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 Captain Curiosity™  
Guide to the Universe 

 
Topic:  HURRICANES 

EVER WONDER WHAT CAUSES HURRICANES?  
Hurricanes are like engines, 
taking in the warmth of the 
ocean and atmosphere and 

turning it into wind and waves.  Scientifically speaking, a hurricane 
starts out over a warm, deep part of the ocean as an area of low 
pressure with swirling winds and rising air.  It becomes a hurricane 
when wind speeds reach 74 miles per hour. 

EVER WONDER WHY HURRICANES DO SO MUCH 
DAMAGE?  Hurricanes are the most destructive storms on earth. 
Hurricanes are rated in strength from 1 to 5:  Category 1 storms 
are the weakest, with winds of 74 - 95 miles per hour and waves 
that are 4 to 5 feet high.  Category 5 storms are the strongest, 
with winds over 155 miles per hour and waves up to 40 feet (that’s 

almost as tall as a four-story building!).  Scientists don’t know what the strongest hurricane 
winds are because their instruments can’t survive the most violent storms.  (Some scientists 
think hurricane wind speeds can reach 600 miles per hour!)  The worst hurricanes hit Florida 
or Texas 76 percent of the time.  Virginia has had more than 120 hurricanes since 1871. 

EVER WONDER WHY THERE SEEM TO BE NO HURRICANES IN THE PACIFIC 
OCEAN?  Actually there are hurricanes in the Pacific – but they are called typhoons!  And in 
the Indian Ocean, they are called cyclones.  But they are all the same type of storm.  Hurricanes 
are the storms that start in the Atlantic Ocean, the Gulf of Mexico or the Caribbean Sea.  Many 
of the most violent storms start across the Atlantic in a spot near Africa called Cape Verde.  
(Find this on a map!)  

EVER WONDER WHO NAMES THE HURRICANES?  Scientists started naming 
hurricanes in 1953.  Each year they start over at the beginning of the alphabet, and every six 
years, the names repeat. Will your name ever be used for a hurricane?  Check it out at this 
Web site: http://kids.earth.nasa.gov/archive/hurricane/names.html.  

YOU CAN DO IT!  The clouds in a hurricane swirl around a calm center called the “eye.”  
Ironically, the most destructive part of a hurricane is the area right around this calm center; it’s 
called the “eyewall.”  This experiment shows how clouds swirl in a hurricane.  Materials:  Large 
bowl, spoon, water, food coloring.  Procedure:  Fill the bowl about 2/3 full with water.  Stir the 
water in a circular motion until the water is going around and around in a fast swirl (count to at 
least 10 while you’re stirring).  When the water is moving fast, stop stirring and quickly add a 
few drops of food coloring to the center of the swirl.  What happens to the color?  This is how 
the clouds moving in a hurricane look. 


