermometers. He also recorded a whopping
2.80” of rainfall, with some reports of over 3 inches in Cumberland. Lightning also
struck two transformers at a substation, knocking out power to thousands of customers.
Many streets in and around Cumberland were impassible due to high water following the
sudden deluge. At my station, 2.20” rain fell, most of it within one hour from 3 to 4 pm.

Fig 4: Storm total precipitation on 7/13/05. Note the 3+” area of rain over Cumberland.
22. The Winter Blitz of Early March 1999 – Within the first two weeks of March 1999,
four major winter storms dumped 29 inches of snow on my station in La Vale, making it
the snowiest March on record, breaking 1962’s March record of 27 inches and March
1993’s 25.8 inches. On the 3rd-4th, a strong cold front brought thunderstorms with sleet,

which changed to snow overnight (3.5” fell). Winds to 70 mph caused widespread
damage, and around a foot of snow fell at higher elevations. Another 4” of snow fell
from a quick-moving winter storm on the 6th. 8.5” of snow fell from another system on
its heels the 9th-10th. Then, another big winter storm dumped 13” of heavy, wet snow on
March 14th. No snow fell after the 14th – the record was set in only 12 days! March 1999
was also the 5th coldest March on record with a mean temperature of 36.3 F.
21. Severe drought of late 1998 – After record precipitation during the first six months of
1998 (33.07”), the weather pattern changed abruptly during the second half of the year.
1998 had the wettest first half of a year ever yet also the driest second half with only
9.56” from July-December. The final three months of 1998 were particularly dry, with
only 2.34” falling in all three months combined. October had 1.42” of rain, and
November a measly 0.19” of rain, the driest November on record and the 2nd driest month
ever. Fall 1998 was the driest ever with only 3.61”. December also had near-record
dryness with only 0.73” of precipitation, and it was also the one of the warmest
Decembers (5th of 61 years) on record. On the 17th, I went to the Youghiogheny lake at
the Route 40 Bridge. This is about 50 miles to the WNW of Cumberland in Fayette
County, PA, normally one of the wettest areas of Pennsylvania. I was amazed to see the
lake almost completely dried up. I could actually walk down to the bottom of the lake
bed. A few months prior, the water would have been 30 feet over my head. It was a truly
stunning sight.

Fig. 5: The Youghiogheny Lake dries up in December of 1998 following a big drought
20. Arctic Outbreak of January 15-21, 1994 – A very memorable week of extremely
cold, arctic air invaded the region. This was the greatest Arctic outbreak in recent

history. It had been 9 years (January 1985) since temperatures had been this cold (-16 F,
the coldest reading on record), but this cold blast was longer-lived. 6 of 7 days within the
week were below zero, a new record. The mercury bottomed out at -16 and -13 on the
19th and 21st, respectively. Frostburg hit -21 F on the 19th. On that day, the high only
reached 2 F, a new daily record low max. This extremely cold blast followed a big snow
storm that dumped a foot (12”) of snow on the 17th, bringing the snow depth to 2 feet.
Schools and many businesses closed for an entire week. January 1994 was one of the
coldest months in recent records and the 4th coldest January on record. This was also the
second snowiest January to date on my records, with 30.3 inches of total snowfall.
19. December 18-19, 2009 Snow Storm – The heaviest snow storm in nearly 7 years
hammered the Mid-Atlantic region with well over a foot of snow. Some areas slightly to
our south & east had around 2 to locally as much as 3 feet of snow from this major storm.
16.5” fell in a 24-hour period at this station. December 2009 was the second snowiest
December on record with 28.3” of snow. The record was 34.0” in 1969. A new
December precipitation record 6.31” was also recorded in 2009, completing a string of
three consecutive very wet, icy and stormy Decembers. The big snow storm on the 19th
was the 2nd heaviest December snow storm on record and led to our first White Christmas
since 2002.
18. Severe Hail Storm – June 18, 1997 – A severe thunderstorm suddenly formed in an
unstable air mass between 3-4 pm on the 18th. The storm hammered La Vale and the
west side of Cumberland. Winds whipped the rain sideways in sheets, gusting up to 60
mph, bringing down numerous trees in the area. Meanwhile, hail began to fall. First
small hail fell, but it grew progressively larger – up to the size of golf balls (1.75” in
diameter)! My parents’ cars had noticeable dents in them after the severe storm. This
storm also dumped torrential rain, with over an inch (1.04”) falling in only a half-hour. A
large car dealership about 2 miles northeast of my station near Locust Grove reported
baseball-sized hail, which caused several million dollars in damage. Windshields were
shattered, paint was stripped and vehicles were severely dented, some totaled. This was
perhaps the worst hail storm to ever strike the area in recent history.

