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Executive summary 
This report refutes the popular but mistaken belief that today’s weather extremes are more 
common and more intense because of climate change, by examining the history of extreme 
weather events over the past century or so. Drawing on newspaper archives, the report presents 
multiple examples of past extremes that matched or exceeded anything experienced in the 
present-day world. That so many people are unaware of this shows that collective memories of 
extreme weather are short-lived. 

Heatwaves of the last few decades pale in comparison to those of the 1930s – a period whose 
importance is frequently downplayed by the media and environmental activists. The evidence 
shows that the record heat of the 1930s was not confined to the US Dust Bowl, but extended 
throughout much of North America, as well as other countries such as France, India and Australia.  

Major floods today are no more common nor deadly or disruptive than any of the thousands of 
floods in the past, despite heavier precipitation in a warming world (which has increased flash 
flooding). Many of the world’s countries regularly experience major floods, especially China, India 
and Pakistan. 

Severe droughts have been a continuing feature of the earth’s climate for millennia, despite the 
brouhaha in the mainstream media over the extended drought in Europe during the summer of 
2022. Not only was the European drought not unprecedented, but there have been numerous 
longer and drier droughts throughout history, including during the past century. 

Hurricanes overall actually show a decreasing trend around the globe, and the frequency of 
landfalling hurricanes has not changed for at least 50 years. The deadliest US hurricane in record-
ed history, which killed an estimated 8,000 to 12,000 people, struck Galveston, Texas over 100 
years ago in 1900. 

Likewise, there is no evidence that climate change is causing tornadoes to become more frequent 
and stronger. The annual number of strong (EF3 or greater) US tornadoes has in fact declined 
dramatically over the last 72 years, and there are ample examples of past tornadoes just as or 
more violent and deadly than today’s.   

Wildfires are not increasing either. On the contrary, the area burned annually is diminishing in 
most countries. Although wildfires can be exacerbated by other weather extremes such as 
heatwaves and droughts, those extremes are not on the rise as stated above. 

The perception that extreme weather events are increasing in frequency and severity is primarily 
a consequence of modern technology – the Internet and smart phones – which have 
revolutionised communication and made us much more aware of such disasters than we were 
50 or 100 years ago. The misperception has only been amplified by the mainstream media, eager 
to promote the latest climate scare. And as psychologists know, constant repetition of a false 
belief can, over time, create the illusion of truth. But history tells a different story.
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1. Introduction 
The popular but mistaken belief that today’s weather extremes are more common and more 
intense because of climate change is becoming deeply embedded in the public consciousness, 
thanks to a steady drumbeat of articles in the mainstream media and pronouncements by world 
leaders. 

Even the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), whose reports had until recently 
served as the authority on climate science and as a voice of restraint on weather extremes, has 
shifted its stance. The agency now at least partially subscribes to the same belief – claiming, for 
the first time, that climate change is currently affecting many weather extremes all over the 
globe.1 

But the belief is wrong and more a perception than reality. An abundance of scientific evidence 
demonstrates that the frequency and severity of heatwaves, floods, droughts, hurricanes, 
tornadoes and wildfires are not increasing, and may even be declining in some cases. That so 
many people think otherwise reflects an ignorance of, or an unwillingness to look at, our past 
climate. Collective memories of extreme weather are short-lived.   

This report examines the history of extreme weather events over the past century or so, drawing 
on newspaper archives to exhibit multiple examples of extremes that matched or exceeded 
anything we are experiencing in the present-day world.  

2. Heatwaves 
Recent ‘heat domes’ all over the globe in 2023, especially in the US, southern Europe and Asia, 
have only served to amplify the dogma that heatwaves are now more frequent and longer than 
in the past, due to climate change. But a careful look at the evidence reveals that this axiom is 
wrong, and that current heatwaves are no more linked to global warming than any of the other 
weather extremes. 

It is true that a warming world is likely to make heatwaves more common. By definition, 
heatwaves are periods of abnormally hot weather, lasting from days to weeks. However, 
heatwaves have been a regular feature of Earth’s climate for at least as long as recorded history, 
and heatwaves of the last few decades pale in comparison to those of the 1930s – a period whose 
importance is frequently downplayed by the media and environmental activists.  

Those who dismiss the 1930s justify their position by claiming that the searing heat was confined 
to just a handful of the Great Plains states in the US and was caused by Dust Bowl drought. But 
this simply is not so. The evidence shows that the record heat of the 1930s – when the globe was 
also warming – extended throughout much of North America, as well as other countries such as 
France, India and Australia.  
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In the summer of 1930 two record-setting, back-to-back scorchers, each lasting 8 days, afflicted 
Washington, DC in late July and early August.2 During that time, 11 days in the capital city saw 
maximum temperatures above 38oC (100oF). Nearby Harrisonburg, Virginia roasted in July and 
August also, experiencing its longest heatwave on record, lasting 23 days, with 10 days of 38oC 
(100oF) or more.3  

In April the same year, an historic 6-day heatwave enveloped the whole eastern and part of the 
central US,4 as depicted in Figure 1. The accompanying newspaper excerpt5 chronicles a deadly 
heatwave in New York that July. 

