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INTRODUCTION


One of the advantages of living in Britain is that we experience very changeable weather. This not only serves us as a useful topic of conversation when talking to strangers, but does actually reveal that, over the years, Britain has experienced some remarkable weather-related events. This book aims to touch on some of these and, with its sections of facts and figures, show some of the great range of conditions that have occurred in the past. Making the choice of which events, people and other factors to describe has been very difficult, because there are so many from which to choose. In this respect, Britain is particularly favoured, because reliable British weather records exist for a longer period than for any other country in the world. Unfortunately many people tend to think of weather purely in terms of weather lore, which is usually unreliable although a few sayings do contain a grain of truth and have therefore been included here. British weather has produced some surprising and fascinating events, many of which are covered in the following pages.
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WEATHER LORE


Although there is a vast amount of weather lore – there are whole books devoted to it – unfortunately most sayings prove, on closer examination, to be invalid. Even in a relatively small country such as Britain, the weather is rarely the same in all parts of it, so many sayings are relevant to a small area only, for a very short period of time, or not every year. One of the most well-known sayings, for example, is that if it rains on St Swithin’s Day, 15 July, it will rain for a total of 40 days. Unfortunately, study of weather records shows that this is simply not true and in any case, it would certainly not be true for the whole of Britain. But, worse: the same prediction is also made of rain on St Medard’s Day, 8 June, and St Protasius’s Day, 19 June. Given that St Swithin’s Day falls within both of those 40-day periods, the number of rainy days would be even greater. It is, in fact, perfectly possible to find similar sayings about a whole list of saints’ days and construct a sequence, showing that it ‘must’ rain on every single day of the year. The beginning and end of such a sequence overlap, so once it started to rain, it would never stop!


Many of the sayings of weather lore are contradictory. There is, for example, a well-known rhyme about trees coming into leaf and rain:


‘If the ash before the oak,


We shall have a soak.


But if the oak before the ash,


We shall have just a splash.’


Unfortunately, there is a similar rhyme that predicts the exact opposite:


‘If the oak is before the ash,


’Twill be a summer of wet and splash.


If the ash is before the oak,


’Twill be a summer of fire and smoke.’
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USEFUL NOTES


Greenwich Mean Time


All meteorological observations are taken at specific, standardised times of the day. Following the guidelines established by the World Meteorological Organization, observations are made and reported worldwide using what is known as Coordinated Universal Time (UTC). For all intents and purposes this may be considered to be the same as Greenwich Mean Time (GMT). Observers around the world take their readings at the standard times, regardless of the local time zones in which they are located. This obviously enables data to be compared worldwide and is essential for forecasting purposes. In Britain, a standard meteorological day runs for 24 hours from 09.00 GMT on one day to 09.00 the next day. (Summer Time is not used.) Confusion sometimes arises when 24-hour extreme values are quoted. A standard rain day, for example, covers the 24 hours from 09.00 GMT, whereas figures quoted for extreme rainfall in 24 hours may begin and end at any time.


In the case of British rainfall, to continue with the example, the greatest rainfall in one rain day occurred at Martinstown in Dorset on 18 July 1955 with 279.4 mm (11 in) of rain. The most extreme rainfall in 24 hours occurred at Seathwaite in Cumbria from midnight to midnight on 19–20 November 2009, when 316 mm  (12.44 in) of rain was recorded.


Temperature


It is easy to become confused between actual temperatures and changes in temperature. You cannot use a single conversion table otherwise dreadful errors creep in. Meteorologists get over the problem by always showing actual temperatures as ‘°C’ – such as ‘17°C’ – and changes (or differences) as ‘degrees (or deg.) C’, e.g. ‘Rising air cools at about 10 deg.C per kilometre.’