Fig. 6: Large hail stones, up to golf ball size, pelted our backyard on 06/18/1997

17. Oldtown Tornado – July 29th, 2009 – As a cold front approached on the afternoon of
the 29th, what began as an ordinary line of showers and thunderstorms suddenly turned
severe over the Oldtown area of Allegany County. An EF1 tornado touched down on the
west side of Oldtown, the first confirmed twister in the county since the violent F4
Frostburg Tornado of 1998. The twister first tore a path of tree and wire destruction over
the C&O Canal towpath and State Route 51, before ravaging some properties and farms
on the northwest side of Oldtown. A large barn was literally ripped in half (see below),
and some homes also were heavily damaged. Fortunately, no injuries were reported. As
the storm tracked northeast, another tornado briefly touched down near Belle Grove.
Heavy wind damage was also reported in the Little Orleans area. The tornado’s path was
as wide as a football field and at least 5 miles long. Official damage estimates are
currently unknown, but are estimated in the tens of thousands of dollars.

Fig. 7: A barn in the twister’s path near Oldtown was severely damaged.
16. Early Season Mountain Ice Storm – October 29-30, 2002 – A moderate to heavy rain
system passed through the central Appalachians on the 29th-30th, dropping over 1.5 inches
of rainfall. Normally this would not have been a problem, but at elevations above about
1,500 feet, temperatures were freezing or slightly below the entire duration of the storm.
Consequently, the rain froze on everything—trees, power lines, cars, you name it.
Because many trees were still partially leafed, the weight of the ice brought down many
limbs and even some entire trees. Parts of nearby Garrett County and the Frostburg area
and other high elevations in Allegany County, to quote Frostburg observer Greg Latta
“resembled a war zone” following the storm. There were numerous power outages
throughout Garrett and western Allegany counties. The following summer of 2003 when

I came to visit from Salt Lake City, I could still see the devastation in the mountains
caused by this unusually early season and unusually heavy ice storm.

Fig. 8: Taken from Backbone Mtn., this was a common scene in Garrett/Allegany Cos.
15. Baltimore Pike Flash Flood – May 27th, 2002 – On Memorial Day, the 27th, a sudden
severe thunderstorm blew up along I-68 and Baltimore Pike (state route 144) between
Cumberland and Flintstone along the west slope of Martin Mountain. The storm
intensified, became stationary and dumped extremely heavy rain, 4 to 5 inches, along
with continuous cloud-to-ground lightning, within only two hours in this area. Flash
flooding quickly developed and ravaged an apartment complex and several other homes
and businesses along the aforementioned highways. Flood damage was over $500,000.
This was one of the worst flash floods to hit Allegany County, rivaling those during the
summers of 1989, 1995, 1996 and 2000. Two days later, on May 29th, another slowmoving, intense storm cell formed directly over my station in LaVale, dumping 1.76” of
rain in an hour, causing minor flooding in our basement. The storm inched northeast and
causing more flash flooding in the Corriganville area, where Cash Valley and Kreigbaum
Roads and State Route 135 were all closed due to flooding. 30 more basements flooded,
and local streams overflowed their banks.

