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WEATHER ANNIVERSARIES: 
MARCH/APRIL

25 years ago, March 1991 was unsettled until the last week when a strong anticyclone 
developed over the British Isles. It was a wet month in the west and north. Just after 
midnight on the 3rd an outbreak of eight tornadoes, some of which reached T4 strength, 
developed over southwest Wales on a northeastward-moving cold front. The middle 
of the month was warm in many areas with temperatures of 15-17°C, and 20°C was 
reached in a few places on the 13th, but this was followed by chilly northeasterly winds 
in the last week. April was a very variable month. Unseasonably deep depressions gave 
widespread gales in the first week (gusts reached 60 knots in some western parts on 
the 4th). A few days later warm southerly winds raised temperatures above 20°C on the 
11th (22.9°C at Cromer), but by the 16th cold northerlies had spread to all parts. Daytime  
temperatures were below 5°C at times in the east during the following days and there 
were wintry showers and night frosts. After a slightly warmer interlude a depression 
moving southeast across the country produced two very cool wet days over England and 
Wales on the 29/30th (40-50mm in 48 hours in the south).

50 years ago, March 1966 had mainly westerly winds but pressure was often high in 
the south; rainfall was well below average in the south and east but more than twice the  
average in northwest Scotland. Gales were widespread on the 27th as a deep  
depression crossed Scotland, gusts exceeding 60 knots in England and Wales (78 knots 
at Speke (Liverpool), 77 knots at Manchester Weather Centre), and duststorms reduced 
visibility to a few hundred metres in East Anglia. April produced two notable spring  
snowfalls. On the 1st snow fell in many northern areas as a small depression crossed 
England; depths of up to 30cm were reported in northern England by the following  
morning and drifts reached 1.5 metres. Easterly winds prevailed during the second and 
third weeks of April, and these were cold enough by the 14th for snow to fall for much of 
the day in the south as fronts stagnated in the English Channel (daytime temperatures 
barely exceeded 0°C); 5-10cm accumulated in many places and up to 15cm locally. 
Mean temperatures for the month were well below normal despite some warm sunny 
weather in the closing days, and over the northern half of Britain April was colder than 
March.

75 years ago, March and April 1941 were both rather cold months in which northeasterly 
winds were more frequent than usual. (In Scotland the first three months of the year were 
the coldest such period since 1895.) In March pressure was often high over Iceland and 
depressions from the Atlantic crossed the British Isles. Rainfall was above average over 
most of England, especially the east, but below over Scotland (less than 50% in the 
Highlands). A severe snowstorm occurred in the north of Scotland on the 26th and 27th 
as a trough edged very slowly north accompanied by strong easterly winds; level depths 
of 75-90cm were reported at Tain and there was much drifting. Further snowfalls from a 
polar low resulted in 22cm at Oban on the 31st. April began with snow in many places on 
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the 1st (accumulations mainly on high ground) as a deep depression crossed the south; 
up to 15 cm was reported on Deeside. The month as a whole, however, was drier than 
normal and quite dull. Sharp frosts occurred in the second week and again during a cold 
northeasterly spell towards the end of the month; -4°C or lower was recorded at various 
places in both these periods.

100 years ago, the cold northeasterly pattern that set in during the last week of  
February 1916 continued without a break until nearly the end of March, and on the 
monthly mean chart low pressure was centred over north France and high pressure  
covered Iceland. The result was a cloudy raw cold month over much of Britain with  
frequent rain and snow. At low altitudes the snow cover was intermittent, but great  
quantities accumulated in the northern uplands and on the hills of South Wales and 
southwest England (estimated level depths of more than 100cm); western Scotland, 
however, was very dry in the rain-shadow of the Highlands. On the 27/28th a small  
vigorous depression crossed southern England bringing severe gales and a wet  
snowfall to this area, causing great damage to trees and telegraph wires, and blocking 
roads and railway lines. April was a much more normal month with winds mainly westerly 
or northwesterly, dry in the east and south, wet in the west and north. Sharp frosts (down 
to −5°C locally) occurred during the first week but the end of the month was very warm 
with temperatures in the mid-twenties Celsius (25.6°C in the London area on the 27th).

In Lightning: Nature and  
Culture, Derek M. Elsom explores 
the history of humanity’s relationship 
with this natural phenomenon - from 
the myths and legends of the storm  
deities, to in-depth studies of its  
artistic representations, to state-of-
the-art lightning protection systems 
on aircraft, ships and skyscrapers.  
Lightning: Nature and Culture will 
appeal to all those interested in the 
natural environment, especially those 
fascinated by extreme weather forces 
and how weather is an integral part of 
our daily lives.

210 × 148 mm, 240 pages, paperback 
ISBN: 978-1780234960
115 illustrations, 97 in colour.  
Reaktion Books, £14.95

Now available from all good book-
sellers.
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ABSTRACT 
An account is presented of the historic blizzard that affected all of southern England and South 
Wales, but especially the Southwest Peninsula, 125 years ago this month, on 9-11 March 1891. 
Synoptic charts are included for the days leading up to and including the snowstorm, snow depths 
are analysed, and the effects of the storm are noted.

INTRODUCTION
 Blizzards are rare in the mild southwest of England, but when they do  
occur they can be as severe as anywhere in lowland Britain. Nonetheless, as February 
1891 passed into March people in the West Country must have felt that winter was 
over as far as they were concerned. The early part of the season had been severe.  
December 1890 was the coldest such month in the Central England Temperature record; 
but after mid-January the weather turned milder, and February was almost spring-like as 
persistent high pressure resulted in an exceptionally dry month (mean pressure for the 
month exceeded 1030mb in the south). Over most of England except the northwest the 
month’s rainfall was less than 5mm, and many stations had no rain at all; even where 
small amounts were found in the rain-gauge this was often the result of fog deposit (fog 
being widespread and at times persistent in the second half of the month). The nights 
were frosty at times but afternoons were sunny and mild (except where fog persisted), 
and some of the highest late-February temperatures on record occurred this month 
(19.4°C at Cambridge and Llandudno).
 This pattern continued into the early days of March, temperatures again  
exceeding 15°C in the east on the 1st. The great blizzard that blew up a week later  
therefore came almost ‘out of the blue’; but not quite. By early March a reservoir of very 
cold air was gathering up to the north beyond the Arctic Circle; and it was from this 
source that the air (though not the depression) came that allowed the snowstorm to 
develop.
 Full descriptions of the storm have been published in Simpkin et al. (1891) 
and Carter (1971), and a synoptic analysis was given in Lamb (1991), all of which have 
been consulted for the present paper together with British Rainfall 1891, Symons’s  
Monthly Meteorological Magazine 1891, Daily Weather Report for March 1891, and  
various newspapers of the time (including Bristol Mercury, The Cornishman [Penzance], 
North Devon Journal [Barnstaple], The Times [London], Western Daily Press [Bristol], 
Western Gazette [Yeovil, etc.], Western Mail [Cardiff], Western Times [Exeter]). This 
was, incidentally, the first occasion on which the word ‘blizzard’ had been generally used 
to describe a snowstorm in this country.

