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The National Weather Service -A Brief History

[Thanks to National Weather Service Tulsa for this document]

1849
The Smithsonian Institution establishes an extensive observation network. Observations are made and sent by telegraph.

1860
500 stations making regular observations but are interrupted by the Civil War.

1870
President Ulysses S. Grant signs a joint resolution of Congress authorizing the Secretary of War to establish a weather service within the army.  The observations are made at 22 locations by the Army Signal Corps and the word "forecast" becomes established.

1890
At the request of President Benjamin Harrison, Congress creates the Weather Bureau in the Department of Agriculture.

1891
The Secretary of Agriculture directs the Weather Bureau to carry out "rain-making" experiments by setting off explosions from balloons in the air.

1894
Kite weather observations are begun with self-recording thermometers to make observations of temperature aloft.

1898
President William McKinley orders the Weather Bureau to establish a hurricane warning network.

1903
Orville Wright makes the first powered flight after consultation with the Weather Bureau. By 1904 airplanes were used to conduct upper air atmospheric research.

1909
The Weather Bureau begins experiments with balloon observations.

1914
Aerological Section established to service the growing needs of the aviation community.

1926
The Air Commerce Act directs the Weather Bureau to provide for weather services to civilian aviation.

1928
Teletype replaces the telegraph for weather communications.

1931
Regular aircraft observations begin at Chicago, Cleveland, Dallas and Omaha.  Altitudes reaching 16,000 feet are met and the kite service ends.

1937
First official Weather Bureau radio meteorograph or "radiosonde" soundings are made at East Boston, MA.  This program draws aircraft soundings to an end because balloons can reach heights of 50,000 feet.

1940
Weather Bureau is transferred to the Department of Commerce.

1942
Navy gives the Weather Bureau 25 surplus aircraft radar units to be modified for ground meteorological use.

1948
The first primitive computer numerical forecasts are made on the Electronic Numerical Integrator and Computer (ENIAC).

1948
USAF Air Weather Service meteorologists issue the first tornado warnings for military installations.

1951
Service Weather Warning Center begins operations at Tinker Air Force Base, OK. This is a forerunner of the National Severe Storms Center (NSSC).

1952
Weather Bureau organizes the Severe Local Storm Forecasting Unit in Washington, DC and begins issuing tornado forecasts.

1954
First radar specifically designed for meteorological use, the AN/CPS-9, is unveiled by the Air Weather Service, USAF.

1955
Weather Bureau begins development of the Barotropic model, which will become the first operational numerical weather prediction tool.

1959
The first WSR-57 weather surveillance radar is commissioned at the Miami hurricane forecast center. The same model remains in service across much of the nation awaiting replacement by the 88D Doppler radar.

1960
TIROS 1, the world's first weather satellite is launched.

1967
The Weather Bureau is renamed the National Weather Service.

1973
The National Weather Service purchases its second generation radar, the WSR-74C.

1975
The first geostationary weather satellite GOES 1 is launched.

1979
The NGM (Nested Grid Model) becomes operational.  The AFOS (Automation of Field Operations and Services) computer system is deployed connecting weather offices and replacing teletype.

1989
The National Weather Service embarks an ambitious national plan for the modernization and restructuring of the entire organization.  Recent milestones of modernization include:

1990
The contract for the WSR-88D radar is awarded.

1991
The contract for the ASOS systems is awarded.

1993
The contract for the AWIPS computer system is awarded.

NWS Tales

http://www.history.noaa.gov/nwstales.html

Finley's 1887 tornado report

http://www.lib.noaa.gov/edocs/tornado/tornado.html
Set of pdf files (part 1 is 65 pg & part 2 is 55 pg) that Bob Glahn put together in 2012.

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/9/95/The_United_States_Weather_Service%2C_First_100_years_by_Bob_Glahn_part_1.pdf
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/2c/The_United_States_Weather_Service%2C_First_100_years_by_Bob_Glahn_part_2.pdf 

http://docs.lib.noaa.gov/rescue/wb_reportofthechief/reportofthechief.html
or http://docs.lib.noaa.gov/rescue/wb_reportofthechief/ 

http://docs.lib.noaa.gov/rescue/wb_historicaldocs/ 

http://docs.lib.noaa.gov/rescue/whytheweather/whytheweather-index.html
From http://www.dm.net/~chris-g/nwshist.html
NWS Offices Past and Present

The National Weather Service (known before 1970 as the Weather Bureau) has had many offices. Many of them evolved as the aviation industry expanded, supporting local airport observations. Many also had varying warning and forecast duties. However, in the 1990's, the NWS was consolidated into 120+ offices, each with roughly the same duties.

