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Deep in the throes of The Great Depression, the nation paid little attention to reports of 

massive clouds of dust enveloping the High Plains during the early 1930s. As the dust 

spread east, however, the country could no longer ignore what had become one of the 

worst environmental disasters in world history, centered on the Oklahoma Panhandle. Tales 

of the region’s natural history of severe decade-long droughts and extreme temperatures 

went unheeded by farmers in a frenzy of greed and poor conservation practices. In less than 

two decades, Over 100 million acres of native grasslands were plowed under and laid open 

to the fury of the wind.

The drought began during the summer of 1931 after a bumper wheat crop that spring. The 

dust started in earnest in 1932 with 14 massive storms. That total would soon be looked upon 

with envy, as the dust storms multiplied with each successive year. The storms struck 38 

times in 1933; in 1934, when there was wind, there was dust. Cimarron County saw its wheat 

production diminish from nearly 6 million bushels in 1931 to 11,100 in 1933. The crop failed 

outright during 1935, 1937, and 1938. Only through sweeping land-use and conservation 

practices did the massive loss of topsoil begin to diminish. By the time the rains returned in 

1941, the High Plains had lost one-quarter of its farmers and America had experienced the 

greatest mass-migration of people in its history.

Dust Bowl

Freezing rain is a distinct wintertime hazard in Oklahoma.  Its arrival 

normally brings widespread traffic disruptions and power outages. 

Heavy freezing rain events are known as ice storms. While ice storms 

are uncommon, storms that deposit several inches are even more rare 

and occur about once per decade. The state has seen a marked increase 

in the frequency of significant ice storms in recent years with four major 

storms since the turn of the millennium.

The consecutive winters of 2000-01 and 2001-02 each featured a major 

ice storm that deposited more than three inches of ice in 24 hours across 

much of southeast and central Oklahoma. December 2002 saw a third 

significant ice storm in as many years impact northwestern Oklahoma. 

After a respite of several years, Oklahoma was again visited by a major 

ice storm during January 2007 that deposited ice 4-5 inches thick across 

the southeast. The combined impacts of these four significant ice 

storms are staggering:  more than half a million state residences and 

businesses without power for periods up to a month and over half a 

billion dollars in damage.

Ice Storms

Oklahoma
Climatological Survey http://www.ocs.ou.edu
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The 1940s saw a rash of killer tornadoes in Oklahoma, most of which were 

obscured historically by World War II. During the evening of April 9th, 1947, a 

ferocious long-track supercell churned across three states, leaving severe 

tornado destruction in its wake. By 8:30 pm that evening, the storm had killed 

more than 70 people, razing the Texas panhandle towns of Higgins and Glazier in 

the process. At 8:42 pm, a large tornado plowed into the northwestern half of the 

City of Woodward, with no warning.

The scene at sunrise the next morning was tragic: more than 1,000 buildings lay 

in ruin across 100 city blocks. Worse yet, 107 people were killed in town by the 

storm, and at least nine others fell victim to the storm in neighboring counties. 

More than a thousand were injured, including hypothermia victims among 

those left homeless to face the following week’s cold front. The storm caused 

an estimated $7 million in damages (equivalent to nearly $70 million today). The 

Woodward tornado remains the deadliest single storm in Oklahoma history.

Woodward Tornado
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