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Richard G. Hendrickson, Who Recorded the Weather for 85 Years, Dies at 103 

By MARGALIT FOX, JAN. 17, 2016  

Richard G. Hendrickson looking out over the Atlantic during a storm in the 1930s. Credit D.L. Hendrickson  

Neither snow nor rain nor heat nor gloom of night could stay 

Richard G. Hendrickson from the swift completion of his appointed 

rounds. For 85 years, they were his appointed rounds. 

A retired poultry and dairy farmer who died on Jan. 9 at 103, Mr. 

Hendrickson was the nation’s longest-serving volunteer weather 

watcher. Twice a day, every day since he was 17, in brash weather 

and benign, he gathered the data from the small weather station on 

his property in Bridgehampton, N.Y., on the South Fork of Long 

Island. 

Mr. Hendrickson was a member of the Cooperative Observer 

Program of what is now the National Weather Service. Established in 1890, the program entails a benevolent 

network of citizen spies, who serve as the eyes, ears and noses of the federal government as they record high 

and low temperatures, wind speed and direction, rainfall, snowfall and other statistics on the nation’s coasts, in 

the mountains, on the prairies and in between. 

Their work underpins local and national weather reports, boating and aviation forecasts, flood and hurricane 

warnings, and emergency preparedness plans of all kinds and, of course, farming. 

Mr. Hendrickson at his home in Bridgehampton, N.Y., in 2014. 

Until his retirement last year, Mr. Hendrickson, part of a national 

volunteer network, gathered weather data twice a day, every day 

starting in 1930 at the weather station on his property. Credit Nicole 

Bengiveno/The New York Times  

“I’ve been a farmer all my life,” Mr. Hendrickson told The 

Associated Press in 2014. “You don’t cut hay today and let it dry in 

the field if you know it’s going to rain tomorrow.” 

Of the 8,700 observers now serving, Mr. Hendrickson was the 

acknowledged master spy, having begun his work in 1930, when the 

agency was known as the United States Weather Bureau and the boss of the boss of the man who ran the agency 

was Herbert Hoover. It was a time before hurricanes had names. 

His work harked back to Benjamin Franklin, who published “Poor Richard’s Almanack” throughout the mid-

18th century, and Thomas Jefferson, who kept assiduous records of the weather over four decades — less than 

half as long as Mr. Hendrickson did — from the late 18th century to the early 19th. 

For generations, local and national reporters covering the weather sought out Mr. Hendrickson as the ancients 

might seek an oracle. The data he recorded were employed by a spate of agencies, which besides the Weather 

Service included its parent organization, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration; the New York 

State Department of Environmental Conservation; and the state’s agricultural extension service. 
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His efforts helped chart the country’s meteorological history as it played out on the East End of Long Island 

from July 1, 1930, the day Mr. Hendrickson took his first reading, until this past September, when — more than 

150,000 readings later — he put down his instruments, his rotary phone and his carbon paper and, on his 103rd 

birthday, reluctantly retired. 

Until then, at 8 a.m. and 8 p.m. each day, Mr. Hendrickson recorded the readings from the small battery of 

instruments that the government had installed behind his farmhouse. There was a rain gauge, which measured 

rainfall to the hundredth of an inch. There was a weather vane. There was a raised wooden hutch the size of a 

breadbox, which held thermometers. There was a measuring stick, with which he checked snowfall. 

“Taking the weather,” Mr. Hendrickson called his task, though to judge from his interviews, and from the 

meticulous handwritten records he kept over the years, he gave far more than he took, for no recompense. 

“It’s what you did,” Mr. Hendrickson told The New York Times in 2014. “In those Depression years, it came to 

mind once, twice, we’re in debt for the chicken houses and the farmhouse, but no. It’s what you did for your 

country.” 

He did it through drought, flood and fog; through the devastating hurricane of 1938, in which hundreds of 

people were killed and he lost most of his farm buildings and nearly all his chickens (Mr. Hendrickson took the 

weather that day nonetheless); and, in 2012, through Hurricane Sandy. During rainstorms, blizzards and other 

exceptional phenomena, he took the weather hourly or more. 

