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AUTHOR’S NOTE

We are all experts on the weather yet none of us are experts on the weather, and Bring Me Sunshine attempts to bridge that gap. When I began this book my meteorological know-how extended no further than an inclination to stay indoors when it rained. Bring Me Sunshine has taken me on a meteorological odyssey that encompasses geniuses, obsessives, crackpots, charlatans, dreamers, storms, blizzards, gales and pea-soupers to ensure that whenever I look out of the window in the morning, tune in to the shipping forecast or dare to venture out without a coat I’ll never take the weather for granted again.

I’ll never take for granted the assistance of those who’ve helped put this story together either. I’m immensely grateful to Richard Beswick and Zoe Gullen for their help, guidance and encouragement from inception to execution, and to my agent Lizzy Kremer for not rolling her eyes and tutting at the original idea. I’m also grateful to Keith Lambkin, Rosita Boland, Dr Caroline Dodds Pennock and Bob Johnston, supremo at the Gutter Bookshop in Dublin, for their advice, assistance and wisdom along the way. Thanks also to Bernard Sumner for a much needed and perfectly timed late-night pep talk. Most of all, enormo-megathanks and all my love to Jude for yet more of her unshakeable, smiling love and faith, without which I just couldn’t get up in the morning, let alone check what the weather’s doing.

If Bring Me Sunshine somehow isn’t enough Connelly for you, you can find me at my website www.charlieconnelly.com, on Facebook at www.facebook.com/charlieconnellyauthor and on Twitter at @charlieconnelly.
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A SLOW DANCE OF SUN AND RAIN: THE WEATHER AND US

I see quite a lot of our postman. I work from home and receive a fair number of parcels, meaning he and I have become cheerily familiar and have a well-worn routine whenever he calls. I go and open the door, he smiles and says, ‘Morning’, I smile and say, ‘Hey, how’s it going?’, then he rummages through his armful of envelopes for whatever it is that won’t fit through the letterbox.

It’s in this après-greeting stage of the situation that awkwardness could set in, for this is a potential minefield of modern etiquette. We’re undertaking what is essentially a business transaction: he’s providing me with a postal delivery service and, familiar though we are, it’s not like we’re poking each other on Facebook and going to the match together at weekends or anything. Having said that, he knows my name, my address and that I subscribe to more magazines than I have the time to sit down and read. He knows I generally swan around in the mornings wearing a pair of Charlton Athletic shorts and an old Beach Boys T-shirt because that’s what I’m usually wearing when I answer the door. He knows the name of my girlfriend and where we have our bank accounts, and he could have an accurate stab at when our birthdays are – all information he can glean from the daily ritual of putting stuff into our letterbox. I, on the other hand, don’t know anything about him other than I think his name might be Neil and that he goes to Turkey for his holidays.

So when he knocks with a parcel and we’ve exchanged hellos it’s a textbook set-up for a bit of mild social tension. What do we say to each other that keeps the relationship cheerful and informal but not intrusive? How do we fill these seconds that have us teetering on the precipice of embarrassment? Luckily I have a foolproof way of defusing any awkwardness and it’s one that I’m quite certain you’re familiar with. I rub my hands together, look at the sky, squint slightly and say one of the following:

‘Hope we’ve seen the last of that rain.’

‘Not as cold today, is it?’

‘Oof, that wind’ll go right through you.’

‘It’s supposed to stay like this for the weekend, apparently.’

Neil the postman flat-bats a suitable response back to me, hands me my parcel, and we bid each other cheery farewells until the next time.

Thank goodness for the weather.

That we talk a great deal about the weather is one of those copper-bottomed clichés underpinning our national identities. It props up our sense of self-esteem that when we fall into conversation with a stranger at a bus stop we have an inoffensive meteorological discussion instead of, say, asking if they’ve ever had a yeast infection, or trying to tickle them.

