
The Beaufort Wind Scale 
 
 
What the heck is a FORCE 8 Gale?   

One of the first scales to estimate wind speeds and the effects was created by 
Britain's Admiral Sir Francis Beaufort (1774-1857). He developed the scale around 
1805 to help sailors estimate the winds by visual observations. The main focus as 
you would expect was the effect it had on a sailing ship. I.e., Force 1 was a light 
breeze that was just sufficient to give steerage way (get your ship going), whereas in 
a Force 11 storm you would know it's time to reduce your storm staysails! 

Interestingly you will still here this scale used today and although you could certainly 
say your were caught out in a 34 MPH wind, it's much more fun to describe a gnarly 
Force 7 wind! 
 
Remember that the chart below converts Force to Knots. You will have to multiply 
Knots x 1.152 to convert to MPH. 
  

FORCE Knots DESCRIPTION SEA OBSERVATIONS LAND OBSERVATIONS 
0 < 1 calm Sea like a mirror Calm; smoke rises 

vertically 

1 1 - 3 light air 
Ripples with the 
appearance of 

scales are formed, but 
without foam crests. 

Direction of wind shown 
by smoke drift but NOT by

a weather vane. 

2 4 - 6 light breeze 
Small wavelets, still 

short, but more 
pronounced. Waves not 

breaking 

Wind felt on face; leaves 
rustle 

3 7 - 10 gentle breeze 
Large wavelets. Crests 

begin to break. 
Scattered whitecaps. 

Leaves and small twigs in 
constant motion, wind 

extents light flag 

4 11 - 16 moderate 
breeze 

Small waves, becoming 
larger; fairly numerous 

whitecaps. 

Raises dust and loose 
paper, small branches 

move 
* This is the comfortable limit for novice kayakers 

5 17 - 21 fresh breeze 
Moderate waves, taking 
a more pronounced long 
form; many whitecaps 

are formed. 

Small trees with leaves 
begin to sway, wavelets 

form on inland lakes 

6 22 - 27 strong breeze 
Larger waves forming; 
whitecaps everywhere; 

more spray. 

Large branches in motion, 
whistling hear in phone 

wires 

7 28 - 33 near gale 

Sea heaps up and white 
foam from breaking 
waves begins to be 

blown in streaks along 
the direction of the wind.

Whole trees in motion, 
becomes harder to walk 

against 

http://www.kayakwisconsin.net/handouts/wind-speed-conversion-chart.html


8 34 - 40 gale 

Moderately high waves 
of greater length; edges 
of crests begin to break 
into spindrift. The foam 
is blown in well-marked 

streaks along the 
direction of the wind. 

Breaks twigs off trees 

9 41 - 47 strong gale 

 High waves. Dense 
streaks of foam along 

the direction of the wind.
Crests of waves begin to 
topple, tumble and roll 
over. Spray may affect 

visibility. 

Slight structural damage 
occurs 

10 48 - 55 storm 

Very high waves with 
long over-hanging 

crests. The resulting 
foam, in great patches, 
is blown in dense white 

streaks along the 
direction of the wind. On 
the whole the surface of 
the sea takes on a white 

appearance. The 
'tumbling' of the sea 
becomes heavy and 
shock-like. Visibility 

affected. 

Trees uprooted, 
considerable structural 

damage occurs 

11 56 - 63 Violent Storm 

Exceptionally high waves
(small and medium-size 

ships might be for 
a time lost to view 

behind the waves). The 
sea is completely 

covered with long white 
patches of foam lying 

along the direction of the
wind. Everywhere the 

edges of the wave crests 
are blown into 

froth. Visibility affected.

Wide-spread damage 

12 64 > Hurricane 

The air is filled with 
foam and spray. Sea 
completely white with 
driving spray; visibility 
very seriously affected.

  

* World Meteorological Organization 
* Dave Wheeler Extracts from Observers Handbook, Met Office 
* Navigating the wind by John Browning 

* www.kayakwisconsin.net 
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