Fig. 9: Radar rainfall estimate of the storm that flooded Baltimore Pike and I-68
14. Ice Storm of February 8-9, 1994 – In the midst of a season full of nasty winter
storms, the worst storm of all hammered nearly all of the Middle Atlantic region and the
southeastern U.S. This storm began as snow on the 8th, then quickly turned to sleet on
the evening of the 8th. A couple of inches of sleet accumulated, before the precipitation
turned to rain overnight. Of course, all of this rain froze on contact. The ice was nearly
an inch thick by the morning of the 9th, when the storm finally abated. 2 inches of
precipitation fell, with about 3-4 inches of nearly solid ice. The severe ice accumulation
absolutely paralyzed travel in the area. Schools were closed for several days following
the storm. To add insult to injury, another 5.5” of snow and ice fell on the 11th.

Fig. 10: Thick ice coats trees and power lines throughout the area

13. Floods of April 16, 1993 – On the evening of 15th of April, only a narrow band of
light rain approached the area. Never did anyone imagine what would unfold in the
following 24 hours. The bands of rain quickly blossomed into intense thunderstorm cells
that began moving northeast through the area around 2am on the 16th. The heavy rain
became steady around dawn, finally tapering off around 10am. Already, 2.29 inches of
rain had fallen and serious flooding had developed, as the ground was saturated from
heavy rain the previous week. The rest of the day was relatively quiet, until about 6pm,
when a nasty line of thunderstorms developed just to our west and inched through with
another deluge. This was the straw that broke the camel’s back. Another 1.31 inches of
rain fell, most of that in only 15 minutes. A total of 3.57 inches of rain fell on the 16th
and 3.60” fell in the 24-hour period ending early on the 17th (light sleet fell on the
morning of the 17th, following a nearly 40-degree drop in temperatures). At many points
on the North Branch Potomac, the flooding was worse than the historic November 1985
floods. The headline in the Times-News on the 17th was “Water, Water Everywhere.”
12. Hurricanes Frances and Ivan – September 8-9 and 17-18, 2004 – Although these
were two separate events, they packed a 1-2 punch and combined for some of the worst
and most widespread flooding in Allegany County since the devastating floods of January
and September 1996. The remnants of Hurricane Frances moved northeast through the
Appalachians and dumped 4.64” of rain in a 24-hour period on the 8th and 9th. This was
the second heaviest rainfall on my records. 4.36” of that rain fell on the 8th alone, the
third greatest daily total on record, only behind Hurricane Fran’s 5.20” deluge during the
evening of September 6th, 1996 and Hurricane Hazel’s 4.64” deluge on October 15, 1954.
Between 5-8pm on the 8th, nearly 3.5 inches of rain fell from training bands of torrential
rainfall. The extreme western part of the county near the Alleghany front was hardest hit.
Frostburg reported 6.26” of rainfall, 5.70” of that between 7am on the 8th-9th. This
caused severe flash flooding, particularly in low-lying areas such as Westernport.
Another area of extremely heavy rain hammered the eastern portion of the county. Just
over a week later on the 17th-18th, the remnants of Hurricane Ivan hammered the area
with more heavy downpours. Had it not been for Frances saturating the ground, Ivan’s
flooding probably would have only been minor, but the 2.86” deluge on the evening of
the 17th-18th caused severe flooding, particularly in the Mount Savage area, which had
major damage to homes, businesses and roads. While another tropical system, Jeanne,
spared the area from major flooding as its heavy rains tracked just to the southeast, it
brought the month’s total at Frostburg to an amazing 11.61 inches, a September record.
Some parts of PA to our north had their all-time record wettest month with nearly 15
inches of rainfall in some areas. While much of Florida was devastated by the parade of
hurricanes during August-September 2004, the central and southern Appalachians
suffered some of the most severe flooding in recent history from these storms. Mt.
Mitchell, NC, recorded an incredible 46.69” of rainfall during September 2004!

