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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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