
Hurricane Michael hits Florida
Panhandle, causing major destruction

Heavy surf from the approaching Hurricane Michael pounds the fishing pier on Okaloosa Island in Fort Walton Beach, Florida,

Wednesday, October 10, 2018. Photo by: Devon Ravine/Northwest Florida Daily News via AP 

PANAMA CITY, Florida — One of the most powerful hurricanes ever recorded slammed into

Florida on Wednesday, October 10. On Thursday morning, search-and-rescue teams fanned out

across the Panhandle area to reach those trapped in Hurricane Michael's wake. 

Daylight revealed a horrible scene. Rows upon rows of houses were smashed to pieces. It was

the third-most-powerful hurricane on record to hit the continental U.S.

The hurricane caused at least six deaths. Although it weakened into a tropical storm, it continued

to bring heavy rain and blustery winds to the Southeast as it pushed inland. The storm soaked

areas still recovering from last month's Hurricane Florence.
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Under a perfectly clear blue sky, Florida families emerged cautiously from darkened shelters and

hotels to an unfamiliar and perilous landscape of shattered homes and shopping centers, beeping

security alarms, wailing sirens and hovering helicopters.

The full extent of the damage was only slowly becoming clear. Some of the stricken areas were

difficult to reach because of roads blocked by debris or water.

Blocks Of Homes Are Completely Destroyed

Some of the worst damage was in Mexico Beach, Florida. Michael crashed ashore there on

Wednesday as a Category 4 monster with 155 mile-per-hour (mph) winds and a storm surge of 9

feet. A storm surge is coastal flooding commonly associated with hurricanes. 

Entire blocks of homes near the beach were destroyed, leaving nothing but concrete slabs in the

sand. Other homes were reduced to piles of splintered debris or were slumped at odd angles.

A National Guard team reached Mexico Beach and found 20 survivors overnight. More crews

were pushing into the area on Thursday morning, with the fate of many residents unknown.

Authorities said 285 people in Mexico Beach had refused to leave ahead of the hurricane despite

a mandatory evacuation order.

Mishelle McPherson and her ex-husband searched for the elderly mother of a friend. The woman

lived in a small cinder-block house about 150 yards from the Gulf and thought she would be OK.
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Her home was reduced to crumbled cinder blocks and pieces of floor tile.

"Aggy! Aggy!" McPherson yelled. 

As she walked down the street, McPherson pointed out pieces of what had been the woman's

house: "That's the blade from her ceiling fan. That's her floor tile."

Governor Urges Residents To Stay Away

The beach town was difficult to reach by land, with roads covered by fallen trees, power lines and

other debris.

Florida's governor pleaded with people in the hard-hit areas to stay away for now.

"I know you just want to go home. You want to check on things, and begin the recovery process,"

Governor Rick Scott said. But "we have to make sure things are safe."

Over 900,000 homes and businesses in Florida, Alabama, Georgia and the Carolinas were

without power.

The Coast Guard said it rescued at least 27 people before and after the hurricane came ashore,

mostly from homes along the Florida coastline. It continued to search for victims. 

The hurricane damaged hospitals and nursing homes in the Panama City area. Officials worked

to evacuate hundreds of patients. Though there was major damage at Bay Medical Sacred Heart,

the hospital said no patients were hurt.

Two People Killed By Storm

As the storm moved north, forecasters said it could drop up to 7 inches (18 centimeters) of rain

over the Carolinas and Virginia before pushing out to sea Thursday night.

North Carolina is still struggling to recover after Hurricane Florence. There, up to 6 inches of rain

had fallen in the mountains by Thursday morning.
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"For North Carolina, Michael isn't as bad as Florence, but it adds unwelcome insult to injury, so

we must be on alert," Governor Roy Cooper said.

Along the 200-mile Panhandle, Michael washed away white-sand beaches, hammered military

bases and destroyed coastal communities.

Authorities said a falling tree killed a man outside Tallahassee, Florida, and an 11-year-old girl in

Georgia was killed when the winds pushed debris into her home. 

Most homes in Panama City were still standing, but no property was left undamaged.

Not Much Time To Evacuate

Downed power lines lay nearly everywhere. Roofs were peeled away and sent airborne.

Aluminum siding was shredded to ribbons. 

Hundreds of cars had broken windows. Twisted street signs lay on the ground. Pine trees had

snapped.
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More than 375,000 people up and down the Gulf Coast were ordered or urged to clear out as

Michael closed in, but it moved so fast and intensified so quickly that people didn't have much

time to prepare. 

Based on its internal barometric pressure, Michael was the third-most-powerful hurricane to hit

the U.S. mainland, behind the unnamed Labor Day storm of 1935 and Camille in 1969. Based on

wind speed, it was the fourth-strongest, behind the Labor Day storm, which had 184 mph winds,

Camille and Andrew in 1992.
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