THE GREAT WEST COUNTRY BLIZZARD 
OF MARCH 1891

 
BY  PAUL R. BROWN 

Tornado and Storm Research Organisation
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THE WEEK BEFORE THE SNOW
 Figures 1 and 2 show the daily synoptic patterns for the week leading up to 
the blizzard. The charts and the station plots have been converted to modern style  
(temperatures in degrees C, wind barbs in knots, MSL pressures in millibars); present 
weather symbols show basic types only (no expression of intensity or continuity). All 
charts are for 0800 hours.

Sunday 1 March (Fig. 1a)
 Pressure was high over southern Britain while a deepening depression moved 
east from Iceland to the Norwegian Sea. A westerly warm sector airstream covered all 
parts (strong in the north).

Monday 2 March (Fig. 1b)
 Pressure remained low to the north and high to the south. The south remained 
in mild air but a cold front moved southeast during the day1, and by the end of the day 
showers were turning wintry in the north.

Figure 1a and b. Daily synoptic charts for 0800hr 1-4 March 1891.

 1This was long before the era of frontal analysis, so the fronts shown here are schematic rather than analytic.
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Figure 1c and d. Daily synoptic charts for 0800hr 1-4 March 1891.

Tuesday 3 March (Fig. 1c)
 The cold front (the Polar front) cleared the country overnight and was followed 
by rising pressure as a new anticyclone developed to the west of the British Isles. A  
rather cold northwesterly airstream covered all parts and there were further wintry  
showers in the north, where it remained windy. A second cold front (the Arctic front2) 
passed south across the Shetland Isles, where temperatures fell below freezing by the 
end of the day in a brisk northerly wind.

Wednesday 4 March (Fig. 1d)
 A new deep depression passed to the north of Scotland and mild westerly winds 
returned to all parts of Britain for a while. A cold front moved into Scotland during the 
day bringing a renewed fall of temperature accompanied by gales in the north (severe in 
Shetland). Pressure remained high in the south.

Thursday 5 March (Fig. 2a)
Southward progress of the cold front was held up as a wave developed and moved 
quickly east across the north. Mild westerly winds again covered most parts except the 
far north.

Friday 6 March (Fig. 2b)
 The cold front returned south across Scotland but made only slow progress into 
central England, and the south remained mild. The Arctic front reappeared to the north-
west of Scotland and brought freezing temperatures and snow showers back to the north 
later. The high pressure that had prevailed for so long in southern Britain at last began to 
give way.

 2 The Polar front separates warm tropical air from cold polar air; the Arctic front separates cold polar air from even colder arctic air.
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Figure 2. Daily synoptic charts for 0800hr 5-8 March 1891.

Saturday 7 March (Fig. 2c)
 The first cold front edged further south across England. The second front 
moved into Scotland then halted for a while as a wave developed on it near Malin Head 
(where snow showers were reported). It was still rather mild in the extreme south but 
temperatures were falling everywhere else, and were as low as −5°C in the northerly 
winds in the north of Scotland, which implies 1000-500mb thickness there of 510Dm or 
lower3.

3 There were of course no routine upper air measurements in those days, and any published charts that profess to show upper air 
patterns from the 19th century can only be theoretical, not the real thing - a point that is not always made clear.
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Sunday 8 March (Fig. 2d)
 The frontal wave developed into a shallow depression of 999mb as it moved 
eastsoutheast to The Wash by the morning of the 8th, and the cold front (originally the 
Arctic front) then moved on south to clear the whole country during the day. The very cold 
Arctic air that had been in and out of Scotland over the past week finally spread to the  
remainder of Britain; and even in the Southwest Peninsula, which had hitherto stayed 
mild, by Sunday evening the wind had swung into the north and the temperature was 
down to just 2°C. In Scotland, meanwhile, temperatures barely rose above freezing  
during the day (maximum −2°C at Stornoway), and in northeast England 2-3 feet of snow 
was reported (by the press) to have fallen at Newcastle (presumably from persistent 
coastal showers on a convergence line); 14½ inches was measured at Sunderland that 
morning by T. W. Backhouse ([Symons] 1891a).

PROGRESS OF THE BLIZZARD
 Figures 3 to 5 show the weather charts for 9 to 12 March inclusive (again for 
0800 hours each day).

Monday 9 March (Fig. 3)
 By the Monday morning in the southwest the wind had gone further round to 
northeast or east, and on the south coast it was already rising towards a gale. The  
shallow depression of the weekend had passed away across the Continent, but its 
cold front had halted near the north coast of France as a much deeper depression  
approached the English Channel from the southwest.
 The origin of this new system is uncertain, but it does not appear to have been 
another straightforward wave on the cold front. As the series of major depressions  
following the Iceland-Scandinavia route came to an end a great surge of Arctic air spread 
out over most of the North Atlantic north of 50°N (temperatures were as low as −14°C in 
Iceland in the northerly gale). A series of small depressions then moved east across the 
Atlantic in low latitudes near 40°N, and one of these, instead of continuing into southern 
Europe, seems to have turned northeast towards the English Channel, where it perhaps 
engaged the cold front then lying over north France. Whatever its origins, it is clear that 
a rather small but intense depression of 980mb or lower was approaching the mouth of 
the English Channel by the evening of the 9th. At the same time, a shallower system 
moved on ahead of the main depression through the Channel (shown over Belgium on 
the morning of the 10th, Fig. 4); this perhaps was a direct wave development on the old 
cold front, now edging back north as a warm front. Further north, a minor ridge of high 
pressure had poked in from the northwest leading to severe overnight frosts; but in the 
far northeast of Scotland what was probably a polar low brought a period of strong winds 
and snow, very bad in the Orkney Islands (largely overlooked on account of what was 
about to befall the south of England).
 Sleet was falling in the Channel Islands by 0800hr on the Monday morning, and 
later that morning squalls of rain and sleet in a rising wind began to spatter the south 
coasts of Cornwall and Devon. As the precipitation became steadier and heavier in the 
afternoon it soon cooled the air sufficiently to turn to snow, even on the coast. The snow 
spread quickly east through southern counties (it was into London soon after 1500hr) 
but more slowly north across the southwest into South Wales (where it arrived in the 
evening). And all the time the easterly wind was increasing to reach gale force generally 
and even stronger over coasts and hills. At the lowest altitudes the snow was of a wet 
clingy nature but a small rise in height reduced the temperature below 0°C making for a 
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Figure 3. Synoptic chart for 0800hr 9 March 1891.

dry powdery snowfall, which was easily drifted in the gale. Figure 6 shows approximate 
arrival times of the snow, smoothed where some reports gave the time of the first flakes, 
others the time when snow became steady or began settling.
 Contemporary reports suggest that the gale in the southwest reached its height 
during Monday evening (this would have been as the first low centre passed by to the 
south); and in this part of the country the damage wrought by the wind was comparable 
to the disruption caused by the snow. Countless trees and chimneys were blown down 
and there was terrible loss of shipping in the Channel. The snow, however, continued all 
night and indeed for much of the next day.
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Figure 4. Synoptic chart for 0800hr 10 March 1891.

Tuesday 10 March (Fig. 4)
 The forward low moved away into Belgium to be followed by the major centre 
coming into the English Channel. Between these two systems there was a short lull in 
some parts, but in the southwest snow and strong winds continued with little abatement. 
Here snow fell continuously for upwards of 24 hours from early afternoon on the 9th. In 
the north (after the clearance of Monday’s polar low) the weather remained very cold and 
frosty with occasional snow showers.
 It should be noted that the fronts shown here (and for the other days) are  
greatly simplified compared with what would be drawn nowadays. It is likely that there 
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Figure 5. Synoptic charts for 0800hr 11 and 12 March 1891.

would have been at least two sets of fronts lying across southern England and the  
English Channel - the one that had come across the Atlantic with the new depression, 
and the one that had earlier come down from the north and was now returning. 