The following is my attempt to list all past and present NWS/WB offices. If you have information on any of these, or ones that I have missed, please contact me at chris-g@dm.net. 

WISCONSIN

Green Bay


1896-present 
The Signal Service began taking observations in downtown Green Bay in 1886. This was later assumed by the Weather Bureau, but remained downtown until 1949. At that time, the office and observations moved to Austin Straubel Airport. The office has relocated a couple times since then, most recently 1994, but remains at the airport. The WSR-88D Doppler radar was commissioned in 1995. The office also takes upper air observations twice a day.

LaCrosse


1872-present 
The Signal Service began observations 10/15/1872. Observations by the Weather Bureau began in 1890 at the post office, and moved to a new building in 1907. Operations moved to the LaCrosse Airport in 1952, then to the new post office in February 1969. New facilities were constructed in 1996, with expanded operations and staffing. A WSR-88D radar was also constructed for the area.

Neenah


1972-1995 
A WSR-57 radar was operated from this office, as part of the NWS radar network. The office closed in November 1995, after the commissioning of the NEXRAD radar at Green Bay.

Madison


1878-1883, 1904-1996 
The Signal Service established observing functions in downtown Madison in 1878, although observations had been taken at the University of Wisconsin campus dating back to 1869. When the Signal Service office closed in May 1883, UW resumed local observations. This continued until 1904, when the Weather Bureau opened an office on campus. This Weather Bureau office was the site of the first routine weather broadcasts on radio, using UW's experimental station WHA in 1920. A second office opened at the Madison Airport in 1939, although the UW office remained open until 1963. A WSR-74C radar was installed at the Madison Airport in 1972, and remained in use until replaced by the Sullivan WSR-88D in 1995. The NWS office in Madison closed April 1, 1996. Observations were automated, and augmentation of these observations was transferred by the FAA to contact observers.

Milwaukee


1870-1995 
Observations for the Milwaukee area were begun by the Signal Service in November 1870, and were assumed by the new Weather Bureau in 1890. The observing site was in various locations downtown until March 1, 1941, when the site was moved to Mitchell Field. The office eventually assumed forecast responsibility, in addition to the observations. The forecast functions were moved to a new office in Sullivan in October 1989, leaving the observing function at the airport. The airport office closed in the summer of 1995; the FAA contracted out responsibility for monitoring observations sent out by the Automated Surface Observing System (ASOS).

Sullivan


1989-present 
Forecast functions of the Milwaukee Mitchell Airport office were moved to a new facility in Sullivan in October 1989. This was part of a plan to consolidate the Madison and Milwaukee facilities into a single location. The Milwaukee airport office closed the summer of 1995, and the Madison airport office closed April 1, 1996. The Sullivan facility also features a WSR-88D radar, replacing the old WSR-74C at Madison.

ILLINOIS

Aurora


1975(?)-present 
The Chicago Center Weather Service Unit (CWSU) opened in the mid 1970's.

Cairo

Chicago/City


1870-? 
Chicago was one of the Weather Bureau's early "district offices". The first district office in 1891 provided forecasts for northern Illinois and northwest Indiana; by 1894, this district office covered an area from the Rocky Mountains to the Great Lakes. The origins of the office date back to 10/15/1870, when the Signal Service established observations in Chicago.

Chicago/Midway


1928-1980 
The Weather Bureau established aviation observations at Midway Airport 2/13/1928. The official climatological observations for Chicago started at this location in July 1942, taking over from the University of Chicago. These climate observations continued until 1/16/1980, when they were transferred to O'Hare Airport.

Chicago/O'Hare


1956-1996 
The Weather Bureau began operations at the new O'Hare Field in 1956; the site became the official Chicago climatological site in 1980, having moved from Midway Airport. The NWS operated separate forecast and observation offices for a time, then combined them at the airport in 1989. In 1993, the office was again split, with the forecast function moving to Romeoville. NWS operations at the airport ceased in 1996, when government contractors and the Automated Surface Observing System (ASOS) took over.