 

Figure 1: US heatwaves in 1930. 
Left: sample maximum temperatures for selected cities in April heatwave; right: exceptionally warm July heatwave 
in New York city. 

The hottest years of the 1930s heatwaves in the US were 1934 and 1936. Typical newspaper 
articles from those two extraordinarily hot years are set out in Figure 2. The article on the left, 
from the Western Argus,6 reports how the Dust Bowl state of Oklahoma in 1934 endured an 
incredible 36 successive days on which the mercury exceeded 38oC (100oF) in central Oklahoma. 
On August 7, the temperature there climbed to a sizzling 47oC (117oF). And in the Midwest, 
Chicago and Detroit, both cities for which readings of 32oC (90oF) are normally considered 
uncomfortably hot, registered over 40oC (104oF) the same day.  
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Figure 2: Devastating North American heatwaves in the 1930s. 
Left: Oklahoma and the Midwest in 1934; right: Toronto, Ontario in 1936. 

 

 



 

Weather Extremes on the Rise? (Ralph B. Alexander) Page 4 
 

It was worse in other cities. In the summer of 1934, Fort Smith, Arkansas recorded an unbelievable 
53 consecutive days with maximum temperatures of 38oC (100oF) or higher. Topeka, Kansas, had 
47 days, Oklahoma City had 45 days and Columbia, Missouri had 34 days when the mercury 
reached or passed that level – all examples of data recorded for posterity in a peer-reviewed 
paper.7 Approximately 800 deaths were attributed to the widespread heatwave.  

In a 13-day heatwave in July, 1936, the Canadian province of Ontario – well removed from the 
Great Plains where the Dust Bowl was concentrated – saw the thermometer soar above 44oC 
(111oF) during the longest, deadliest Canadian heatwave on record.8 The article on the right in 
Figure 2, from The Toronto Daily Star,9 describes conditions during that heatwave in normally 
temperate Toronto, Ontario’s capital. As reported: 

… a great mass of the children of the poverty-stricken districts of Toronto are today 
experiencing some of the horrors of Dante’s Inferno. 

and, in a headline, 

 Egg[s] Fried on Pavement – Crops Scorched and Highways Bulged       

Two scenes from 1936 US heatwaves10, 11 are portrayed in Figure 3.  

 

Figure 3: 1936 US heatwaves. 
Left: children cooling off in New York City in July; right: ice being delivered to a crowd in Kansas City, Missouri in 
August. 

Not only did farmers suffer and infrastructure wilt in the 1936 heatwaves, but thousands died 
from heatstroke and other hot-weather ailments. By some estimates, over 5,000 excess deaths 
from the heat occurred that year in the US and another 1,000 or more in Canada; a few details 
appear in the two newspaper articles on the right in Figure 4, from The Owosso Argus-Press12 
and The Bend Bulletin,13 respectively. 
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Figure 4: Deadly US heatwaves in 1936. 
Left: Iowa; center: Midwest; right: heatwave deaths. 

The article on the left in Figure 4, from The Telegraph-Herald,14 documents the effect of the July 
1936 heatwave on the Midwest state of Iowa, which endured 12 successive days of sweltering 
heat that resulted in 247 deaths. The article remarks that the 1936 heatwave topped the previous 
one in 1934, when the mercury reached or exceeded 38oC (100oF) for 8 consecutive days. 

Heatwaves lasting a week or longer in the 1930s were not confined to North America; the 
Southern Hemisphere baked too. Adelaide on Australia’s south coast experienced a heatwave at 
least 11 days long in 1930, and Perth on the west coast saw a 10-day spell in 1933, as described 
in the articles in Figure 5 from The Register News-Pictorial 15  and The Longreach Leader, 16 
respectively. 
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Figure 5: Debilitating Australian heatwaves in the 1930s. 
Left: Adelaide, South Australia in 1930; right: Perth, Western Australia in 1933. 

 

Figure 6: Heatwaves around the world in 1935. 
Top: India; center: France; bottom: Italy. 
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Not to be outdone, 1935 saw heatwaves elsewhere in the world. The three excerpts from 
Australian newspapers shown in Figure 6 recorded heatwaves that year in India, France and Italy, 
although there is no information about their duration; the papers were The Canberra Times,17 
The Sydney Morning Herald18 and The Daily News,19 respectively. But 1935 wasn’t the only 1930s 
heatwave in France. In August 1930, Australian and New Zealand (and presumably French) 
newspapers recounted20 a French heatwave that month, in which the temperature soared to a 
staggering 50oC (122oF) in the Loire valley – besting a purported record of 46oC (115oF) set in 
southern France in 2019.   

Many more examples exist of the exceptionally hot 1930s all over the globe. Even with modern 
global warming, there’s nothing unusual about current heatwaves, either in frequency or 
duration. 