Wednesday 11 March (Fig. 5a)
 By Wednesday morning the main depression, now filling, was near the Strait of 
Dover and moving away into the North Sea, leaving a weakening northeasterly airflow 
over central and eastern England. The southwest had a much better day with broken 
cloud and light winds, and under the strength of the March sun a thaw set in, but there 
was further snowfall on and off in the east.

Thursday 12 March (Fig. 5b)
 For a while it looked as if there would be a repeat of Monday night’s  
blizzard. A new depression almost as deep as its predecessor appeared in the South-
west Approaches, threatening to follow the same track. And indeed the blizzard 
was renewed over southwest England during the day, but in the end the depression  
halted, turned, and moved away south into Biscay. This new snowfall was therefore  
confined to the southwestern counties (the very counties that had already  
suffered worst); but although the return of northeasterly gales caused further drifting of  
Monday night’s snowfall where it had been cleared, the amount of fresh snow was small  
compared with what had come before.
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Figure 6. Approximate arrival times of snow on 9 March 1891.

Figure 7. Positions of stations listed in Table 1.
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Table 1 lists some of the Observers’ Notes from British Rainfall 1891 for 9-12 March 
(county names and boundaries as they were then). Geographical distribution of the  
stations can be seen in Figure 7.

Table 1. Selected (and abridged) Observers’ Notes from British Rainfall 1891

Map 
key

Place Date and Weather

1. St Agnes (Cornwall) 9-11 Mar. Depth of snow 13in.

2. Bodmin (Cornwall) 9-10 Mar. Hurricane from E, snow about 8in on 9th, 4in on 
10th.

3. Stratton (Cornwall) 9-10 Mar. Blizzard from NE began at 2pm on 9th, snow  
continued to fall more or less till 6pm on 10th. Drift in the drive 
4 to 5ft.

4. Devonport (Devon) 9 Mar. Snow, hail, rain and tremendous E gale, from 6 to 
8.30pm; much damage to trees and houses. 10 Mar. Snow 
all day.

5. Tavistock (Devon) 9-12 Mar. Severe snowstorm and blizzard; drifts in places 30 
and 40ft deep.

6. Revelstoke (Devon) 9-10 Mar. Heavy snow and terrific gale, causing terrible havoc.

7. Ivybridge (Devon) 9-10 Mar. ... the snow never ceased for five minutes from 
12am on the 9th to 12pm on the 10th. The moor (300ft above 
the house) was almost clear of snow, but there was a drift of 
20ft behind the house.

8. Ashburton (Holne
Vicarage) (Devon)

9 Mar. Fearful snowstorm; rain gauge 18in high completely  
embedded in the snow.

9. South Molton (Devon) 9-10 Mar. The snowstorm began about 2pm on 9th, continued 
all day on 10th, drifting violently from the E.

10. Ashburton 
(Druid House) (Devon)

9-10 Mar. Blizzard from NE; depth could not be measured  
owing to the great drifts, but on 10th was estimated at 2ft 6in. 
Many roads blocked to the end of the month.

11. Torquay 
(Watcombe) (Devon)

9-10 Mar. Heavy snow each day, yielding more than 1.00in.

12. Torquay (Babbacombe) 
(Devon)

9-10 Mar. Rain and snow, yielding 2.10in; heaviest snowstorm 
since observations commenced in 1876, average depth 12in, 
drifts 8 to 13ft.

13. Exeter (Devon) 9-11 Mar. Snow commenced on 9th, and on 10th was 6 in 
deep, but drifted in places to 20ft. On the 11th the Exe was 
frozen over, and snow had so drifted as to block both Great 
Western and South Western railways.

14. Rousdon (Devon) 9-13 Mar. Great snowstorm; snow in some places 20ft deep; 
scarcely all melted in six weeks.

15. Hazelbury Bryan 
(Dorset)

9 Mar. Heavy snow; the roads blocked on 10th, and all  
communication suspended.

16. Sturminster Newton 
(Dorset)

9-10 Mar. Average depth 5 or 6in, drifts 1 to 6ft.

17. Bere Regis (Dorset) 9-10 Mar. Snow, yielding 2.95in.
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Map 
key

Place Date and Weather

18. Poole (Dorset) 9-10 Mar. Snow began to fall at 11.45am, and continued till  
midday on 10th, and fell at intervals after; mostly fine, but  
occasionally large flakes. Gale most of the time, drifts in places 
6 to 8ft deep. In January, 1881, the depth of snow was more 
than half as much again.

19. Bridgwater (Somerset) 10 Mar. Snow 6in deep, yielding 0.33in.

20. Crewkerne (Somerset) 9-12 Mar. Heavy snow, with hard gales from ENE.

21. Wells (Somerset) 9-10 Mar. Heavy snow and great drifts; all the bye-roads had 
frequent drifts level with the top of the hedges, one on the road 
to Wookey was reported to be 20ft.

22. Bath (Somerset) 9 Mar. Snow 4½in deep, yielding 0.67in.

23. Alton (Hants) 9-10 Mar. In the two days 14in of snow, yielding 1.16in.

24. Emsworth (Hants) 9-10 Mar. Gale and snowdrifts 4 to 5ft deep, remained in  
places till 31st.

25. Bishop’s Cannings 
(Wilts)

9 Mar. About 4in of snow.

26. Alderbury (Wilts) 10 Mar. Heavy gale and fall of snow; roads blocked with drifts.

27. Faringdon (Berks) 9-10 Mar. Terrific gale and snowstorm; gauge buried in a drift 
3 or 4ft deep, mean of various measurements give a depth of 
8in on 9th and 5½in on 10th.

28. Lambourn (Berks) 9-10 Mar. The average depth of snow was one foot.

29. Midhurst (W. Sussex) 9 Mar. E gale, fine and dry snow, drifts 8-10ft.

30. Brighton (E. Sussex) 9 Mar. NE gale and great snowstorm, snow showers on 10th, 
depth on the ground 4in.

31. Lewes (E. Sussex) 9-10 Mar. Snow, yielding 1.13in.

32. Crowborough 
Observatory 
(E. Sussex)

10 Mar. Snow 6 in deep, yielding 1.30in.

33. Rye (E. Sussex) 9-10 Mar. Blizzard; snowdrifts 10ft deep in places.

34. Croydon (Surrey) 9 Mar. Terrific snowstorm and NE gale at night, snow 0.26in. 
10 Mar. Snow at night, yielding 0.30in.

35. Kensington (Middlesex) 9-10 Mar. NE gale and heavy snow. 10 Mar. Snow 5in deep, 
yielding 0.45in.

36. Finchley (Middlesex) 9-11 Mar. Snow daily, about 6in on 9th.

37. Camden Square 
(Middlesex)

10 Mar. Snow 5in deep, yielding 0.55in.

38. Camden Road 
(Middlesex)

9-10 Mar. The greatest snowstorm recorded in March in 17 
years; average depth on morning of 11th, 7½in.