These conversations are never enlightening, either. They’ll rarely get to grips with curiosities like the time in June 1975 when Derbyshire played Lancashire at Buxton and there was a blizzard, the only instance of ‘snow stopped play’ in the history of first-class cricket, or the fact that the French Revolution was triggered by a 1788 hailstorm in northern France that destroyed an already meagre harvest, led to food shortages and civil unrest and, ultimately, the storming of the Bastille. Usually, in these conversations we’re complaining about the weather. Most of the time we’re suspicious of it; certainly we’re very distrustful of it. We’re usually suspicious in our responses to it too: one sunny day, and we’re counting the minutes until the next hosepipe ban; a flurry of snow, and we’re predicting instant chaos on the railways due to the ‘wrong kind of snow’. On very rare occasions we are actually pleased about it but always with the shrugging caveat that it can’t possibly last. It’s our way of bonding with a stranger, of putting ourselves on the same side. Neither of us wants to sit or stand there in awkward silence but neither of us wants an in-depth conversation about matters of great import either. We want to find ourselves on common ground, agreeing about stuff of little consequence and then going our separate ways with the other thinking, Well, he was a nice bloke.

In a way it’s like a particularly lame version of the old Blitz spirit: we’re united in our scanning of the skies, only these days we’re looking for flecks of grey in the clouds instead of the bombs our grandparents were expecting to plop down their chimneys at any moment. Yet despite our antipathy to our climate, the fact is that our weather is, in the great scheme of things, not that bad. Honestly, it really isn’t. In Britain and Ireland we’re among the relatively few people in the world whose weather is not susceptible to great extremes, is reasonably straightforward to predict and allows us a pretty comfortable and worry-free existence. When our weather is notable it’s generally because it’s a bit more of something than usual, rather than the kind of blockbusting meteorological event that has Hollywood producers picking up the phone and dialling Will Smith’s agent. We don’t suffer monsoons, life-threatening droughts, tornadoes that leave just a few kitchen-floor tiles as a clue to where our house used to be, blizzards that last for months or sandstorms that can blot out the sun for days. Our winds are not so severe that we risk going outside and being hit from above by a cow; our rain not so heavy as to have a pod of pilot whales looking at us through our living-room windows.

On the face of it our weather seems almost entirely inoffensive. If weather were literature ours would be written by P. G. Wodehouse; if it were rock ’n’ roll we’d be represented by Bananarama. Our notable weather events are more about breaking minor records than lists of casualties. Most of us remember where we were on 10 August 2003, for example, when Britain’s highest ever temperature was recorded: 38.5° Celsius, or 101.3° Fahrenheit. I was in the Western Isles of Scotland. Stuck in a thick sea fog. Wearing an extra fleece.

We’re all about records: barely a month seems to go by these days without it being the somethingest since records began. In October 2011, for example, Gravesend recorded Britain’s highest ever October temperature, a sweltering 29.9°C. And how very British it was to stay just under the thirty-degree line: ticking over to thirty would, of course, have just been vulgar.

Granted, we do have the odd insurance-premium-hiking weather event like the startling flash-flooding in Boscastle in August 2004, when warm, damp air coming in off the Atlantic being forced upwards and cooled quickly by the shape of the landscape led to sudden torrential rain that flowed down from high ground above the town, caused the River Valency to burst its banks and wash away a bridge and several cars, and caused flooding to a depth of nearly three metres that damaged a hundred homes and businesses. We still think of Boscastle as one of our major recent weather events, but even then the only human casualty was a broken thumb.

It’s the rarity of these events that makes them notable. Our weather is generally steady, reliable, constant and unspectacular: exactly why it’s perfect conversational fodder for the envelope-shuffling moments that occur between me and the postman.

These weather-based conversations are perfect because they never provoke confrontation. Think of all the times you’ve said to someone, ‘Isn’t it a lovely day?’ How often have they responded, ‘What are you, some kind of nut? It’s a rotten day’? These exchanges are nothing more than silence-fillers designed to pass time rather than engage. We use the weather because it’s possibly the only piece of common ground we can be sure we all have, other than going to the toilet, and we’re certainly not going to quiz strangers about that. The weather is a common bond; we all spend our days walking around under it and we all pretty much agree on whether it’s good or bad. Even if we venture to make a prediction – ‘I think it might rain later’ – there are no consequences if we’re wrong. No one has ever been sued over a bit of meteorological small talk.