3. Floods 
Devastating 2022 floods in Pakistan that affected 33 million people; widespread flooding in 
Europe and western Canada in 2021; and a once-in-a-millennium flood the same year in 
Zhengzhou, China that drowned passengers in a subway tunnel: all these were trumpeted by the 
mainstream media as unmistakable signs that climate change has intensified the occurrence of 
weather extremes such as major floods. 

But just as for heatwaves, there is no evidence that major floods are becoming worse or more 
frequent. Major floods today are no more common nor deadly or disruptive than any of the 
thousands of floods in the past, despite heavier precipitation in a warming world (which has 
increased flash flooding). Floods do tend to kill more people than, say, hurricanes or tornadoes, 
either by drowning or from subsequent famine. Yet many of the world’s countries regularly 
experience flooding, especially China, India, Pakistan and Japan. 
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China has a long history of major floods going back 
to the 19th century and before. One of the worst 
was the flooding of the Yangtze and other rivers in 
1931 21  that inundated approximately 180,000 
square kilometers (69,500 square miles) in central 
China following rainfall in July of over 610 mm (24 
inches). That was a far greater area flooded than the 
85,000 square kilometers (33,000 square miles) 
underwater in Pakistan’s terrible floods in 2022, 
and affected far more people – as many as 53 
million. 

The extent of the watery invasion can be seen in the 
top two photos22, 23 of the montage in Figure 7; the 
bottom photo24 displays the havoc wrought in the 
city of Wuhan. A catastrophic dike failure near 
Wuhan left almost 800,000 people homeless and 
covered the city with several meters of water for 
months.  

Chinese historians estimate the countrywide death 
toll at 422,000 from drowning alone; an additional 
2 million people reportedly died from starvation or 
disease resulting from the floods, and much of the 
population was reduced to ‘eating tree bark, weeds, 
and earth.’ Some sold their children to                        
survive, while others resorted to cannibalism. 

Figure 7: Disastrous Yangtze River flood in China, 1931. 

The disaster was widely reported. The Evening Independent wrote in August 1931:25 

Chinese reports … indicate that the flood is the greatest catastrophe the country has ever 
faced. 

The same month, the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette,26 an extract from which is shown in Figure 8, 
recorded how a United News correspondent witnessed: 

… thousands of starving and exhausted persons sitting motionless on roofs or in shallow 
water, calmly awaiting death. 
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Figure 8. Newspaper report of calamitous 1931 Yangtze River flood in China. 
Note: columns are not in order. 

The Yangtze River flooded again in 1935, killing 145,000 and leaving 3.6 million homeless, and 
also in 1954 when 30,000 lost their lives, as well as more recently.27 Several other Chinese rivers 
also flood regularly, especially in Sichuan province. 

The Pakistan floods of 2022 are the nation’s sixth since 1950 to kill over 1,000 people. Major 
floods afflicted the country in 1950, 1955, 1956, 1957, 1959, throughout the 1970s and in more 
recent years. Typical flood scenes28 are shown in Figure 9, together with a report in the New York 
Times of a major flood in 1973.29 
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Figure 9. Devastation from historical floods in Pakistan, 1950s and 1970s. 
Left: flood scenes; right: newspaper report, August 23, 1973. 

Monsoonal rains in 1950 led to flooding that killed an estimated 2,900 people across the country 
and caused the Ravi River in northeastern Pakistan to burst its banks; 10,000 villages were 
decimated and 900,000 people made homeless. 

In 1973, one of Pakistan’s worst-ever floods followed intense rainfall of 325 mm (13 inches) in 
Punjab (which means five rivers) province, affecting more than 4.8 million people. The Indus River 
– of which the Ravi River is a tributary – became a swollen, raging torrent 32 km (20 miles) wide, 
sweeping 300,000 houses and 70,000 cattle away. 474 people perished. 

In an area heavily dependent on agriculture, 4.3 million bales of the cotton crop and hundreds of 
millions of dollars worth of stored wheat were lost. Villagers had to venture into floodwaters to 
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cut fodder from the drowned and ruined crops in order to feed their livestock. Another New York 
Times article on the 1973 flood reported the plight of flood refugees:30 

In Sind, many farmers, peasants and shopkeepers fled to a hilltop railway station where 
they climbed onto trains for Karachi. 

Monsoon rainfall of 580 mm (23 inches) just three years later in July and September of 1976, 
again mostly in Punjab province, caused a flood that killed 425 and affected another 1.7 million 
people. It is worth noting here that the 1976 deluge far exceeded the 375 mm (15 inches) of rain 
preceding the massive 2022 flood in Pakistan, although both inundated approximately the same 
area. The 1976 flood affected a total of 18,400 villages. 

A shorter yet deadly flood struck the coastal metropolis of Karachi the following year in 1977, 
after 210 mm (8 inches) of rain fell on the city in 12 hours. Despite its brief duration, the flood 
drowned 848 people and left 20,000 homeless. That same year, the onslaught of floods in the 
country prompted the establishment of a Federal Flood Commission. 

