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Topsail Beach, NC - There was a tropical depression lingering off the east coast of Florida when arrived here at our annual summer beach vacation rental.  Topsail Beach is located on a very narrow barrier island about 40 miles north of Wilmington.  It can be accessed from the mainland only by two bridges, neither on Topsail Beach.  The southern entry is an old "swing" bridge from Hampstead to Surf City, about 10 miles to the north.  When ships with masts approach, an operator closes vehicular access and uses hydraulic actuators to swing the bridge into a position perpendicular to the highway, allowing vessels to pass through.  A newer bridge 20 miles further to the north connects the northern end of the island to Sneads Ferry on the mainland.  It is the high rise variety, allowing all ships to pass unencumbered underneath.
I mention these two bridges because, in the event of a hurricane, they are the only access points to the relative safety of the mainland.  If a major storm is coming, authorities have to make a decision to evacuate early in order to have a reasonable chance to get everyone off the island safely.  In the case of this storm, the first of this year's tropical season, the decision was not to evacuate.  Part of the decision-making process may have been driven by the economic fact that this was the 4th of July weekend, and considerable discretionary spending money would also go forever over those bridges away from local merchants desperately in need of summertime revenue.  Obviously, local and state officials are (it is hoped) primarily influenced by public safety concerns, but this is the biggest tourist weekend of the summer.  Of course, individuals were free to make their own choice, but few seem to have opted to leave.  
The storm's name was Arthur.  As it started to move up the east coast, it began to gain strength from the warm summer waters of the Atlantic.  As it moved north past Charleston, S.C. paralleling the coastline, Arthur intensified and officially became a hurricane as its winds began to exceed 74 mph.  The predicted path called for Arthur to turn slightly to the east on a NNE track, keeping it and its most dangerous winds offshore.  Thus, the dangerous semi-circle of the storm would remain in the Atlantic and not hit land until further north in the Cape Hatteras/outer banks region of North Carolina, far north of Topsail Beach. 
Hurricanes all have stronger and weaker sides.  In the Atlantic, in the northern hemisphere, the low pressure center of storms swirl in a counter-clockwise direction (due to the Coriolis Effect).  Thus as the storm travels north at, for example, 20 mph, the winds on the east side of the eye of the storm have an intensified effect due to the relative speed factor.  For example, if the hurricane has wind speeds of 100 mph, the effect due to the storm's movement on the east side is speeds of 120 mph (100 + 20), but only 80 mph on the west side (100 - 20).  Therefore, in the northern hemisphere, the east side of the storm is referred to as the "dangerous semi-circle.”
As Arthur continued to track north, it intensified.  Bunkered down in our second row rental unit, we began to feel the brunt of a significant hurricane with torrential downpours and winds far in excess of 50 mph.  Even more ominously, the meteorologist on the local TV station began to inform us that the trajectory of the storm was not conforming to the predicted models and that the actual path was close to north.  That would be straight toward us.  We were about to meet Arthur up close and personal.
I thought you might like to know.
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