39. Hornsey (Middlesex) 9 Mar. NNE gale and heavy fall of snow, yielding 0.35 in. 10 
Mar. Snow in garden 4 to 13in deep; a second fall yielded 
0.28in.
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Map 
key

Place Date and Weather

40. Keston Tower (Kent) 9-10 Mar. Heavy NE gale and snowstorm, with great drifts;  
average depth about 12in.

41. Edenbridge (Kent) 10 Mar. Snow, yielding 1.00in.

42. Canterbury (Kent) 9-10 Mar. Snowing all day on 9th, and through the night with 
high N wind; another heavy fall in the latter part of 10th.

43. Haverfordwest 
(Pembroke)

9 Mar. A furious gale toward evening, with blinding snow,  
continuing all night; depth 8 to 10in, drifts in some localities 
as many ft.

44. Aberdaron (Glam) 10 Mar. Snow 14in deep.

45. Llanfrechfa Grange
(Monmouth)

9-10 Mar. About 8in of snow; much drifted, roads blocked.

46. Monmouth (Monmouth) 9 Mar. Severe snowstorm and gale at night; depth in undrifted 
places slightly over 1ft.

47. Llanvihangel Court 
(Monmouth)

9-10 Mar. N to E gale and heavy snow. 10 Mar. Snow 10in 
deep, yielding 0.83in.

48. Ross[-on-Wye] 
(Hereford)

9 Mar. Blizzard from 7.30 to 8.30pm; snow 9½in deep on 10th.

49. Pendock Rectory
(Worcs)

9 Mar. Snow 8in deep.

50. Clifton (Glos) 9-10 Mar. Snow fell with little intermission from 4.30pm on 9th 
to 7 pm on 10th, average depth 9in.

51. Much Marcle (Glos) 9-10 Mar. Severe blizzard began about 9pm on 9th, and  
continued till noon on 10th.

52. Gloucester (Glos) 9-10 Mar. The greater part of the snow fell during the night of 
9th and early morning of 10th, but continued without cessation 
till after 9am on 10th.

53. Cirencester (Glos) 9-10 Mar. Great snowstorm, the country roads blocked in  
places for a day or two, snow remaining in ditches till 25th.

54. Banbury (Oxon) 10 Mar. 6in of snow and blowing hard; great drifts.

55. Abingdon (Oxon) 10 Mar. Heavy snowdrifts; roads had to be cut out.

56. Towcester (Northants) 9 Mar. The depth of snow 3in.

57. Easton Maudit 
(Northants)

9-10 Mar. Snow at 9am on 10th, 7, 8, and 9in deep, and 
by 2pm 3 or 4in more had fallen on paths swept at 9am.  
Estimated fall for the two days at 0.80in.

58. Easton [on the Hill] 
(Northants)

9 Mar. Snow 3in deep.

59. Ketton Hall (Rutland) 9 Mar. Strong west [sic] wind and 4in of snow.

60. [Great] Berkhampsted, 
Rosebank (Herts)

10 Mar. Snow 5½in deep.

61. Rothamsted (Herts) 9-11 Mar. Night of 9th a very drifting snowstorm, 10th and 
11th drifting snow showers; measurements in various fields  
indicated a depth of 5in, and 0.42in. was adopted as the yield 
of water.
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62. Walthamstow (Essex)* 9 Mar. Strong SE and E gale in evening, with blinding  
snowstorm; the snow very small and powdery, fell for 16 hours 
and was about 8in deep; drifts were many ft deep. Unequalled 
since January 18th, 1881. 10 Mar. A heavy snowstorm, lasting 
for 16 hours, from 4pm. 11 Mar. Further heavy snow squalls; 
many lanes filled up to tops of hedges. 12 Mar. Severe frost; 
ice formed in night ½in thick.

63. Birchanger (Essex) 10 Mar. Snow 2in deep.

64. Rendlesham Hall 
(Suffolk)

10-11 Mar. Heavy snowstorms.

* Walthamstow was still a rural village, not yet swallowed by the Metropolis.

SNOW DEPTHS
 Figure 8 shows the maximum reported level snow depths from the stations in 
Table 1 (converted from inches to centimetres). Obviously the widespread drifting made 
it difficult to ascertain mean depths, but 15-30cm seems to have been general over 
South Wales and the Southwest Peninsula, and 10-20cm further east; substantially more 
must have accumulated over the hills. Symons (1891b), however, was of the opinion that 
some of the values for Cornwall and Devon were too low and that the true amount here 
was about 2 feet (60cm). This may well have been so over the extensive high ground of 
these counties but probably not near sea level, where the fall was offset by slight thawing 
(especially near the windward coast of east Devon, where salt spray from the sea would 
have been driven inland). Support for Symons’s figure of 60cm is given by the reported 
drift depths (see below), though these can only be observers’ impressions of drifts (not 
measured). If we assume a ratio of 10 to 1 between drifts and mean depths during a 
prolonged gale, drift values of 10-20 feet, or 3-6 metres, would equate to 30-60cm mean 
depths. Furthermore, snow accumulating for more than 24 hours at a typical rainfall 
equivalent rate of, say, 2mm per hour could certainly have amounted to 50cm or more 
in the absence of melting. The average ratio of snow depth to water equivalent, from the 
values submitted to British Rainfall, was calculated by Symons as 12:1.
 Large though these snow depths were, just 10 years earlier, in January 1881, 
there had been another great snowstorm in the south; and those who experienced both 
were of the opinion that the earlier one produced the greater amount of snow but that the 
accompanying gale was worse in 1891. This was probably true over much of the area, 
but in Devon and Cornwall there seems little doubt that the 1891 storm was worse in 
both respects.
 Newspapers at the time reported the blizzard in extenso, but being newspapers 
they naturally quoted the heights of the drifts in preference to the more meteorologically 
significant mean (or level) snow depths. Drifts are not only dependent on amounts of 
falling and lying snow, and strength and persistence of wind (from the same point), but 
also on non-meteorological factors such as the presence of ridges and hollows and 
other obstacles to trap the blowing snow. Figures reported in the press were much of a 
muchness and it would be tedious to list them all here: drift heights were mostly stated 
as somewhere between 10 and 20 feet, somewhat less in the large towns, rather more 
over the hills (up to 30 feet on Exmoor).
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CONSEQUENCES OF THE BLIZZARD AND AFTER
 Most of the newspaper coverage in any case was devoted to the  
consequences (‘impacts’ is the modern vogue word) of the snow and wind. On land this 
was most disruptive to the railways, which were the normal mode of travel in those days. 
Virtually all rail movement was brought to a halt right across the southwest, and more than a  
dozen trains (both goods and passenger) were snowed up and abandoned. Snowdrifts 
were not the only cause of blockage; trees and telegraph poles fell by the hundred 
across the tracks, brought down either by weight of snow or strength of wind. In the 
towns the greatest danger was from falling chimneys and other debris flying about in the 
gale. Despite this, the loss of life on land was small, and mainly of individuals caught 
out in the blizzard and unable to reach shelter before they perished from the cold. There 
were, however, enormous losses of livestock on the hills and moors, not to mention the 
incalculable deaths of wild animals and birds.
 It is notable that even in the appalling conditions of Monday evening every 
scheduled train attempted to make its journey; as long as it could get out of the station 
there was no thought of cancelling it because of the weather. Even the most impossible 
(and, we might say, foolhardy) journey of the evening branch train from Princetown, 
1300 feet up on Dartmoor, to take its half-dozen passengers down to the main line at  
Yelverton, was embarked upon, although having soon become thoroughly stuck the  
driver acknowledged that they should never have set out.
 One of the more tragic accidents occurred on the railway line near Ivybridge. 
A gang of men were attempting to dig out a snow-bound train. A relief engine was sent 
out to meet them but the driver was misinformed as to their whereabouts. Thinking they 