Air pressure


Most people in Britain are now used to air pressures given in millibars. In a very few places (such as the United States) pressures are still sometimes given in the old units of inches of mercury (in/Hg), describing the length of a mercury column in an old-fashioned barometer. Meteorologists still sometimes use millibars (mb), but increasingly give pressures in hectopascals (hPa), based on the standard, Système Internationale (SI) unit the Pascal. However, one millibar (1 mb) is absolutely identical to one hectopascal (1 hPa), so no conversions are required.


Gregorian calendar


It should be noted that a few of the events mentioned in this book occurred before the major calendar reform by Pope Gregory (in 1582) was implemented in Great Britain. This change was from what is known as the Julian calendar to the Gregorian calendar. Although the change was adopted rapidly in Catholic countries, many Protestant countries changed decades or even centuries later. In Britain (and its colonies at the time) the change to the Gregorian calendar did not take place until as late as 1752. The dates in the original Julian calendar are known as ‘Old Style’ (OS) and in the Gregorian as ‘New Style’ (NS). Dates of some British events before 1752 are given in both forms, so that the New Style dates may be directly compared with the modern calendar. The Great Storm of 1703, for example, occurred on 26 November 1703 (OS) or 7 December 1703 (NS).
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CHAPTER 1


SUNSHINE




A cloudy day or a little sunshine have as great an influence on many constitutions as the most recent blessings or misfortunes.


Joseph Addison





Britain may have a reputation (especially among people living in Continental Europe) for dreary, dismal, rainy or even foggy weather, but it does, in fact, enjoy a considerable amount of sunshine. This is borne out by the fact that consistent British weather records cover a much longer period of time than those for any other region of the world, and those records reveal that Britain does enjoy many periods of sunshine and even prolonged droughts.
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WEATHER PEOPLE


Gordon Valentine Manley (1902–1980)


‘Central England Temperature’ is a term known to all meteorologists. It is a record of the mean monthly temperatures in the centre of England covering the whole period from 1659 to date and it is indissolubly linked with the name of Gordon Manley.


Manley was born in Douglas, Isle of Man, but grew up in Lancashire. He made meteorological observations whilst still a young boy. He read engineering at Manchester University, graduating in 1921, then read geography at Caius College, Cambridge, graduating from there in 1923. He was employed by the Meteorological Office at Kew Observatory for a short period, 1925–26, but then took up a lectureship at Birmingham University. He moved to Durham University in 1928. There he began his work on British climate records for which he was to become famous. He established an observatory in the northern Pennines and carried out observations (most particularly of the Helm wind) under extremely arduous conditions.


He moved back to Cambridge in 1939 and remained there until 1948 when he accepted the chair of geography at the University of London’s Bedford College. By this time he had become interested in research into climate change (in which he was a pioneer) and palaeoclimatology. He was heavily involved with various societies and committees, including being part of the British committee for the International Geophysical Year (IGY), which ran from 1 July 1957 to 31 December 1958. It was in 1953 that he first published his work on historic temperature records for central England for the period 1698–1952, which he expanded in 1974 to cover the whole period from 1659 to 1973. This Central England Temperature (CET) series of monthly mean temperatures is the longest standardised instrumental record available for anywhere in the world. It has subsequently been kept up to date by the Meteorological Office (now known as the Met Office).




Good weather is like good women – it doesn’t always happen and when it does it doesn’t always last.


Charles Bukowski, ‘Cows in Art Class‘





NOTABLE WEATHER EVENTS


The Hot Spell, 1990


Although the summer of 1976 is notorious for the prolonged drought, and the introduction of a ‘drought minister’, who no sooner started work than it began to rain, Britain has experienced many other periods with little rain and high temperatures. One such period occurred in early August 1990. A new British temperature record of 37.1°C was set at Cheltenham on 3 August, beating the previous figure of 36.7°C set at Raunds in Northamptonshire, Epsom in Surrey and Canterbury in Kent in 1911. On that day, temperatures of 35°C were recorded over a wide area of eastern Wales, southern, central and eastern England. Although relatively short in duration (1–4 August), the area over which the high temperatures prevailed was much greater than for any other period in the twentieth century.