Figure 10 shows the annual number of flood fatalities in Pakistan from 1950 to 2012, which 
includes flood drownings from cyclones as well as monsoonal rains. 

 

Figure 10. Annual number of deaths from major floods in Pakistan, 1950 to 2012. 
Source:  M.J. Paulikas and M.K. Rahman.31 
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4. Droughts 
Severe droughts have been a continuing feature of the earth’s climate for millennia, despite the 
brouhaha in the mainstream media over the extended drought in Europe during the summer of 
2022. Not only was the European drought not unprecedented, but there have been numerous 
longer and drier droughts throughout history, including during the past century. 

Because droughts typically last for years or even decades, their effects are far more catastrophic 
for human and animal life than those of floods which usually recede in weeks or months. The 
consequences of drought include crop failure, starvation and mass migration. As with floods, 
droughts historically have been most common in Asian countries such as China and India. 

One of most devastating natural disasters in Chinese history was the drought and subsequent 
famine in northern China from 1928 to 1933.32 The drought left 3.7 million hectares (9.2 million 
acres) of arable land barren, leading to a lengthy famine exacerbated by civil war. An estimated 
3 million people died of starvation, while Manchuria in the northeast took in 4 million refugees. 

Typical scenes from the drought are shown in Figure 11,33, 34 along with a newspaper excerpt 
from The New York Times.35 

 

Figure 11. Severe drought in China, 1928-33. 
Top photo: three starving boys abandoned by their families in 1928 and fed by the military authorities; bottom 
photo: famine victims in the city of Lanzhou; right: newspaper report. 
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The full duration of the drought was extensively covered by The New York Times. In 1929, a 
lengthy article36 reported that relief funds from an international commission could supply just 
one meal daily to:  

 only 175,000 sufferers out of the 20 million now starving or undernourished. 

and  … missionaries report that cannibalism has commenced. 

A 1933 article, excerpted in Figure 11, chronicled the continuing misery four years later: 

Children were being killed to end their suffering and the women of families were being 
sold to obtain money to buy food for the other members, according to an official report. 

Drought has frequently afflicted India too. One of the worst episodes was the twin droughts of 
1965 and 1966-67, the latter in the eastern state of Bihar. Although only 2,350 Indians died in 
the 1966-67 drought, it was only unprecedented foreign food aid that prevented mass starvation. 
Nonetheless, famine and disease ravaged the state, and it was reported that as many as 40 
million people were affected. 

Particularly hard hit were Bihar farmers, who struggled to keep their normally sturdy plow-pulling 
bullocks alive on a daily ration of 2.7 kilograms (6 pounds) of straw. As reported in the April 1967 
New York Times article37 in Figure 12, a US cow at that time usually consumed over 11 kilograms 
(25 pounds) of straw a day. A total of 11 million farmers and 5 million laborers were effectively 
put out of work by the drought. Crops became an issue for starving farmers too, the same article 
stating that: 

An official in Patna said confidently the other day that ‘the Indian farmer would rather die 
than eat his seed,’ but in village after village farmers report that they ate their seed many 
weeks ago. 
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Figure 12. Famine following drought in India, 1966-67. 
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The US, like most countries, is not immune to drought either, especially in southern and 
southeastern states. Some of the worst droughts occurred in the Great Plains states and southern 
Canada during the Dust Bowl years of the 1930s.  

But worse yet was a 7-year uninterrupted drought from 1950 to 1957,38 concentrated in Texas 
and Oklahoma but eventually including all the Four Corners states of Arizona, Utah, Colorado and 
New Mexico, as well as eastward states such as Missouri and Arkansas. For Texas, it was the most 
severe drought in recorded history. By the time the drought ended, 244 of Texas' 254 counties 
had been declared federal disaster areas. 

Desperate ranchers resorted to burning cactus, removing the spines, and using it for cattle feed. 
Because of the lack of adequate rainfall, over 1,000 towns and cities in Texas had to ration the 
water supply. The city of Dallas opened centers where citizens could buy cartons of water from 
artesian wells for 50 cents a gallon, which was more than the cost of gasoline at the time.  

Shown in the photo montage in Figure 13 are various scenes from the Texas drought.39, 40, 41 The 
newspaper articles on the right are from The West Australian in 1953 (‘Four States In America 
Are Hit By Drought’)42 and The Montreal Gazette in 1957.43 
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Figure 13. Texas drought, 1950-57. 
Top photo: stranded boat on dry lakebed; center photo: car being towed after becoming stuck in parched riverbed; 
bottom photo: once lakeside cabins on shrinking Lake Waco; right: newspaper excerpts. 