Fig. 11: A house is ravaged by Frances’s flood waters on 09/08/2004.

Fig. 12: Ivan’s raging flood waters threaten a Frostburg home on Sept. 17, 2004.

11. “Madison County Flood” – late June 1995 – Several heavy thunderstorms rumbled
through Allegany County during the final week of June 1995, causing severe flash
flooding in much of the county, especially the central and southwestern portions. A
nearly stationary upper level area of low pressure was the culprit. This was the same
system that brought the infamous Madison County, VA floods that dumped over 20
inches of rain in 24 hours in a localized mountain area, killing one person and causing an
estimated 36 million dollars in crop damage. June 1995 was a warm, exceptionally wet
month. Earlier, on June 2, severe thunderstorms produced large hail and wind damage in
Cumberland and flooding in the Westernport area. On the evening of the 25th, a strong,
nearly stationary storm dumped an inch of rain in an hour on La Vale and Cumberland,
and severe lightning knocked out power for over an hour. The worst of the flooding in
Allegany County occurred from the evening of the 26th through the midday hours of the
27th. Thunderstorms exploded over the area like fireworks just after sunset on the 26th.
Cumberland reported nearly 2.5 inches of rain in an hour between 9-10pm. The storms
kept forming and reforming in the same areas just to our southwest during the overnight
and through the mid-afternoon hours of the 27th. Westernport was literally washed out by
the heavy rains. There, six inches of rain was estimated on the 27th. The ensuing floods
and mudslides caused $1.3 million in damage. Nearby Keyser, WV, officially reported
an incredible 5.33 inches of rainfall that morning, along with a “wall of water” that
flooded the entire city. As if that weren’t enough, three days later, on June 30th, a severe
thunderstorm became stationary on the east side of Cumberland. Radar estimated 5
inches of rain just outside of Cumberland in the Rocky Gap area. There, numerous
mudslides were reported, and over 80 campsites at the resort were destroyed.

Fig. 13: Rainfall totals from the “Madison County” flood that also hit Westernport MD
10. Great Nor’ Easter of 1992 (December 10-11, 1992) – I love snow, and I received an
unexpected gift from Mother Nature on my 15th birthday. Moderate to heavy snow began
falling early morning on the 10th. The snow fell heavily all day, mixing with sleet by late
evening. 20” of snow fell on the 10th, a single-day record to date, followed by another
3.5” on the 11th after a brief period of freezing rain and sleet. Thunder was even reported
in Cumberland. The snow was heavy and wet and melted to 3.45” of precipitation. An
extremely intense Nor’ Easter was responsible for the record snowfall. At Piney Dam in
Garrett County, 10 miles to our west, an unbelievable 42 inches of snow was measured,
unofficially the greatest snow storm total in the state of Maryland. Winds gusted to 50
mph behind the system as it intensified off the east coast. Some areas along the east coast
had hurricane force winds, torrential rainfall and severe coastal flooding. A cold weather
pattern followed and kept the snow around for a white Christmas in 1992.
9. Flash flood – September 11, 2000 – What seemed like just an ordinary passing shower
on the evening of the 11th quickly turned into a raging thunderstorm that produced a flash
flood of historical proportions. The storm, which had developed just to our southwest,
intensified rapidly, became stationary and parked itself directly over La Vale and
Cumberland for nearly 2 hours, dumping torrential rainfall. It was unreal. Every time it
seemed that the rain was about to stop, it would start pounding down again, even heavier
than before. Lightning was also quite frequent and intense. After 90 minutes of almost
continuous torrential rain, the storm finally inched further east. At my station, 3.17” of
rain fell between 6 and 7:30pm, with a grand total of 3.66”. The official Cumberland
station, slightly east of the center of this storm, reported 2.97”. However, much of La

Vale and the western and northern portion of Cumberland reported over 5 inches of rain
in only 2 hours! Officially, 4.80” of rain fell at the Police Barracks in La Vale. Streets
turned into makeshift rivers, and vehicles turned into boats. Cars quickly began floating
through the streets of Cumberland, and many motorists were stranded in the flood waters,
which topped three feet in some areas. I-68 was closed for 3 hours downtown after a wall
of water several feet deep rushed across. Other road closures and mudslides also
occurred in the Cumberland, La Vale and Westernport areas. The storm also caused
many power outages. The damage caused by this unexpected and severe flash flood
topped $2 million, and doesn’t even include all of the damage to vehicles, roads etc.