Joliet

Lincoln


1995- 
This office was established in early 1995 to replace the Springfield and Peoria NWS offices. It received a NEXRAD radar, and is part of the modernized NWS station network. The Lincoln office assumed additional forecast and warning responsibility in the late 1990's.

Marseilles


?-1994 
This office was part of the NWS radar network, and had no official warning or forecast function. It served as the radar office for the Chicago area, and was closed after the NEXRAD was commissioned in Romeoville.

Moline


1926-1995 
A Weather Bureau Airport Station (WBAS) opened at the northeast corner of the Moline Airport (now Quad City Int'l Airport) 10/1/1926, while the Davenport WB city office remained open. This office was relocated to new facilities on the airport grounds around Christmas 1939, April 1961, and February 1991. The Moline office absorbed the functions of the Davenport city office, which closed 2/28/1953. A WSR-74C was installed at Moline 8/30/1977. In 1994, a new Davenport office was constructed. Warning responsibilities were transferred from Moline to Davenport 2/20/1995, with observing functions transferred to contract observers at the end of June 1995.

Peoria

Rockford

Romeoville


1993- 
This NWS Forecast Office was moved from O'Hare Airport to the Lewis University campus north of Joliet. It received a NEXRAD radar, and is part of the modernized NWS station network.

Salem


?-? 
This NWS office was part of the upper air observation network, but did not perform any warning or forecast functions. It was closed when the observation function was transferred to the new NWS office in Paducah, KY.

Springfield


1879-1995 
A WB office was established in downtown Springfield in July 1879, and remained in the area into the mid 1950's. A second site was established at the old Southwest Airport, on the present south side of town; this was moved to Capital Airport in 1947, on the north side. The office was closed in 1995, with operations transferring to the new office in Lincoln.

IOWA

Burlington

Davenport


1920-1953, 1994-present 
The Signal Service opened a facility in Davenport 5/24/1871. Between them and the Weather Bureau, which took over in 1891, several locations around downtown Davenport housed the weather office. The Davenport facility closed at the end of February 1953, when operations were transferred to the already-operating Moline facility. In September 1994, a new office for the Quad Cities opened at the Davenport airport, with the Moline office closed at the end of June 1995. The office saw the WSR-88D installed 11/2/1994, and upper air observations began 1/16/1995. Warning responsibility from Moline was officially assumed 2/20/1995. The office has since obtained additional forecast and warning responsibility.

Des Moines


1890-1995 
The Weather Bureau opened an office downtown, in conjunction with the Iowa Weather Service. Downtown operations continued until October 1954. A second office was established at the Des Moines airport in February 1928, and operated until 1933. A new airport office started up in December 1938, and the city office relocated here in 1954. The full office (forecasts and observations) remained here until August 1993, when the forecast functions were moved to the new Johnston office. A skeleton staff remained at the Des Moines office to take observations until October 1995.

Dubuque


?-1995 
The Dubuque office closed 10/15/1995, after its warning functions were transferred to the new Quad Cities NWS office.

Johnston


1993-present 
The NWS Forecast Office moved here from the Des Moines airport in August 1993. See the Des Moines entry for more details.

Sioux City

Waterloo

MICHIGAN

Alpena



Not available at this time.

Ann Arbor

Detroit



Not available at this time.

Flint



Not available at this time.

Gaylord



Not available at this time.

Grand Rapids


1903-present 
The Weather Bureau established an office in the Michigan Trust Building on 7/1/1903. It moved to the post office at the end of 1910, then to the National Bank Building 3/29/1930. Meanwhile, an airport office was established at the Kent County Airport 9/1/1934; this office merged with the city office on 1/26/1956. The airport office relocated 11/24/1963, and again 8/1/1995.

Lansing

Marquette

Muskegon


?-1997

Sault Ste. Marie

White Lake

MINNESOTA

Chanhassen

Duluth


1870-present 
Duluth was one of the 24 initial Signal Service offices, established in 1870. In 1890, functions were transferred to the new Weather Bureau, which occupied several sites downtown through 1940. In 1940, operations also began at the Duluth Airport; the city office was closed in 1950. Among technology advances during the years was the WSR-74C radar in 1977; the Automation of Field Operations and Services (AFOS) computer in 1979; the WSR-88D radar in 1995, and the Advanced Weather Information Processing System (AWIPS) in 1998. The office moved to new facilities on the airport grounds in 1996.

International Falls

Minneapolis



Not available at this time.

Rochester

St. Cloud