Richard G. Hendrickson’s Weather Tracking Service  

In 2014, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration inaugurated the Richard G. Hendrickson 

Award, presented to volunteers with 80 years of service. The award’s first recipient was Richard G. 

Hendrickson.  

NWS Tribute 2014 - Credit: YouTube  https://youtu.be/F2-e6WsCI2I  

On the rare days that Mr. Hendrickson allowed himself a vacation — he and his first wife, Dorothea, won a trip 

to New Zealand in 1959, courtesy of the Hormel company, as a prize for having bought the one billionth can of 

Spam — a family member filled in for him. 

By the 21st century, 8,699 of the nation’s 8,700 weather watchers were filing their data electronically. Every 

day until the end of his tenure, Mr. Hendrickson, who would not brook a computer, dialed the number of the 

Weather Service’s local forecast office in Upton, N.Y., about 39 miles west of his home, to transmit his figures 

orally. 

“Bridgehampton,” he would declare to whoever answered, for after 85 years there was scarcely any need to say 

his name. 

Once a month Mr. Hendrickson prepared written reports that read like free verse, dispatching carbons to several 

agencies: 

“Corn doing fine until 26th. Dry next four days, pastures burnt brown.” 

“Many feathered friends from the South are either on the lawns and meadows or are singing in the thicket.” 

“If you are going eeling one needs a long-handled ax to get a hole through that thick ice.” 
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For routine daily data, like temperature and rainfall, Mr. Hendrickson used a printed form that the Weather 

Bureau had first issued in 1901. 

A third-generation farmer, Richard Granger Hendrickson was born in Bridgehampton, on the family farm he 

would occupy all his life, on Sept. 2, 1912. Amid the Depression, he left high school to work on the farm full 

time. 

Mr. Hendrickson at his home in 2014. Even as other 

weather watchers were filing electronically, he 

transmit his figures over the phone. Credit Nicole 

Bengiveno/The New York Times  

In 1930, not long before his 18th birthday, he was 

recruited by a neighbor, Ernest S. Clowes, a natural-

history writer, to help the Weather Bureau install 

instruments on the farm. From then on, the young 

Mr. Hendrickson assisted him in taking readings 

and, after Mr. Clowes retired some years later, 

continued on his own. 

“Farming is drudgery, seven days a week,” Mr. 

Hendrickson told The Times in 2000. “You’ve got to do things that are different, to stay you from going nuts.” 

Over time, Mr. Hendrickson became so acutely attuned to the weather that he could smell the advent of snow. 

He could hear rain coming in the horns of passing Long Island Rail Road trains, whose sound altered as the 

air’s moisture content rose. 

And so, day in and day out, come rain or come shine, he milked his cows, tended his chickens and took the 

weather, morning and night. About the only disruption in the farm’s quiet rhythms came each New Year’s Eve, 

when Mr. Hendrickson, an ardent history buff and gun collector, fired one of the many cannons that dotted his 

property. This rattled the chickens. 

In 2014, the NOAA inaugurated the Richard G. Hendrickson Award, presented to volunteers with 80 years of 

service. The award’s first recipient was Richard G. Hendrickson. 

Mr. Hendrickson wrote and published two books, “Winds of the Fish’s Tail” (1996), about eastern Long Island 

weather, and “From the Bushy Plain of Bulls Head” (2006), a memoir written partly in verse. 

He outlived two wives, the former Dorothea Haelig, who died in 1982 after 47 years of marriage, and the 

former Lillian Boldack, who died in June, as well as his only child, Richard H. Hendrickson, who died in 2014. 

Mr. Hendrickson’s survivors include three granddaughters, Sara Hendrickson, who confirmed his death, at a 

Westhampton, N.Y., nursing home; Leah Hendrickson; and Rachel Green; and a sister, Edith Williams. 

Long afterward, Mr. Hendrickson could remember the spring day on which his first wife died. There was a 

violent storm, requiring him to take the weather 10 times in 12 hours.  Then, he recalled in a 1997 interview 

with Newsday, “the storm was over, and she died as the sun set below the hills.” 

A version of this article appears in print on January 18, 2016, on page A15 of the New York edition with the 

headline: Richard G. Hendrickson, 103, Dies; Recorded the Weather for 85 Years.  
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