Reconstructions of ancient droughts using tree rings or pollen as a proxy reveal that historical 
droughts were even longer and more severe than those described here, many lasting for decades 
– so-called megadroughts. This can be seen in Figure 14, which shows the pattern of dry and wet 
periods in drought-prone California over the past 1,200 years. Although the third-driest period in 
the 1100s and the fifth driest period in the 1200s both occurred during the Mediaeval Warm 
Period, the driest (1500s) and fourth-driest (800s) periods of drought occurred during relatively 
cool epochs. 
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Figure 14. Historical droughts in California, 800 to 2010. 
Source: Lamont-Doherty Earth Observatory, Columbia University.44 

5. Hurricanes 
Popular opinion would have one believe that hurricanes are on the rise. But hurricanes overall 
actually show a decreasing trend around the globe, and the frequency of landfalling hurricanes 
has not changed for at least 50 years. So these powerful tropical cyclones, which all too 
dramatically demonstrate the fury nature is capable of unleashing, cannot be linked to global 
warming. 

The deadliest US hurricane45  in recorded history struck Galveston, Texas in 1900, killing an 
estimated 8,000 to 12,000 people. Lacking a protective seawall built later, the thriving port was 
completely flattened by winds of 225 km per hour (140 mph) and a storm surge exceeding 4.6 
meters (15 feet). With almost no automobiles, the hapless populace could flee only on foot or by 
horse and buggy. The extent of the devastation can be seen in the photo46 in Figure 15, which 
also shows early headlines about the disaster in The Nevada Daily Mail. 47  Reported the 
newspaper at the time:  

Residents [were] crushed to death in crumbling buildings or drowned in the angry waters. 
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Figure 15. Galveston Hurricane, 1900. 
Left: Early newspaper report; right: men using ropes to remove debris in order to look for bodies.  

Hurricanes have been a fact of life for Americans in and around the Gulf of Mexico since 
Galveston and before. The death toll has fallen over time with improvements in planning and 
engineering to safeguard structures, and the development of early warning systems to allow 
evacuation of threatened communities.  

Nevertheless, the frequency of North Atlantic hurricanes has been essentially unchanged since 
1851, as shown in Figure 16. The apparent heightened hurricane activity over the last 20 years, 
particularly in 2005 and 2020, simply reflects improvements in observational capabilities since 
1970 and is unlikely to be a true climate trend, say a team of hurricane experts.48 The incidence 
of major North Atlantic hurricanes in recent decades is no higher than that in the 1950s and 
1960s, when the earth was actually cooling, unlike today. 

 

Figure 16. Annual number of North Atlantic hurricanes, 1851–2020. 
Source: NOAA Hurricane Research Division49 and Paul Homewood.50 
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One of the strongest US hurricanes in the active 1950s and 1960s was Diane in 1955, which 
walloped the North Carolina coast before moving north through Virginia and Pennsylvania, and 
then ending its life as a tropical storm off the coast of New England. Although its winds had 
dropped from 190 km per hour (120 mph) to less than 55 km per hour (35 mph) by that stage, it 
spawned rainfall of 500 mm (20 inches) over a two-day period there, causing massive flooding 
and dam failures (Figure 17).51 An estimated 200 people died. In North Carolina, Diane was but 
one of three hurricanes that struck the coast in just two successive months that year.  

 

Figure 17. Hurricane Diane, 1955. 

During those two decades, the deadliest hurricane was 1963’s Flora that cost nearly as many lives 
as the Galveston Hurricane. Hurricane Flora did not strike the US but made successive landfalls 
in Tobago, Haiti and Cuba, reaching peak wind speeds of 320 km per hour (200 mph). In Haiti a 
record 1,450 mm (57 inches) of rain fell – comparable to what Hurricane Harvey dumped on 
Houston in 2017 – resulting in landslides which buried whole towns and destroyed crops. Even 
heavier rain, up to 2,550 mm (100 inches), devastated Cuba and 50,000 people were evacuated 
from the island, according to a newspaper article in The Sydney Morning Herald.52 Figure 18 
shows Flora’s path53 (bottom) together with the full article. 
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Figure 18. Hurricane Flora, 1963. 
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A few years before in 1960, less deadly Hurricane Donna had moved through Florida with peak 
wind speeds of 285 km per hour (175 mph) after pummeling the Bahamas and Puerto Rico. A 
storm surge of up to 4 meters (13 feet) combined with heavy rainfall caused extensive flooding 
all across the peninsula54 (Figure 19). On leaving Florida, Donna struck North Carolina, still as a 
Category 3 hurricane (top wind speed 180 km per hour or 110 mph), and finally Long Island and 
New England. The US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) calls Donna ‘one 
of the all-time great hurricanes’.55 

 

Figure 19. Hurricane Donna, 1960. 

Florida has been a favorite target of hurricanes for more than a century. Figure 20 depicts the 
frequency by decade of all Florida landfalling hurricanes and major hurricanes (Category 3, 4 or 
5) since the 1850s. While major Florida hurricanes show no trend over 170 years, the trend in 
Florida hurricanes overall is downward – even in a warming world. 