Figure 8. Maximum reported snow depths in centimetres on or about 10 March 1891 from the  
stations in Table 1 (converted from inches).
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were further up the line than they were, and driving hard to get through the snow, he 
came hurtling round a bend only to find them straight in front of him. In the ensuing crash 
several of the diggers were badly injured and one killed. But by far the greatest loss of 
life occurred at sea off the south coast, where it was reckoned that up to 200 men died 
in shipwrecks as a result of the freezing gale.
 The weather continued cold for the rest of the month (and on through April and 
May), but even in cold weather the March sun is strong enough to melt snow in the south, 
and by the weekend (14/15 March) life was beginning to return to normal. The great 
drifts, however, were much longer lasting, remnants surviving through April and even into 
May and June on the moors.

SUMMARY
 On 9-11 March 1891 two depressions moving east through the English  
Channel, one after the other, shortly after abnormally cold air from the Arctic had invaded 
the British Isles, produced widespread heavy falls of snow over southern England and 
South Wales. The accompanying easterly gale turned the snowstorm into a blizzard, 
which was at its most severe over the southwestern counties of Devon and Cornwall; 
here drifts of 10-20 feet were reported generally and mean depths probably reached at 
least 60 cm over much of the area. Inland there was very extensive disruption of travel 
and communications, while at sea there was much loss of life from shipwrecks.
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THE WEATHER IN DURHAM 2015 

BY  T. P. BURT
Department of Geography

Durham University

Overall, a warm, wet year but with a disappointing summer.

Although January felt wintry, especially at the end of the month, it was in fact well above 
average temperature, helped by some very mild days in the first half of the month. It was 
cooler than January 2014 but still equal 37th warmest in 167 years. With a maximum 
of 13.3°C, it was the warmest New Year’s Day on record (since 1850), the previous 
record being 12.8°C in 1851. It was a dry month with a maximum daily total of only 9 
mm. Most significantly, this was the sunniest January at Durham since records began 
in 1882, beating the previous record holder 2007 by 3 hours. Interestingly, five of the 
sunniest Januaries at Durham have been this century. Mean air temperature was also 
well above average in February, but it was still only the 68th equal warmest on record. 
There were more ground frosts than in 2014 but this is still the 2nd lowest total for  
February since 1961. It was a dry month, the 20th equal lowest total on record for  
February since 1850. Sunshine hours were well above average again, with nearly 
one extra hour per day. Although not as sunny as February 2014, it was still the 28th  
sunniest February on record since 1882. Overall, it was, not surprisingly, a mild winter, 
29th equal warmest since 1850, so well into the upper quartile. It was also a dry winter, 
26th driest on record, the driest since 2006. Most notably, it was the sunniest winter on  
record at Durham since 1882-3, beating the previous record from 2000. Of the ten  
sunniest winters, six have been this century. 

March was only a little above average temperature and perhaps a little disappointing 
later in the month as we awaited better spring weather. There were no days above 10°C 
after the 10th. Both mean maximum and mean minimum were above average, the latter 
only just so. There was a relatively high number of ground frosts. Rainfall was just below 
average. There were slightly more hours of bright sunshine than usual but all in all this 
was very much an “average” March. April was a warm month, although not exceptionally 
so. It was the 19th equal warmest April at Durham since 1850, but nearly a degree cooler 
than April 2014 (equal 7th warmest). Maximum temperatures were well above average 
but minima were only just above average. It was another dry month, the 37th driest since 
1850. It was the 23rd driest February to April period on record. Not surprisingly, it was a 
sunny month, the 10th sunniest April since 1882. May was disappointing, the mean air 
temperature being exactly average, but it was only the coolest May since 2010. There 
was the lowest mean maximum since 1996, the 35th equal lowest since 1900. The mean 
minimum was above average. Rainfall was a little above average but all long-term totals 
remained below average. There was one spectacular downpour on the afternoon of the 
19th; only 4.6mm was recorded (hour ending 1500 BST) but it fell in no more than 15 
minutes, so the intensity was spectacular: Durham was awash and your correspondent 
soaked! The amount of sunshine was disappointing, less than in April.
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JAN FEB MAR APR MAY JUN
Mean air temperature (°C) 4.3 4.2 5.5 8.3 9.9 12.4
Difference from average 1.3 1.0 0.5 1.3 0.0 -0.6

Mean maximum  
temperature (°C)

7.1 7.2 9.2 13.2 13.8 17.0

Mean minimum  
temperature (°C)

1.4 1.2 1.7 3.3 6.0 7.8

Absolute maximum  
temperature (°C)

13.3 11.3 13.4 19 18.1 26.4

Absolute minimum  
temperature (°C)

-3.2 -2.6 -1.8 -1.1 -1.0 1.5

Number of ground frosts 19 8 18 9 1 1

Rainfall total (mm) 48.7 15.6 45.5 22.8 71.8 34.8
Difference from average -10.7 -26.0 -5.7 -24.5 19.6 -17.1

Rainfall % 82 37 89 48 138 67

Highest daily rainfall (mm) 9.0 2.4 17.8 8.2 12.8 6.8
Number of rain days 15 10 15 7 15 8

Sunshine hours 97.1 87.6 114.4 188.2 147.2 138.7
Maximum daily sunshine 7.2 8.1 9.7 11.7 10.4 11.2

June was the first month with below-average temperature since the previous August, 
equal 43rd lowest on record since 1850, but only the lowest since 2012. The mean 
maximum was equal 37th lowest since 1900 while the mean minimum was equal 30th 
lowest (rather different to the 5th highest in 2014). The warmest day of the month 
was the last, the best June day since 2011. It was a dry month, the 56th driest June 
since 1850. Several days received a total of at least six millimetres but none received  
seven! There was a disappointing amount of bright sunshine, less than in both April 
and May, but still almost twice the total in 2012, and an hour a day more than in 2014. 
July was a disappointing month, the second month in a row with below-average  
temperatures. And it had started so well, with a maximum over 30°C on the 1st.  This was 
the warmest July day in Durham since 2006 and one of the very few ever to exceed 30°C 
at Durham. Since 1st January 1850, only 30 days have reached a maximum of 30°C; 1st 
July 2015 was the 21st warmest day on record at Durham (equal to 15th August 1893). 
The warmest day on record is 16th July 1876: 33.6°C. All that said, mean air temperature 
in July was the lowest since 2000, the 44th equal lowest since 1850, only just above the 
lowest quartile. The mean maximum was the lowest since 2012 and the mean minimum 
the lowest since 2011. The 12-month mean air temperature was now down to 9.3°C  
having been just above 10°C in January. Rainfall was well above average but again it 
was only the worst July since the very poor summer of 2012. Even with an extra day, 
there were fewer hours of bright sunshine in July than in June. Since 1882, there have 
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JUL AUG SEP OCT NOV DEC YEAR
14.2 15.1 11.8 10.0 8.3 7.8 9.3 Mean air temperature (°C)
-0.7 0.4 -0.9 0.2 2.6 3.9 0.7 Difference from average