The extreme heat produced many problems for transport. Many road surfaces and one runway at Heathrow Airport melted in the heat, and the railways also suffered, with rails buckling in many locations as they expanded with the high temperature. This led to widespread speed reductions, especially of the high-speed intercity trains. There were numerous farm and heathland fires, and on both 3 and 4 August there were several deaths from drowning, where people ill-advisedly plunged into cold water to escape the high temperatures. One slightly bizarre incident occurred in Liverpool, where the entire stock of a chocolate factory melted in the heat.


Britain’s hottest day, 2003


Sunday, 10 August 2003 saw temperature records broken over a large area of Britain and particularly in southern England. The day was warm in Northern Ireland and Scotland, but in England it proved to be extremely hot. A new United Kingdom temperature record of 38.5°C was set at Brogdale, near Faversham in Kent, and long-term station temperatures were broken at many stations in the London area and the Home Counties. Odiham in Hampshire recorded 13.1 hours of sunshine.


As a result of the heat a band of thundery rain developed over North Wales, the West Country and the western Midlands shortly after dawn. This moved eastwards, gradually weakening, although at Carlton-in-Cleveland in North Yorkshire there was 48 mm (1.89 in) of rain in 15 minutes and 2 cm (0.79 in) of hail at around 09.50 GMT.


The Big Drought, 2010–12


Surprising though it may seem, Britain does occasionally suffer from prolonged periods of drought. There was below-average rainfall for a series of months, beginning in the winter of 2009–10 and continuing until March 2012. The spring, autumn and winter months were particularly affected. The only comparable two-year period of drought in the past 100 years occurred between April 1995 and March 1997.


There was an extended dry spell from January to June 2010, and this resulted in water shortages in northwestern England. Wet weather there in July and then over the south-east in August eased the situation. However, in the next year, 2011, spring proved to be extremely dry, particularly in the east of England, although river and groundwater levels were low throughout the country. There were widespread wild fires in Northern Ireland, in the Highlands of Scotland, in mid-Wales, Lancashire and Berkshire.


A declaration of drought conditions was made in June 2011, covering central and eastern England and, despite a poor summer, the autumn remained dry, giving difficult conditions for the harvesting of crops. The following winter also remained dry, and in March 2012 the area covered by drought orders was extended to cover most of southern, central and south-eastern England. More wild fires occurred in Surrey, south Wales and in the Scottish Borders. It was only exceptionally heavy rainfall in the months of April to July 2012 that brought an end to this extended period of drought.


MYTHS AND MISTAKES


The ‘barbecue summer’ that wasn’t


At the end of April 2009, the media were full of reports that the Met Office was predicting a ‘barbecue summer’, with sizzling hot temperatures after the dreadful summers of 2007 and 2008. But the Met Office didn’t predict high temperatures. It made a mistake in its presentation to the media, and showed an image with a red-tinted area, covering most of the country, where temperatures would be slightly higher than normal. The media took that to mean that most of the country would be ‘extremely hot’, whereas in fact, the temperature was expected to be just 1.5 degrees C warmer than normal. In reality, that prediction was more or less correct, but there were accompanying high winds and heavy rainfall. One might say that instead of being particularly hot, the summer of 2009 was ‘rained out’.


An ‘Ark’ in the sky


In his light-hearted book, The Weather Eye, C. R. Benstead, a forecaster, describes how a Meteorological Office forecast of a serious deterioration in the weather was decried in a local paper by a farmer who proclaimed, in effect, that ‘Not so! I have seen an Ark in the sky, pointing in the right direction, and not only will we have a fine weekend but the weather will continue fine for several days to come.’ The weather broke on the Thursday. Benstead attended a discussion where the senior forecaster – a person whose pronouncements were regarded as gospel – described the general situation. At the end of the discussion, Benstead asked ‘Can you tell me what an Ark in the sky is?’ No one deigned to give him an answer.