Fig 14: Rainfall estimates from the storm that flooded La Vale and Cumberland
8. The “Superstorm” of 1993 (March 13-14, 1993) – Perhaps the most intense and
widespread extra-tropical cyclone in recent history battered the eastern third of the United
States on March 13th-14th, 1993. The unusually strong low-pressure storm moved up the
east coast, dumping record snows, strong winds, record cold and record low pressure over
much of the eastern seaboard that was more typical of a hurricane than a Nor’ Easter.
Steady, moderate to heavy snow persisted all day on March 13th. 21” snow fell at this
station on the 13th-14th (20.5” on the 13th, the highest single-day total to date). The
barometric pressure plummeted to a record low 28.88”, and the temperature dropped to a
chilly 6 degrees F after the storm. Strong winds caused considerable blowing and
drifting, and schools and businesses shut down for several days. Heavy snow fell as far
south as the Florida Panhandle, deadly tornadoes struck central and southern FL, many
coastal areas were ravaged by flooding, and over 4 feet of snow fell at some high
elevations of the Appalachians. Over 300 people died following one of the most intense
and destructive east coast storms in modern history. This tremendous storm drew several
nicknames, such as The Storm of the Century, the ’93 Superstorm, No-Name
Hurricane, the White Hurricane, or the (Great) Blizzard of 1993.

Fig. 15: Snowfall Totals from the Blizzard of 1993
7. “West Virginia Derecho” – April 9, 1991 – On the evening of the 9th, a violent line of
thunderstorms struck the area. As the storms approached we heard the sound of a freight
train. The only other time I heard anything like that was when I was 4 years old and a
tornado tore through my backyard in Morgantown, WV. Watching from the safety of our
basement, I watched as incredible straight line winds hit all at once, wildly tossing around
un-leafed, nearly 100-foot tall oak trees, illuminated by big bright blue flashes of
lightning. Pea-sized hail and torrents of rain smacked against the side of house. The
power immediately went out and didn’t return until the morning of the 11th, some 36
hours after the storm hit. The storm only lasted about 10 minutes, but the damage was
astounding. Our backyard was littered with huge tree branches and a couple of uprooted
pine trees, and tons of other debris. Henry drive and much of La Vale and Allegany
County, for that matter, resembled war zones. The entire roof of the Bon-Ton at the local
mall was blown off. Many trees fell onto cars and houses, causing major damage. Winds
reached 80 mph at the Cumberland Regional Airport – greater than hurricane force!
Although there were no confirmed tornadoes here, several funnel clouds were sighted,
illuminated by bright lightning flashes, and 11 tornadoes were confirmed to our north in
PA, one of them hitting Johnstown, our future hometown. Perhaps the most remarkable
aspect of this storm, in addition to the tremendous local wind damage, but the extremely
fast pace of the cold front that spawned the destructive squall line and its refusal to die as
it sprinted northeast. In the matter of just over 12 hours, this squall line painted a solid
swath of destruction from eastern AR to eastern PA – well over 1,000 miles!