18.5 18.9 16.1 13.8 11.0 10.3 13.0 Mean maximum  
temperature (°C)

9.9 11.3 7.5 6.2 5.5 5.2 5.6 Mean minimum  
temperature (°C)

30.2 22.6 20.1 20.1 17.5 15.8 30.2 Absolute maximum  
temperature (°C)

5.0 6.3 3.8 1.8 -1.9 -1.2 -3.2 Absolute minimum  
temperature (°C)

0 0 0 2 7 7 72 Number of ground frosts

87.2 81.6 39.4 69.8 100.8 124.0 742.0 Rainfall total (mm)
35.6 14.5 -16.2 17.2 38.8 66.5 93.0 Difference from average
169 122 71 133 162 216 114 Rainfall %

14.2 17.6 10.8 24.8 13.0 26.6 26.6 Highest daily rainfall
21 15 8 12 19 22 167 Number of rain days

120.9 126.5 107.9 66.6 50.3 44.8 1290.2 Sunshine hours
12.4 9.5 8.0 7.9 6.8 5.7 12.4 Maximum daily sunshine

been 54 years when July was less sunny than June (n = 134). August was another  
disappointing month. Night-time temperatures were well above average but  
daytime temperatures below average. The mean maximum was equal 51st lowest since 
1900 (n=116), but the mean minimum was equal 95th highest. Overall, the mean air 
temperature was equal 108th highest (n=166), just slightly above average. Rainfall 
was just above average, with almost half the days recording at least 0.25mm. There 
was only 81% of the average number of hours of bright sunshine, sadly only just over 
half the record-breaking total in 1995. For the summer as a whole, it was the coldest  
summer (13.9°C) since 1987 (equal to 1993). It was the 110th wettest summer in 166 
years (203.6mm) and, perhaps most telling of all, there was the 17th lowest amount of 
bright sunshine (386.1 hours) since 1882. A combined index of summer weather shows 
this to be the 32nd worst summer at Durham since 1882: roughly a quarter have been 
worse than 2015 but three quarters were better!

In terms of temperature, September was also disappointing. It was the coolest  
September since 1994 and ranks equal 117th in 166 years of record. The 12-month  
running mean was by now the lowest (9.16°C) since December 2013. It was a dry 
month, although not unusually so, but the amount of sunshine was below average too.  
October was above average for mean air temperature, because of warmer days;  
night-time minima were just below average. There were two ground frosts but no air 
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frosts. Apart from the first two days, October was a very dull month. It was the 15th least 
sunny October since 1882, but only the lowest October total since 2013. There were ten 
days with less than half an hour’s bright sunshine. Not surprisingly, rainfall was above  
average for the month, with a notable total of 24.8mm on the 7th. In contrast to much 
that had gone before, it was the third warmest November on record at Durham since 
1850 (mean air temperature: 8.3°C), exceeded only by 2011 (8.6°C) and 1994 (8.4°C). 
The mean maximum was equal 4th highest on record and the mean minimum was 
the 2nd highest on record (both since 1900). The absolute maximum of 17.5°C on 1st  
November was the 3rd warmest November day on record since 1850, beaten only by 
2/11/1927 and 4/11/1946 – both with a maximum of 18.9°C. Remarkably, 18 days had 
a maximum over 10°C; there were two minima over 10°C too, 14.2°C on the 10th being 
particularly notable for November. This was one of only eleven Novembers with just two 
air frosts, but 5 have had just one and 6 no air frosts at all. Of the 22 Novembers with 2 
air frosts or less, seven have been from 2000 onwards. It was the 21st wettest November 
since 1850, but five Novembers from 2000 onwards have been wetter. As befits a wet 
month, it was the 35th least sunny November since 1882, the lowest total since 2002.  

December was easily the warmest on record at Durham since 1850 (7.8°C), beating the 
previous record of 7.3°C in 1988. It was the warmest maximum (0.2°C above the 1988 
value); a mean maximum of 10.3°C is more like early April or late October! Likewise, it 
was the highest mean minimum, a huge 0.7°C above the 1934 mean. There was the 
equal highest (with 1988) number (20) of December days with a maximum over 10°C. 
More remarkable was the number of minima over 10°C: since 1900 there had been a 
total of only 13 December nights with minima over 10°C but December 2015 added 
4 to that total; only 1974 had had more than 1 (2)! There was a very low number of 
ground frosts (7), the third equal lowest total since 1954 and the lowest since 2002. It 
was the wettest December since 1978, the 8th highest December total since 1850. The 
combined total for Christmas Day and Boxing Day was 45.4mm, with 26.6 recorded 
on Christmas Day itself, the wettest day of the year and indeed the wettest Christmas 
Day in Durham since records began. All long-period rainfall totals were now well above  
average, given three wet months at the end of the year. Whilst the amount of sunshine 
was almost average, there were 10 days with no sunshine recorded at all, but this is not 
an unusual total for the winter months.

For the year as a whole, three months fell below the 1961-1990 average temperature 
(June, July, September) so, despite a warm end to the year, the overall average (9.3°C) 
was well down on last year. Whilst well above the 1961-1990 average, it is only just 
above the average for the last 30 years. 2015 was the 37th wettest year on record at 
Durham, a dry first half to the year and a wet second half. Five of the last ten years 
have been wetter. Sunshine hours were once again below average, for the fourth year 
in a row. There was, like 2014, a low number of ground frosts (72) and, despite the high  
rainfall total, a relatively low number of rain days (167). This reflects the tendency for 
mean rainfall intensity gradually to have increased since the 1890s and particularly since 
the 1960s (Burt et al., 2015).
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TORRO TORNADO DIVISION REPORT:
October - December 2015

BY PAUL R. BROWN AND G.TERENCE MEADEN

This was a quiet 3-month period for whirlwinds. October 2015 was often anticyclonic and dry 
apart from an unsettled spell from the 5th to the 8th: there was one tornado and five reports of  
funnel clouds. November was a mild westerly month, for which just one probable tornado is known.  
December 2015 was exceptionally mild under the influence of an unbroken sequence of  
southwesterly winds from low latitudes, and it was very wet in many areas: no whirlwind reports 
have been received for this month.

TN2015Oct06 Balby, Doncaster, West Riding of Yorkshire (53° 31’ N 1° 09’ W (start and 
end) SE 56030168 to SE 55940238)
 Tim Prosser of TORRO heard about this tornado by word of mouth some 
time after its occurrence. He visited the scene on the 16th and found evidence of a  
short-lived tornado of force T0/1. Most of the damage was to trees (twigs and small 
branches broken); one or two houses had minor roof damage. A witness described 
leaves “travelling in a spiral”. The track length was 720 metres south to north from  
Harvest Close to Old Hexthorpe (but perhaps not to ground at all points); maximum width 
75 metres. Time was late afternoon.
 At 1200 GMT a depression of 991mb was moving east along the south coast 
of England and its occlusion was moving slowly north across the Midlands. There were 
showers or longer periods of rain, locally heavy, on the front and further showers to the 
south (as well as in Scotland); thunderstorms broke out in the Midlands in the afternoon.