 

Figure 20. Number of Florida landfalling hurricanes by decade, 1850–2020. 
Source: Joseph D’Aleo.56 
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Hurricane Camille in 1969 first made landfall in Cuba, leaving 20,000 people homeless. It then 
picked up speed, smashing into Mississippi as a Category 5 hurricane with wind speeds of 
approximately 300 km per hour (185 mph); the exact speed is unknown because the hurricane’s 
impact destroyed all measuring instruments. Camille generated waves in the Gulf of Mexico over 
21 meters (70 feet) high, beaching two ships57 (Figure 21), and caused the Mississippi River to 
flow backwards. A total of 257 people lost their lives, The Montreal Gazette58 reporting that 
workers found:  

a ton of bodies … in trees, under roofs, in bushes, everywhere. 
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Figure 21. Hurricane Camille, 1969. 

These are just a handful of hurricanes from our past, all as massive and deadly as Category 5 
Hurricane Ian, which in 2022 deluged Florida with a storm surge as high as Galveston’s and rainfall 
up to 685 mm (27 inches); 156 were killed. Hurricanes are not on the rise today. 
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6. Tornadoes 
After a flurry of tornadoes swarmed the central US in March 2023, the media quickly fell into the 
trap of linking the surge to climate change, as often occurs with other forms of extreme weather. 
But there is no evidence that climate change is causing tornadoes to become more frequent and 
stronger, any more than hurricanes are increasing in strength and number.  

Indeed, there are ample examples of past tornadoes just as or more violent and deadly than 
today’s, but conveniently ignored by believers in the narrative that weather extremes are 
becoming more common. 

Like hurricanes, tornadoes are categorized according to wind speed, using the Fujita Scale going 
from EF0 to EF5 (F0 to F5 before 2007); EF5 tornadoes attain wind speeds up to 480 km per hour 
(300 mph). More terrifying than hurricanes because they often arrive without warning, tornadoes 
also have the awesome ability to hurl cars, structural debris, animals and even people through 
the air.  

In the US, tornadoes cause about 80 deaths and more than 1,500 injuries per year. The deadliest 
episode of all time in a single day was the ‘tri-state’ outbreak in 1925,59 which killed over 700 
people and resulted in the most damage from any tornado outbreak in US history. The photo 
montage in Figure 22 shows one of the tornadoes observed in Missouri, Illinois and Indiana that 
day60 and some of the havoc it caused.61, 62  

Unlike the narrow path of most tornadoes, the swath of destruction wrought by the main F5 
tornado was up to 2.4 km (1.5 miles) wide. Amazingly, the ferocious storm persisted for a distance 
of 353 km (219 miles) in its 3 ½-hour lifetime. Together with smaller F2, F3 and F4 tornadoes, the 
F5 tri-state tornado destroyed or almost destroyed numerous towns. 33 schoolchildren died in 
De Soto, Illinois when their school collapsed; De Soto’s deputy sheriff was sucked into the funnel 
cloud, never to be seen again. 

Newspapers of the day chronicled the devastation. United Press63 described how: 

a populous, prosperous stretch of farms, villages and towns … suddenly turned into an 
inferno of destruction, fire, torture and death.  

The Ellensburg Daily Record64 reported that bodies were carried as far as a mile by the force of 
the main tornado. 
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Figure 22. Deadly ‘tri-state’ tornado outbreak, 1925. 
Top: one of 12 or more tornadoes observed in Missouri, Illinois and Indiana approaching a farm; center: some of the 
154 city blocks obliterated in Murphysboro, Illinois; bottom: the wreckage of Murphysboro’s Longfellow School, 
where 17 children were killed.  
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Over three successive days in May 1953, at least 10 different US states were struck by an 
outbreak of more than 33 tornadoes,65 the deadliest being an F5 tornado that carved a path 
directly though the downtown area of Waco, Texas66 (Figure 23). Believing falsely that their city 
was immune to tornadoes, officials had not insisted on construction of sturdy buildings, many of 
which collapsed almost immediately and buried their occupants.  

The same day, a powerful F4 tornado hit the Texas city of San Angelo, causing catastrophic 
damage. As mentioned in The Mercury newspaper article in Figure 23, an American Associated 
Press correspondent reported ‘a scene of grotesque horror’ in Waco and described how San 
Angelo’s business area was ‘strewn with kindling wood.’ 67  

                                                                                                 

                                                                                                  

Figure 23. Texas: Waco – San Angelo tornadoes, 1953. 
Left: newspaper report; right: buried automobiles in downtown Waco. 

June that year saw a sequence of powerful tornadoes wreak havoc across the Midwest and New 
England, the latter being well outside so-called Tornado Alley. An F5 tornado in Michigan68 and 
an F4 tornado in Massachusetts69  (Figure 24) each caused at least 90 deaths and extensive 
damage. The accompanying newspaper article in Figure 24, from The Courier-Mail70 in Brisbane, 
Australia mentions how cars were ‘whisked about like toys.’ 
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Figure 24. Michigan - Massachusetts tornadoes, 1953. 
Left: newspaper report; top right photo: overturned automobiles in Flint, Michigan; bottom right photo: storm 
damage in Worcester, Massachusetts. 