Fig. 16: A tremendous number of severe weather reports on April 9, 1991
6. Hurricane Fran – September 6, 1996 – After devastating eastern North Carolina as a
strong Category 3 Hurricane, Fran moved northward through our area, dumping torrential
rainfall and producing locally strong winds. The storm was still in tropical storm status
as it passed through western Maryland, and the “eye” passed over Garrett County just to
our west. Tremendous amounts of moisture were drawn in from the Atlantic Ocean and
dumped over the higher elevations and south/east facing slopes of the Alleghenies. The
heavy rain commenced around midday on the 6th and didn’t stop until late evening. An
incredible 5.20” of rain fell in a 12-hour period, setting an all-time single-day record.
The storm total was 5.21 inches. Nearby Frostburg reported a whopping station record
6.33 inches. Cumberland recorded 4.63”, its greatest rain day of the 20th century. Nearly
10” of rain fell along the east slopes of the Allegheny Front, and some of the higher
elevations of Virginia had nearly 16” of rainfall. The result of this extreme deluge was
the second severe and widespread flood of 1996. In some areas, this flood was almost as
severe as the January flood, and for the second time in 1996, Allegany County was
declared a federal disaster area. 9.87” of rainfall at this station made September 1996 the
wettest September on record. 10.59” was recorded at Frostburg, and 9.05” in
Cumberland, also set respective station records to date.

Fig. 17: Rainfall totals from the remnants of Hurricane Fran on September 6, 1996
5. “Snowmageddon” – February 5-6, 2010 – One of the most intense and widespread
snow storms in recent history hammered the Mid-Atlantic region, bringing record snows
to much of West Virginia, Virginia, Maryland, Delaware, southern Pennsylvania and
New Jersey. This storm shut down Washington, D.C., where 30.7 inches set an all-time
snow record at Dulles Airport. Some areas had upwards of 3 feet. Snowfall rates were
very intense for an extended period of time, averaging nearly 3” per hour at both my La
Vale and Westmont/Johnstown PA stations, with 16” falling at both locations in only 6
hours late on the 5th and early on the 6th. A grand total of 26.5” of snow fell in just over
24 hours at both locations, an all-time record, and at La Vale, this was the 3rd greatest
snow storm on record. 2.43” of water fell from the storm, a February record for the given
time frame. A second, powerful Nor’ Easter immediately followed on the 9th-10th,
dumping 9” snow here and upwards of 2 feet just east of the area once again. This storm
was nicknamed “Snowpocalypse.” February 2010 racked up an all-time monthly record
42.5” of snowfall, beating the previous record of 41.7” in January, 1996, and the 78.0” of
snow during the winter season (Dec-Jan-Feb) 2009-2010 also set a new station record.
Following yet a third intense Nor’ Easter during the month of Feb. 2010, which dumped
extremely heavy snows to our east and also in the mountains to our west, many other
nearby locations also reported their snowiest month and winter season ever on record.
An incredible 86.3” of snow fell on my Westmont station in Feb. 2010, with drifts
upwards of 5 feet in our backyard there, and over 100” fell in the highest elevations of the
central Appalachians, with many stations reporting their snowiest month ever.

Fig. 18: Very heavy snow falling during the late evening of Feb. 5th, 2010

Fig. 19: Jimmy, friend of Scott Lohr, current La Vale observer, standing by a huge drift

4. President’s Day Storm II – February 15-17, 2003 – An all-time record February snow
storm and blizzard hammered the Mid-Atlantic region on President’s Day Weekend (Feb.
15th-17th), 2003. A band of snow crept into the area from the southwest early on Saturday
the 15th, retreated just to our south as cold high pressure to our northeast intensified. As a
Nor’ Easter exploded off the North Carolina coast, snow resumed at earnest in the early
morning hours on Sunday the 16th. 18.0” of snow fell on that day, a new all-time daily
February record, and by Monday morning the 17th (President’s Day), a whopping 28.0”
of snow had fallen from the entire storm, most of it in only 30 hours, setting a new alltime record snow event for February. It melted down to a hefty 2.87” of melted
precipitation. The storm absolutely paralyzed all of the major cities in the Northeast and
Mid-Atlantic regions, with the northern suburbs of Baltimore reporting locally over 40
inches! This incredible snow storm boosted February’s 2003’s snowfall total to a
whopping 36.5”, a new February record (later broken in 2010 when 42.5” fell).