FC2015Oct08/I Parbold, Lancashire (53° 36’ N 2° 46’ W, SD 4911)
 Photographs were received from Mr Carl Doward and Mr Mike Flaherty  
showing a funnel cloud seen from St Helens (distant) and Parbold (overhead)  
respectively, probably about halfway to ground; the latter gave the time as about 1100 
GMT.
 At 1200 GMT an anticyclone of 1023mb was centred in the English Channel but 
(strangely) a shower trough was analysed across central England within the ridge. Most 
places were dry with sunny periods but a few showers were reported over Wales and 
southwest England.

FC2015Oct08/II Linton-on-Ouse, North Yorkshire (54° 03’ N 1° 16’ W, SE 4861)
 A recent funnel cloud was reported in the 1350 GMT METAR from Linton-on-
Ouse Airfield.

FCs2015Oct18/I Jersey, Channel Islands (49° 13’ N 2° 12’ W)
 Recent funnel clouds were reported from Jersey Airport in the METARs for 
1220, 1250, and 1320 GMT.
 At 1200 GMT an anticyclone of 1027mb was centred over northeast Scotland; 
weak fronts were moving south over eastern England. Most places were dry and rather 
cloudy but there were a few light showers in the east and south.
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FC2015Oct18/II Isle of May, Fifeshire (56° 11’ N 2° 34’ W, NT 6599)
 Mr David Steel photographed a vertical funnel cloud reaching halfway to the 
surface at about 1500 GMT.

fc2015Oct19 East Riding of Yorkshire (TA?)
 An anonymous correspondent sent us a photograph of a small funnel cloud 
timed at 1647 GMT ‘off the coast of East Yorkshire’ (perhaps near Hull, but attempts 
to elicit further information were unsuccessful). At 1200 GMT a ridge of high pressure  
extended northeast across the British Isles; most areas were dry with variable amounts 
of cloud but there were light coastal showers in the east and south (and rain and drizzle 
in the north later).

tn2015Nov12 Glengormley, County Antrim (54° 41’ N 5° 58’ W, J 308832)
 This tornado was reported in the Newtownabbey Times of 12 November.  
It occurred at about 1530 GMT in Ballyhenry Avenue and Dorchester Avenue,  
blowing down trees and damaging roofs and garden fences. Mr Gavin Robinson said: “...  
It literally only lasted about 10 or 15 seconds, but it absolutely wrecked the place. At first 
we thought it was hailstones so we looked out and we couldn’t see any hail but we could 
hear the wind building up. The patio furniture blew down the garden and the fence nearly 
blew down. I went out to check for damage and I could see that a lot of the ridge tiles had 
come off the neighbour’s house. The house beside us ... All the ridge tiles are away and 
a lot of the slates have slid off into the garden. There are about five houses in our street 
damaged and some in Dorchester as well ...”. Force T2.
 At 1200 GMT a deepening depression of 976mb was moving northeast to the 
west of Scotland; its cold fronts (double-structured frontal system, as is the fashion  
nowadays) were moving east across Ireland accompanied by outbreaks of rain and  
followed by thundery showers. The tornado coincided with the passage of the second 
cold front.

q2015Nov13/I Mill Hill, Barnet, Greater London (51° 37’ N 0° 14’ W, TQ 223928)
 Mr Samuel Levy reported a ‘rather potent squall’ accompanied by hail in Mill 
Hill (near the junction of Hammers Lane and The Ridgeway) at 1250-1300 GMT, during 
which a window was blown in.
 At 1200 GMT the previous day’s low was centred over the Faeroes, 968mb, 
and a brisk unstable westerly airstream covered the British Isles. Showers were  
widespread in the west and north, where some were thundery, but more scattered  
elsewhere.

q2015Nov13/II West Overton, Wiltshire (51° 25’ N 1° 49’ W, SU 131678)
 Mr Mark Jones submitted a report of a sudden very strong wind in Southfield 
at 1525 GMT that lasted just 30 seconds and affected an area 500-600 metres wide. 
The roof of a stable was torn off, branches broken from trees, together with other minor 
damage. There had been hail showers during the day.

Annual totals for 2015
 The total of tornadoes in the British Isles for 2015 currently stands at 23, one of 
which was in the Irish Republic; January, May, and September were the most productive 
months, having three-quarters of the year’s tornadoes between them. Two waterspouts 
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were recorded during the year and there were 58 reports of funnel clouds (most of them 
in July and September), of which three were in the Irish Republic. The total number of 
days in the British Isles for which tornadoes, waterspouts, or funnel clouds are known is 
44. Just two fair-weather land devils were reported.
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THE GLASGOW FAIR 
HOLIDAY WEEKEND

BY  JEFFREY K. BLACKSHAW

ABSTRACT
The Glasgow ‘Fair’ holiday was traditionally the time when factories and shipyards in Glasgow 
closed for a 2 week holiday in the second half of July. The Glasgow ‘Fair’ Monday holiday at the 
start of the 2 weeks is still a public holiday in the city. The ‘Glasgow Fair Weekend’ at the start of the 
period has a reputation among Glasgow citizens for poor weather despite occurring in mid summer. 
This paper considers whether there is any truth in this reputation.

Keywords: Glasgow Fair holiday, warm spells, dry spells, wet spells.

INTRODUCTION
The Glasgow Fair holiday weekend, for this paper, comprises the Friday (Fair Friday) 
to the Monday (Fair Monday) inclusive and in recent times the Glasgow Fair weekend 
has occurred around the middle of July. The Glasgow Fair is one of the oldest of similar 
holidays held in the UK and is believed to date back to the early 13th century when royal 
approval was granted for the purposes of holding a fair. The Glasgow ‘Fair’ was originally 
held within the boundaries of Glasgow Cathedral and more recently Glasgow Green, 
both places a little to the east of the current city centre. In times long ago one of the main 
purposes of the ‘Glasgow Fair’ was for the sale of livestock including cattle and horses. 
Servants could also be hired at this time. In more modern times, the Fair focused on 
amusements with circus and theatre acts common. 

Traditionally Glasgow employed a large number of workers in factories and in the  
shipbuilding industry and most businesses would close for the second half of July (the 
Glasgow ‘Fair’ fortnight) up until the 1970’s. On ‘Fair Friday’ most workers and their 
families would climb on to trains and buses and typically head to the Clyde coast or 
Ayrshire for the fortnight break. Some families would travel by one of the many steamers 
from the centre of Glasgow down the river Clyde to the Clyde coast resorts a practice 
known locally as going ‘doon the watter’ (down the water). Although this mass closure 
of firms for 2 weeks does not occur nowadays, the fortnight is still popular with Glasgow 
holidaymakers. This paper considers whether the Glasgow Fair weekend deserves its 
reputation for poor weather and is based on the author’s own daily records in the area 
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from 1970 to 2015. The paper therefore considers the last 46 Glasgow Fair holiday 
weekends.

RATIONALE
Care must be taken when analysing dates as the holiday period varies from year to year.  
The earliest Fair Friday date in this study is 12th July and the latest is 18th July. The  
earliest Fair Monday date is therefore 15th July and the latest 21st July. This paper  
therefore looks at the weather in the period 12th July to 21st July inclusive.

This paper looks at the statistics from two perspectives. The first perspective looks at 
where the Glasgow Fair weekend sits in the context of the entire summer and specifically 
as to whether the weekend falls within a warm spell or dry spell. The second perspective 
looks at the individual weekends and the likelihood of good or poor weather during the 
holiday.