In fact, the farmer was doubtless wrong: it was not a Noah-type ‘Ark’, but an ‘arc’, almost certainly a portion of a solar halo, a circle around the Sun, caused by light from the Sun being refracted by ice crystals, high in the atmosphere. Rather than being a sign of fine weather, such a solar halo is instead one indication that the weather will deteriorate. The ice crystals are usually in the form of a thin sheet of cirrostratus cloud, often so thin that it is undetectable and its presence only revealed by the halo. Such cirrus and cirrostratus cloud is a typical forerunner of a warm front. Wisps of cirrus gradually thicken into a sheet of cirrostratus, which itself thickens into lower, altostratus clouds, when the Sun gradually becomes obscured and finally appears as if seen through ground glass and fails to cast any distinct shadows. As the warm front continues to approach, the sheet of altostratus itself thickens and eventually becomes nimbostratus, covering the whole sky in a dark grey cloud from which rain begins to fall.


Solar haloes are common. In Britain, they may be seen, on average, about once every three days, such is the frequency of fronts that cross the country.
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FASCINATING FACTS:


THE PURPLE LIGHT


On very rare occasions, the sky at sunset or sunrise, becomes filled with a vibrant, purple light, completely different from the usual tints of yellow, orange, pink or red. The purple shade is highly distinctive and usually very striking. It only occurs when powerful volcanic eruptions have ejected material high into the atmosphere, particularly large amounts of the gas sulphur dioxide. This combines with water to actually form fine droplets of sulphuric acid, which spread around the globe, carried by winds in the stratosphere. The normal colour of the sky is blue, of course, where blue light is scattered by the molecules of oxygen and nitrogen in the air. Red light is not scattered by those molecules, which is why red colours appear at sunrise and sunset, when all, or nearly all, of the blue light has been scattered aside during the light’s long path through the atmosphere, so only the yellow to red tints reach the observer.


However, the tiny sulphuric-acid droplets, suspended in the atmosphere, do scatter red light, which mixes with the normal blue light to give the highly distinctive purple shade. But because the combination of large volcanic eruptions and suitable weather patterns to spread the gases around the Earth is rare, the purple light appears on very few occasions. The last major eruption that produced purple skies over Britain was that of Mount Pinatubo in the Philippines in 1991. The previous occasion was years before, after the eruption of El Chichón in Mexico in 1982. Since then there have been no major eruptions and suitable weather conditions to spread material over Europe.


Sometimes the ash that volcanoes eject high into the atmosphere will spread around the Earth, but this gives rise to completely different colours in the sky, rather than the purple tint. In the case of ash, the high layer tends to appear in an orange tint and often shows a fibrous or striated appearance, where the bands run across the sky, roughly at right angles to the light from the rising or setting Sun.
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WEATHER LORE


Even the well-known saying about the ‘red sky at night’ has to be interpreted with care. It is, of course, very ancient, going back to the Bible:


‘When it is evening, ye say,


It will be fair weather: for the sky is red.


And in the morning,


It will be foul weather to day: for


the sky is red and lowering.’


Matthew 16:2–3


More commonly, nowadays, the rhyme runs something like this:


‘Red sky at night, shepherd’s delight,


Red sky at morning, shepherd’s warning.’


(Sometimes it is ‘sailor’s delight’ and ‘sailor’s warning’, or some similar wording.) There is a certain sense in which this is correct, in that, because most weather systems move from west to east, if the sky is clear to the west, red light from the setting Sun will illuminate the clouds with a red glow, and any poor weather may well pass. Whereas if the clouds of an approaching depression are encroaching on the sky from the west, light from the rising Sun will illuminate them with red, but the clouds will increase and the weather deteriorate. Even so, the exact shade of red does have implications, because it is affected by the amount of moisture in the air. A pale red or pinkish tint to the Sun itself at sunset or sunrise does suggest fair weather for the next few hours, but a deep ‘angry’ red (‘lowering’ in the words of the Bible) tends to indicate that wind and rain may well follow.