Fig. 20: Photo of the tremendous amount of snow from the 2003 President’s day storm
3. Blizzard of 1996 – January 6-8, 1996 – An all-time record-smashing snowstorm, 30
inches, fell in a 30-hour period, from late January 6th through the early morning of the 8th.
23.5” fell on the 7th, an all-time single-day record. The snow progressively became
heavier as the day wore on. Between 10 and 11pm, 5 inches of snow fell! The storm was
absolutely unreal. High winds, gusting 35+ mph, late on the 7th and early on the 8th,
produced several foot-high drifts and white-out conditions. This massive storm paralyzed
the Mid-Atlantic and Northeast, shutting down schools and businesses for an entire week.
It was rated as a Category 5 winter storm on the NCDC NESIS scale, the most intense
category possible, and ranked 2nd most intense winter storm overall, only behind the
March 1993 “Superstorm.” Another significant winter storm dropped an additional 6
inches of snow on January 12th, bringing the snow depth to a station record 32”. January
1996 was the snowiest month ever on my records to date with a whopping 41.7 inches.

Fig. 21: Snowfall Totals from the Blizzard of 1996
2. Flood of the Century – January 19, 1996 – Shortly after the blizzard of 1996 and a
week of cold weather, a dramatic warm-up began to melt all of the snow. A strong cold
front, tapping an unusual amount of gulf moisture for mid-winter, approached the area on
the morning of the 19th. Heavy rains quickly developed around 4am, with torrential
downpours at times. By 7 am, well over an inch of rain had fallen, and we could see icy
cold water seeping through the walls of our house and invading the basement, as there
was nowhere for the water to go. By 10 am, 2.17” of rain had fallen in the 6-hour period,
along with an additional 2+ inches of moisture from the nearly 2 feet of snow pack that
abruptly melted in the deluge. Storm drains were clogged from the snow, and a raging
river of water quickly filled the entire valley in LaVale near Locust Grove where Wills
Creek cuts through the gap headed towards Cumberland. Many people were stranded in
the flood waters on their way to work or school, which was eventually called off amidst
the chaos. Many homes in the area were destroyed, with much debris washed away with
the raging flood waters. This was a flood of biblical proportions, rivaling the great St.
Patrick’s Day flood in March 1936, in fact statistically topping that flood with a record
gauge height of 23.11 feet, nearly 3 feet higher than in 1936. The 1936 flood had
fortunately motivated flood protection that saved Cumberland from total devastation
during this event. Still, this massive flood was the costliest natural disaster in Allegany
County to date, causing over $7 million in damage, and declaring the county a federal
disaster area.