The superficial nature of these conversations proves that, despite how much we might talk about the weather, we don’t know all that much about it. Some people say we’re obsessed with it: this isn’t necessarily true. Ask someone the lowest recorded temperature in Britain and Ireland and I bet they wouldn’t know it’s –27.2°C, recorded twice in Braemar, Aberdeenshire, in 1895 and 1982, and once – in 1995 – at Altnaharra in the Scottish Highlands. Ask them the highest recorded wind speed and they’ll struggle to come up with the 142mph gust recorded at Fraserburgh in 1995. We might talk about the weather often, but it’s only ever in terms of the massively obvious: it’s a nice day, it’s clouded over, it’s getting a bit windy, it’s turned colder. This is not the language of the obsessed. If we’re obsessed with anything it’s avoiding awkward moments, not the weather. We have a fairly limited vocabulary to describe current conditions because with a few important exceptions – farmers and seafarers, for example – we don’t need to know much about the weather. Beyond the odd minor inconvenience we don’t depend on it, as most of our existence is spent indoors keeping out of its way.

Yet we should be obsessed with the weather because it’s vital to understanding who we are and where and how we live. The weather has been ingrained in our collective consciousness from the earliest times because we developed as a farming and maritime nation. Dr Johnson is usually quoted at this point (‘When two Englishmen meet their talk is of the weather’), but we can go even further back:

Whan that Aprille with hise shoures soote,

The droghte of March hath perced to the roote,

And bathed every veyne in swich licour

Of which vertu engendred is the flour;

Whan Zephirus eek with his swete breeth

Inspired hath in every holt and heeth …



Geoffrey Chaucer, writing in the late fourteenth century, began the General Prologue of The Canterbury Tales by describing how the arrival of April showers saw off a dry March as Zephyrus, the west wind, breathed life into every grove and field. The first lines of the first great work of literature in our culture talk about the weather. It’s not just an opening picked at random: Chaucer’s use of the weather places those gathered in the Tabard Inn at a particular time of year, but also it gives him an opening with which people from all levels of society could identify – a common experience everyone understands. It is also an arresting opening packed with beautiful imagery: the sweet breath of the spring wind and the shoures soote – fragrant, freshening rainfall.

Chaucer’s contemporary William Langland begins Piers Plowman with a mention of the weather, and even the best part of two centuries earlier Gerald of Wales had not got far into his Topographia Hibernica before mentioning how ‘this country more than any other suffers from storms of wind and rain’. Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, also from the fourteenth century, passes the year between the two encounters of the protagonists with an evocative description of the changing weather and seasons.

So, talking about the weather is not the product of modern etiquette: we’ve always done it. Also, despite Oscar Wilde regarding such conversation as ‘the last refuge of the unimaginative’, for as long as we’ve told stories or kept histories the weather has inspired and influenced writers, poets and artists. It has affected the course of history too: the Normans’ voyage across the English Channel being delayed by northerly winds for most of the summer of 1066; the storms that aided the scattering of the Spanish Armada; the unseasonable warm dampness that incubated the blight which caused the Great Famine in Ireland; and the millpond conditions in the Channel on D-Day.

When Neil the postman and I exchange pleasantries over the Jiffy bags we are continuing a tradition that goes back centuries and can be found in our greatest works of literature and art. Yet for most of us the weather is still, at best, a harmless topic of conversation.

Our weather deserves more than this – after all, we’re either under it, in it or sheltering from it every day of our lives. It affects the way we live; it keeps us alive. When it breaks out of its regular rhythms and routines it stays in our consciousness: when we think about 1976 we might think of the coming of punk or Southampton winning the FA Cup, but equally we might think of that scorching summer, the hottest for 350 years and with the most severe drought in a millennium, when for twenty-six consecutive days in June and July the temperature reached 80°F. When people in the south of England recall 1987 they might think of the great October storm that tore up the place; similarly in Scotland and Northern Ireland 1990 might conjure memories of the Burns Day gale. In years to come the harsh winter of 2009–10 will doubtless feature in the same way for its school closures, widespread power outages and transport chaos.

But, apart from these major events and the odd localised weather disruption, we go about our business largely ignorant of the weather, its causes and its effects on our lives and our world. If it hadn’t been for a sleepless night leading to the realisation that I had fewer excuses than most for not acknowledging the importance of the weather, I might have just continued my regular happy discourse with Neil and left the weather to its own devices. Instead I found myself embarking on a mission of extraordinary discovery, delving into the elements to learn about how and why the weather happens and how we’ve tried to control, harness and predict it. That I embarked on this story at all is down to that iron horse of meteorology, the shipping forecast.