Nature’s wrath was on display again in the most ferocious tornado outbreak ever recorded, 
spawning a total of 30 F4 or F5 tornadoes – the so-called Super Outbreak71 – in April 1974. A total 
of 148 tornadoes of all strengths struck 13 states in Tornado Alley and the Canadian province of 
Ontario over two days. Figure 25 depicts the tornado paths,72 as well as a massive F5 tornado,73 
the worst of the 148, that bore down on Xenia, Ohio and the resulting destruction.74, 75  

The Xenia tornado was so powerful that it tossed freight trains on their side, and even dropped 
a school bus onto a stage where students had been practicing just moments before. Wrote The 
Cincinatti Post76 of the devastation:  

Half of Xenia is gone. 

In Alabama, two F5 tornadoes, out of 75 that struck the state, hit the town of Tanner within 30 
minutes; numerous homes, both brick and mobile, were splintered or swept away. In Louisville, 
Kentucky, battered by an F4 tornado, a Navy veteran who lost his home lamented in the Louisville 
Times77 that:  

only Pearl Harbor was worse. 

In all, the Super Outbreak caused 335 fatalities and over 6,000 injuries. 
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Figure 25. Super Outbreak of tornadoes, 1974. 
Left: distribution and approximate path lengths of tornadoes; top right photo: F5 tornado approaching Xenia, Ohio 
(population 29,000); center right and bottom right photos: consequent wreckage in Xenia. 

Figure 26 shows that the annual number of strong tornadoes (EF3 or greater) in the US has 
declined dramatically over the last 72 years. In fact, the average number of strong tornadoes 
annually from 1986 to 2017 – a period when the globe warmed by about 0.7oC (1.3oF) – was 40% 
less than from 1954 to 1985, when warming was much less. That turns the extreme weather 
caused by climate change narrative on its head. 
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Figure 26. Annual count of EF3 and above tornadoes in the US, 1950–2021.  
Source: Source: NOAA/NCEI.78, 79 

7. Wildfires 
The mistaken belief that wildfires are intensifying because of climate change has been magnified 
by the smoke that wafted over the US from extensive Canadian wildfires in 2023, if you believe 
the apocalyptic proclamations of US and Canadian politicians. 

But, just as with all the other examples of extreme weather, there is no scientific evidence that 
wildfires today are any more frequent or severe than anything experienced in the past. Although 
wildfires can be exacerbated by other weather extremes such as heatwaves and droughts, we’ve 
already seen that those extremes are not on the rise either. 

Together with tornadoes, wildfires are probably the most fearsome of the weather extremes 
commonly blamed on global warming. Both can arrive with little or no warning, making it difficult 
or impossible to flee, are often deadly, and typically destroy hundreds of homes and other 
structures. 

The worst wildfires occur in naturally dry climates such as those in Australia, California or Spain. 
One of the most devastating fire seasons in Australia80 was the summer of 1938-39, which saw 
bushfires (as they are called down under) burning all summer, with ash from the fires falling as 
far away as New Zealand. The Black Friday bushfires of January 13, 1939 engulfed approximately 
75% of the southeast state of Victoria, killing over 60 people as described in the article from The 
Telegraph-Herald81 in Figure 27, and destroying 1,300 buildings; as reported: 

In the town of Woodspoint alone, 21 men and two women were burned to death and 500 
made destitute.   
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Figure 27. Bushfire devastation in Australia, 1939. 
Left: state of Victoria; right: state of South Australia. 

Just a few days later, equally ferocious bushfires swept through the neighboring state of South 
Australia. The inferno reached the outskirts of the state capital, Adelaide, as documented in the 
excerpt from The Adelaide Chronicle82 in Figure 27. 



 

Weather Extremes on the Rise? (Ralph B. Alexander) Page 31 
 

Nationally, Australia’s most extensive bushfire season was the catastrophic series of fires in 1974-
75 that consumed 117 million hectares (290 million acres), which is 15% of the land area of the 
whole continent.83 Fortunately, because nearly two thirds of the burned area was in remote parts 
of the Northern Territory and Western Australia, relatively little human loss was incurred – only 
six people died – though livestock and native animals such as lizards and red kangaroos suffered. 
An estimated 57,000 farm animals were killed. 

The 1974-75 fires were fueled by abnormally heavy growth of lush grasses, following 
unprecedented rainfall in 1974. The fires began in the Barkly Tablelands region of Queensland, a 
scene from which is shown in Figure 28. One of the other bushfires in New South Wales had a 
perimeter of more than 1,000 km (620 miles). 

 

Figure 28. Barkly Tablelands bushfire, 1974. 
Source: Science Under Attack.84 

In the US, while the number of acres burned annually has gone up over the last 20 years or so, 
the present area consumed by wildfires is still only a small fraction of what it was back in the 
1930s (see Figure 33) – just like the frequency and duration of heatwaves, discussed in Section 2. 
The western states, especially California, have a long history of disastrous wildfires dating back 
many centuries. 