‘So it falls that all men are


With fine weather happier far.’


John Fitchett, King Alfred
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HIGHS AND LOWS


Highest daily maximum temperature by country
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Lowest daily minimum temperature (United Kingdom record)


The record for the lowest temperature observed in the UK, –27.2°C, is shared by two locations, being recorded twice at Braemar, Aberdeenshire, on 11 February 1895 and 10 January 1982, and on 30 December 1995 at Altnaharra, Highland.
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Highest minimum daily temperatures by country


(In other words, the temperature that day never dropped below the figure given.)


England: 23.9°C on 3 August 1990 at Brighton, East Sussex


Northern Ireland: 20.6°C on 31 July 1868 at Armagh, County Armagh


Scotland: 20.5°C on 2 August 1995 at Creebridge, Wigtownshire


Wales: 22.2°C on 29 July 1948 at Victoria Park, Swansea, West Glamorgan







Lowest daily maximum temperatures by country


(In other words, the temperature never rose above the figure given.)


England: –11.3°C on 11 January 1982 at Newport, Shropshire


Northern Ireland: –11.3°C on 23 December 2010 at Edenfel, County Tyrone


Scotland: –15.9°C on 29 December 1995 at Fyvie Castle, Aberdeenshire


Wales: –8°C on 12 January 1987 at Trecastle, Dyfed





Sunniest month


The month with the most hours of sunshine was July 1911, when Eastbourne in Sussex (now East Sussex), recorded 383.9 hours of clear skies.


Sunniest place


The location that records more sunshine than any other in the British Isles is Bognor Regis in West Sussex, with an average of 1,902.9 hours of sunshine per year.


Dullest place


The location with the least number of hours of sunshine in a year proves to be the summit of the mountain of Ben Nevis, near Fort William in the Scottish Highlands, with a yearly average of just 736 hours.


Highest monthly sunshine records by country


England: 383.9 hours in July 1911 at Eastbourne, Sussex


 


Northern Ireland: 298 hours in June 1940 at Mount Steward, County Down


 


Scotland: 329.1 hours in May 1975 at Tiree, Argyll and Bute


 


Wales: 354.3 hours in July 1955 at Dale Fort, Pembrokeshire


Highest recorded pressure


The highest pressure recorded in the British Isles is 1,053.6 millibars, observed at Aberdeen Observatory in Aberdeenshire, on 31 January 1902.


Lowest recorded pressure


The lowest pressure (916 millibars) was recorded at North Rona during the Braer Storm (see page 130).




A change in the weather is sufficient to recreate the world and ourselves.


Marcel Proust
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HIGHEST DAILY MAXIMUM TEMPERATURE RECORDS (UK)
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If the cows lay down, it meant rain. If they were standing it would probably be fine.


Terry Pratchett and Neil Gaiman, Good Omens: The Nice and Accurate Prophecies of Agnes Nutter, Witch





WEATHER WORDS


Dealramh na gréine (Irish): Sunshine.


Enfys y bora, aml gawoda. Enfys y p’nawn, tegwch a gawn (Old Welsh): Morning rainbow may bring showers. Afternoon rainbow fine weather we’ll have.


Fox (Pembrokeshire): A single fine day between spells of bad weather.


Glassy Sun (Pembrokeshire): A bright Sun with no hint of colour is taken as a sign of forthcoming rain. This probably refers to the Sun shining through altostratus clouds, when it appears as if seen through ground glass and casts no shadows. With an approaching warm front, altostratus generally thickens into heavy, grey nimbostratus cloud that produces heavy rain.


Griain (Irish): Sun.


Haul dan ei gaerau (Old Welsh): Sunset; literally, the Sun going under its ramparts.
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