It was some time in the middle of the night, that no man’s land where it’s neither late nor early, and I’d been woken by a storm hissing through the trees and roaring around the building. I lay there for a while, turning one way and then the other, mind whirring, doing that thing where the dead of night transforms the most trivial daytime concerns into stomach-churning horror: the approaching deadline, the unanswered e-mail, the mildewing washing still in the machine; the sort of mundane ‘to do’ list that suddenly seems so portentous that you wouldn’t be surprised if a nearby bush suddenly burst into flames and outlined the potential consequences in a booming voice.

I gave up on sleep, heaved myself out of bed, padded into my office and switched on the desk lamp, intending to read myself tired again. The wind was louder in there as the window faces the sea and was hence copping the full onslaught of the night’s gusts. The glass that separated me from the elements was the first obstacle the wind had encountered in its long run-up from whatever depression in the Irish Sea had set it spinning before launching itself at the land. On my desk, just at the edge of the small pool of light cast by my lamp, I noticed the mug that holds my pencils. In daylight hours I barely notice it, but now that it lurked at the edge of my vision, half hidden in the shadows, it caught my eye. On one side of the mug there’s a map of the areas of the shipping forecast and on the other, the one that faced me, the Beaufort wind scale. I read down the thirteen demarcations as they increased in severity and wondered what Force might be sweeping in and depositing spots of brine on my window. If, as it seemed, this was seawater whipped from the white-tipped waves a couple of hundred yards away then, according to the descriptions set out by Francis Beaufort, this was maybe a force 7: a near-gale, where the ‘sea heaps up; white foam from breaking waves begins to blow in streaks’. It might even be a fully fledged gale, force 8, with ‘moderately high waves of greater length; edges of crests break into spindrift; foam blown into well-marked streaks’.

I couldn’t see the waves in the dark, so thought I’d see what the shipping forecast had made of it. With the wind crashing around outside and the sea hidden away in the darkness I heard the familiar strains of ‘Sailing By’, followed by the solemn, rhythmic intonation of the weather forecast for the seas around Britain and Ireland. ‘There are warnings of gales in Viking, North Utsire, Forties, Cromarty, Forth, Tyne, Dogger, Irish Sea, Shannon, Rockall, Malin, Hebrides, Bailey, Fair Isle, Faeroes and South-East Iceland,’ said the calm, faintly stern female voice easing quietly from the speakers. Then began the familiar ritual of the clockwise progression around the map, starting on the coast of northern Scandinavia, criss-crossing the North Sea then racing westward along the English Channel, turning south along the coasts of France, Spain and Portugal, doubling back and bearing down on the southern tip of Ireland before veering off to the north-east and arriving at my window.

‘Irish Sea, Shannon, westerly or south-westerly five to seven, occasionally gale eight, occasional rain or showers, moderate or good, occasionally poor in Shannon.’

It turned out my guess, based on nothing more than a complaining ventilation panel and some salty specks on my window, had actually been pretty good. I closed my eyes and listened as the forecast made its way around the rest of the map, leaping over Ireland into the north Atlantic then skirting the western and northern fringes of Scotland before heading off over the sea towards Iceland, all to a soundtrack of the gale outside.

There was something very familiar about this scenario, a memory from a long time ago and a long way from here. I’d sat at a desk just like this, late on a rainy night with a pool of light from a lamp the only illumination, listening to the shipping forecast. Back then I was in south-east London, looking out of the window at a rain-soaked, orange-sodium-lit street and being inspired to undertake a year-long journey around the sea areas that make up the familiar yet enigmatic maritime roster. As a result, the forecast’s list of names would always evoke images of real places and real people, real stories from heroism to farce, real friends I’d made who are still friends, some pretty rotten weather and some pretty good weather. Even the picture of my seafaring great-grandfather that I’d carried with me and the chunk of volcanic rock bearing the Icelandic flag that I’d bought to mark the final leg of my journey were there on the window sill.

The forecast moved on to the reports from coastal stations and it dawned on me that for all the people I’d met and the experiences I’d had on my way around the shipping forecast, for all that I knew the logic behind the mysterious terms and poetic phrasing, I knew next to nothing of the very reason it exists; what those familiar terms were predicting. I’d found out how it was written, how it was broadcast and how it came about in the first place. I’d met people who lived by it and in it but I was still entirely ignorant of its primary source: the thing that had roused me from sleep that night, the thing that frequently defined the kind of mood I ’d be in, the thing that I always talked about with the postman.

As the final reports from coastal stations – Valentia, Ronaldsway, Malin Head, Machrihanish – rounded off the forecast, I realised that in missing out the weather from my homage to the shipping forecast it was as if I’d reported on a football match without revealing the score.