Fig. 22: Entire valleys in the area filled with flood waters on Jan. 19, 1996.
1. Frostburg Tornado – June 2, 1998 – Much of the area was in shock after a quiet
Sunday evening on the 31st of May turned tragic. A monster F3 tornado hammered
Salisbury PA, just to our northwest, devastating parts of the town and killing a 13-year
old girl. In one’s wildest dreams, nobody expected another violent severe weather
outbreak two evenings later, over almost the exact same area. But about 8pm on June 2,
a tornado warning went into effect for Allegany County as the first in a series of violent
supercell thunderstorms moving southeast from PA (the same area that was ravaged by
May 31st’s storms; in fact, 50 tornadoes occurred in PA from May 31-June 2!) struck the
area. Quarter-sized hail battered our backyard, accumulating on the ground and turning it
white. Heavy rain fell, the sky turned an eerie blackish green, and a funnel cloud (see
Fig. 23) was sighted over Frostburg, Haystack Mountain and South Cumberland. This
funnel touched down twice in the county, once near Frostburg/Mt. Savage and again on
the southeast side of Cumberland on Irons Mountain. The two tornadoes fortunately
caused damage almost exclusively to forested areas on mountain ridges.
No more than 2 hours later, another tornadic supercell, the final and most violent
of the series nasty storms moved southeast from Pittsburgh and began producing a
tornado near Mt. Pleasant, PA. This storm took dead aim on our area yet again with a
track almost identical to the previous storms. An incredible lightning display lit up the
sky shortly after sunset. Another tornado warning went into effect about 9:40pm. The
monster storm and an incredible, multi-vortex F4 twister hit Frostburg at 9:43pm. The
center of the cell passed right over this station with wicked severe lightning, large hail,
torrential rain and damaging winds, finally abating around 10:15pm. The tornado roared
down Big Savage Mountain and ravaged the north and east portions of Frostburg,
Zihlman, Eckhart Mines and Clarysville before crossing Route 40 and I-68 and moving
up Dan’s Mountain with a swath of total destruction as wide as 2-3 football field lengths!
29 homes were destroyed and 29 more had major damage, with nearly 130 buildings
badly damaged. 5 people had minor injuries, with, miraculously, no fatalities. The
damage totaled over $5 million, the costliest natural disaster the county has suffered since
the great floods of 1996. The “Frostburg Tornado” was the 3rd official tornado
touchdown in the county on the evening of June 2, 1998 and tracked for an amazing 48
miles before finally dissipating between LaVale and Creasaptown. With winds of 210
mph, it was the first recorded F4 twister in Maryland. The Frostburg Tornado was ranked
5th most violent tornado of 1998 in the entire United States, according to Vortex Times
2002. Debris from the tornado was strewn over the eastern panhandle of West Virginia

and northern Virginia, up to 100 miles away in Sterling VA, where a bill that had been in
a file cabinet in a leveled Frostburg home was found. This was an absolutely incredible
series of events, beginning with the Salisbury Tornado on the evening of May 31st, and
concluding with multiple tornadoes over the tri-state area on the evening of June 2nd.

Fig. 23: Scanned photo of a funnel cloud taken from Duncan Studios in LaVale

Fig. 24: Frostburg Tornado damage on Armstrong Avenue. Note the flipped car.

SUMMARY: Allegany County has seen all types of severe weather through the past
couple of decades. The most common type of severe weather documented in this report
was flooding, which is not surprising due to its location in rugged terrain and near several
major creeks and rivers. Two of the worst floods of the 20th century occurred in 1996,
rivaling the devastating floods 60 years prior. Flood protection and better preparation
and forecasting technology has undoubtedly saved much property damage and human
casualties. Droughts can also be quite problematic, and can trigger forest fires such as
those seen in 2001 and 2002 and on some other occasions outside of this report. Major
blizzards from strong low pressure systems moving up the east coast or “Nor’ Easters”
are not uncommon either. The fact that Allegany County has had six massive snow
storms in the past two decades, two of those in the 1992-1993 season and two more in the
2009-2010 season, however, is quite interesting. Major ice storms and damaging hail
from thunderstorms also occasionally occur. While much of Allegany County lies east of
the Alleghany Front (Big Savage Mountain) and is somewhat less exposed than nearby
mountain areas, it is not immune to damaging wind events or even tornadoes, as seen in
spectacular fashion in June 1998, and to a lesser extent, in July 2009, debunking the myth
that tornadoes don’t occur in mountainous regions. The F4 Frostburg Tornado on June 2,
1998 was the first F4 twister in modern Maryland history (but not the last, as La Plata,
MD, was ravaged by a deadly, high-end F4 tornado on April 28, 2002), and given that it
was a very severe and extremely rare event, I ranked it as the number one most
spectacular weather event of the past two decades, 1991-2010.

Fig. 25: Nate Mullins, ACON observer and data compiler for La Vale, MD, CoCoRaHS
Somerset & Cambria County (PA) Coordinator & Westmont 1W PA Station Operator