Typical of California conflagrations in the 1930s are the late-season fires around Los Angeles in 
November 1938, described in the article from The New York Times85 featured in Figure 29. In one 
burned area 4,100 hectares (10,000 acres) in extent, hundreds of mountain and beach cabins 
were wiped out. Another wildfire burned on a 320-km (200-mile) front in the mountains. As 
chronicled in the piece, the captain of the local mountain fire patrol lamented that: 
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This is a major disaster, the worst forest fire in the history of Los Angeles County. Damage 
to watersheds is incalculable. 

 

Figure 29. Multiple wildfires near Los Angeles, southern California, 1938. 
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Northern California was incinerated too. The newspaper excerpts in Figure 30 from the 
Middlesboro Daily News86 and The New York Times87 report on wildfires that broke out on a 640-
km (400-mile) front in the north of the state in 1936, and near San Francisco in 1945, respectively. 
The 1945 report documents no less than 6,500 separate blazes in California that year. 

 

Figure 30. Wildfires in northern California. 
Left: near Auburn, Mt. Shasta and Yosemite, 1936; right: in Mendocino County, known for its redwood forests, 1945. 

Pacific coast states further north were not spared either. Recorded in the two newspaper 
excerpts shown in Figure 31 are calamitous wildfires in Oregon in 1936 and Canada’s British 
Columbia in 1938; the articles are both from The New York Times.88, 89 The 1936 Oregon fires, 
which covered an area of 160,000 hectares (400,000 acres), obliterated the village of Bandon in 
southwestern Oregon, while the 1938 fire near Vancouver torched an estimated 40,000 hectares 
(100,000 acres). Said a policeman in the aftermath of the Bandon inferno, in which as many as 
15 villagers died: 

If the wind changes, God help Coquille and Myrtle Point. They’ll go like Bandon did. 

 



 

Weather Extremes on the Rise? (Ralph B. Alexander) Page 34 
 

 

Figure 31. Wildfires in other Pacific Coast states. 
Left: Oregon, 1936; right: British Columbia, 1938. 
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As further evidence that modern-day wildfires are no worse than those of the past, Figures 32 
and 33 show the annual area burned by wildfires in Australia since 1905, and in the US since 
1926. Clearly, the area burned annually is in fact declining, despite hysterical claims to the 
contrary by the mainstream media. The US National Interagency Fire Center (NIFC), which has 
tracked wildfires for decades, reports that the total number of fires in 2022 was 68,988, and the 
area burned was 3.07 million hectares (7.58 million acres); 15 years earlier in 2007, there were 
85,705 fires that burned 3.78 million hectares (9.33 million acres).90 

The same declining trend is true of other countries around the world. 

 

Figure 32. Australian area burned by wildfires, 1905–2020.  
Percentage of total land area of 769 million hectares; estimates by decade 1905–1995, satellite measurements 
1997–2020. Source: Bjørn Lomborg.91 

 

Figure 33. Annual US forest area burned by wildfires, 1926–2017. 
Source: National Interagency Fire Center.92 
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8. Conclusions 
The historical examples presented in this report should put to rest once and for all the notion 
that global warming is exacerbating weather extremes.  

The perception that extreme weather events are increasing in frequency and severity is primarily 
a consequence of modern technology – the Internet and smart phones – which have 
revolutionised communication and made us much more aware of such disasters than we were 
50 or 100 years ago. Before 21st-century electronics arrived, many weather extremes went 
unrecorded, especially in then more sparsely populated areas of the globe. 

Hurricanes are a good example. Prior to about 1950, most data on hurricane frequency in the US 
were based on eyewitness accounts, thus excluding most hurricanes that never made landfall. 
And even the recording of non-landfalling hurricanes relied on observations made by ships at sea, 
which almost certainly resulted in an undercount. So it is hardly surprising that the public sees 
today’s more complete coverage enabled by satellite technology as an uptick in hurricane 
occurrence. 

The same is true of tornadoes, wildfires and possibly floods, although heatwaves and droughts 
were probably fully reported in the past because of their duration. A century ago, the US 
population was only a third of what it is now, which means there was a much greater chance of 
tornadoes and wildfires in remote areas not being recorded. 

Population gain has also enhanced the perception of worsening extremes in other ways. The 
increasingly popular habit of building homes near water, either along rivers or on the sea coast, 
has greatly increased the property damage caused by major floods and hurricanes. Population 
expansion beyond urban areas has elevated the death toll and property damage from tornadoes 
and wildfires, although wildfires have also been intensified by poor forest management. 

As stated already, much of the fault for the widespread belief that weather extremes are 
becoming worse can be attributed to the mainstream media, eager to promote the latest climate 
scare. Constant repetition of a false belief can, over time, create the illusion of truth – a 
phenomenon well known to psychologists and one exploited by propagandists such as the 
infamous Nazi, Joseph Goebbels. While climate reporters may not be evil like Goebbels, their lack 
of attention to the actual data, especially for past weather events, is contributing to the belief 
that extreme weather is on the rise. 
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