A few days later I was staying with some friends in a farmhouse on the coast of South Wales. The room in which I slept was usually occupied by a small boy and had a shelf full of old Ladybird books. One morning, having woken up before everyone else because I was on holiday and excited, I killed a bit of time by looking along the row of Ladybirds, many of them familiar from my own childhood. One was devoted to the weather, its cover dominated by a windmill beneath a sky full of clouds, so I pulled it from the shelf and started to leaf through it. It was a classic of its type, brimming with wonderful colour illustrations of boys wearing shorts and pullovers looking in wonder at rain gauges and weathervanes while a man in a tank top looked on approvingly, a pipe clenched between his teeth and balled fists placed assertively against his hips. But when I read the accompanying text – written for kids of about eight, remember – I realised that I didn’t understand any of it. Barely a word. I’d read the same page over and over again, seeing familiar words like pressure, barometer and millibar, but I was clearly miles behind the shiny-faced youngsters in the pictures who, even though trapped in their ageless wonder in an image half a century old or more, still knew far more about the weather than I did.

I looked out of the window across the marsh to where the nearest town nestled shyly between promontories and watched as a grey smudge, a smeary pennant of drizzle, glided soundlessly and slowly across the mouth of the harbour and fuzzed the outlines of the buildings. Another followed close behind before a watery sunlight broke through the clouds and sent a patch of pale yellow moving across the marsh grass towards the town, the one that had inspired Dylan Thomas’s Llareggub in Under Milk Wood, which sparkled sharply and happily in the warmth and the freshly rinsed air and doubtless smelled of seaweed and breakfast.

I slid the book back into place on the shelf, looked out at the remnants of the meteorological dance I’d just witnessed over Laugharne and realised something that had never really struck me before: the weather is beautiful. From rainbow to rainstorm, crisp frost to big wet flakes of snow billowing through the sky, gusts of wind ribbing in waves across fields, spotless white ranges of cumulonimbus clouds towering into the sky, and sublime lightning storms that turn day to night and make the sky boil and rage, all of it has a deep and different beauty. Even that brief shower on the other side of the marsh travelled with a wonderful silent grace across the sea, motionless yet always moving, brushing over the town like passing silk.

Sometimes it’s not much fun being beneath the weather when it’s emptying large quantities of water over you or whipping your hat from your head and sending it bowling across the road like a Victorian child’s hoop. I’ve had more than enough drenchings to last me a lifetime, be they at football grounds or halfway up mountains while consulting a soggy map, but it was only seeing those faint smudges against the sky and the stately progress of the sunshine across the fields from the upstairs window of an ancient Welsh farmhouse – a view that had remained unchanged geographically since the house was built but that was reworked by the weather, often by the minute – that opened my eyes to the real beauty of the weather. And I wanted to know more.

My surprisingly accurate perception of the Beaufort scale with the shipping forecast, the early-morning slow dance of sun and rain over a literary Welsh town as it was waking up and my embarrassing besting by an ancient kids’ book all combined that morning to give me a new purpose. I would delve into the beauty and mystery of the weather, learn about each of its aspects and immerse myself in its history. I’m often asked why I think the shipping forecast has such resonance with people and I’ve always responded that it is because of the combination of its having been broadcast on the BBC for the past eighty years or more and the fact that we’re islands, for whom the sea is the defining border.

Our relationship with the weather has a history full of incredible stories, amazing discoveries and extraordinary people doing marvellous things. There are heroes, villains, nitwits and charlatans peppering the story, many of whom I’d learn about on my quest to understand the beautiful mystery of the weather. But as well as an attempt to put right my inexcusable ignorance, I hoped that this quest would lead me to discover much more than what an occluded front might be and how we arrived at the barometer. I didn’t know it at the time but I was about to embark on a weather journey that would include the creation of the planet itself, winds that make us mad, an epiphany as to the true wonder of the umbrella, some tremendously entertaining fraudsters, a gaggle of well-meaning philosophers, people who went to war with the sky, some of history’s most spectacular storms and some startlingly brilliant Victorians. Oh, and a man who kept being struck by lightning. In addition, I hoped I might understand more about ourselves: how we hardy folk on these windswept, rain-soaked islands on the fringe of Europe and at the mercy of the Atlantic came to be who we are today. To do that there was only one place to start – the rain.
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