THE GLASGOW FAIR HOLIDAY WEEKEND IN RELATION TO WARM SPELLS 
For this exercise a warm spell is taken to mean a period of 5 consecutive days or  
greater when the maximum temperature on each day is equal to or greater than 20.0°C.  
Figure 1 shows the number of years in which a particular day falls within a warm spell 
for the June to July period. It can be seen from the diagonal arrow that there is a general 
increase in the number of days occurring within a warm spell as we progress through 
summer (June to August) peaking in the last week of July, thereafter falling back as we 
go through August. There is however a notable dip during the 12th to 15th July inclusive 
which coincides with the start of the Glasgow Fair weekend holiday in many years. It 
does however gradually rise from the 16th to the 21st July. The figures show that with 
regard to warm spells there is some justification for this reputation although the later the 
date of the Glasgow Fair the higher chance of the holiday appearing in a warm spell.

Figure 1. Warm spells i.e. 5 consecutive days or greater when the maximum temperature on each 
day is equal to or greater than 20.0°C
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THE GLASGOW FAIR HOLIDAY WEEKEND IN RELATION TO DRY SPELLS 
For this exercise a dry spell is taken to mean a period of 10 consecutive days or greater 
with no measurable rain falling. Figure 2 shows the number of years in which a particular 
day falls within a dry spell for the June to July period. The period from the 16th to the 
19th July shows that each day fell within a dry spell in 10 years and this along with the 
20th to 23rd of June is the highest number of years to do this for any period of the year. 
The Glasgow Fair dates occurring in a dry spell range from 7 years on the 12th to 10 
years on the 21st peaking during the 16th to 19th July. The figures show that with regard 
to dry spells there appears at first glance to be no justification for the reputation as the 
Glasgow Fair holiday includes the best chance of a date falling within a dry spell for the 
entire year, however there is only a 22% chance at best of a day during the holiday falling 
within a dry spell. 

Figure 2. Dry spells i.e. 10 consecutive days or greater with no measurable rain falling.

INDIVIDUAL WEEKENDS
Table 1. Individual weekend from 1970 to 2015.

YEAR HOLIDAY 
WEEKEND 
DATES
(Fri-Mon)

Average
Max Temp
for the 
4 days 
Deg C 

Highest 
Temp
for the
4 days
Deg C

Days 
With 
Sunshine 
all Day

Days 
With Sun
All Day or
Fair 
Weather

Total 
Rain
mm

Days 
With 
Rain

Overall
Rating

1981-
2010

(July Monthly 
Mean)

(19.2) (25.6) (85) (16)

1970 17th - 20th 18.1 19.0 2 2 3 2 good

1971 16th - 19th 18.8 19.4 3 4 0 0 very good

1972 14th – 17th 26.7 28.3 4 4 0 0 very good

1973 13th – 16th 17.8 21.5 0 1 15 2 poor

1974 12th – 15th 15.9 16.8 0 3 11 3 poor

1975 18th – 21st 18.0 21.0 0 2 8 3 poor

© THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF METEOROLOGY
March/April 2016 Vol. 41, No. 396

75



YEAR HOLIDAY 
WEEKEND 
DATES
(Fri-Mon)

Average 
Max Temp
for the 
4 days 
Deg C 

Highest 
Temp 
for the 
4 days 
Deg C

Days 
With 
Sunshine
all Day

Days 
With Sun 
All Day 
or Fair 
Weather

Total 
Rain
mm

Days 
With 
Rain

Overall
Rating

1976 16th – 19th 19.2 20.0 0 2 7 2 poor

1977 15th – 18th 18.9 21.0 0 1 26 3 very poor

1978 14th – 17th 19.3 23.0 2 3 0 0 good

1979 13th – 16th 16.3 16.8 0 0 4 3 poor

1980 18th – 21st 16.6 17.0 0 0 13 3 very poor

1981 17th – 20th 17.4 18.8 0 1 8 3 poor

1982 16th – 19th 21.8 28.0 2 4 0 0 very good

1983 15th – 18th 19.5 22.7 0 3 0 0 good

1984 13th – 16th 18.7 20.0 0 3 1 2 reasonable

1985 12th – 15th 17.1 18.0 0 2 22 3 poor

1986 18th – 21st 15.8 17.1 0 1 5 3 poor

1987 17th – 20th 17.9 19.7 0 1 3 2 poor

1988 15th – 18th 16.9 19.8 0 1 8 2 poor

1989 14th – 17th 22.0 24.1 3 4 0 0 very good

1990 13th – 16th 20.5 23.3 1 2 5 1 good

1991 12th – 15th 16.4 18.8 0 0 30 4 very poor

1992 17th – 20th 19.4 20.4 0 2 16 4 poor

1993 16th – 19th 19.0 21.6 0 1 7 3 poor

1994 15th – 18th 19.7 22.2 1 3 0 0 good

1995 14th – 17th 17.8 19.0 0 0 36 4 very poor

1996 12th – 15th 18.0 19.7 0 2 1 1 reasonable

1997 18th – 21st 24.7 26.2 1 3 0 0 very good

1998 17th – 20th 17.1 20.0 0 2 43 2 poor

1999 16th – 19th 17.2 17.8 0 0 29 4 very poor

2000 14th – 17th 20.7 22.7 2 3 0 0 good

2001 13th – 16th 15.7 20.3 0 2 17 3 poor

2002 12th – 15th 19.2 20.3 0 2 0 0 reasonable

2003 18th – 21st 19.4 21.1 0 0 13 3 poor

2004 16th – 19th 18.5 20.2 0 2 2 3 reasonable

2005 15th – 18th 19.0 23.2 0 2 14 2 reasonable

2006 14th – 17th 24.0 26.0 2 4 0 0 very good

2007 13th – 16th 19.3 20.8 0 2 47 3 very poor

2008 18th – 21st 17.5 20.2 0 3 7 1 reasonable

2009 17th – 20th 18.0 19.1 0 0 5 4 poor

2010 16th – 19th 17.3 19.7 0 0 23 4 very poor

2011 15th – 18th 19.9 20.3 0 2 33 3 reasonable

2012 13th – 16th 17.2 17.8 0 1 1 1 poor
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2013 12th – 15th 21.9 27.0 2 3 0 0 good

2014 18th – 21st 20.8 22.5 1 2 14 1 reasonable

2015 17th – 20th 16.8 18.0 0 0 46 4 very poor

From table 1, the following can be seen:

Very good ‘Fair’ holidays:    6
Good ‘Fair’ holidays    7
Reasonable ‘Fair’ holidays:   8 
Poor ‘Fair’ holidays:  17
Very poor ‘Fair’ holidays:    8

The analysis of individual weekends shows that there is some justification for the  
reputation of poor weather at ‘Fair’ holiday weekends. Only 13 weekends were good or 
better, whereas 25 weekends were poor or very poor.

THE BEST GLASGOW FAIR HOLIDAY WEEKEND 
The best Glasgow Fair holiday weekend was in 1972 when high pressure ensured an 
increasingly hot and sunny weekend. Maximum temperatures for the 4 days 14th to 17th 
were 24°C, 26°C, 28°C and 28°C respectively. This hot spell continued for another 3 
days until the 20th in what was an otherwise fairly unsettled month.

THE POOREST GLASGOW FAIR HOLIDAY WEEKEND 
The poorest Glasgow Fair weekend was in 2015 with unsettled weather  
throughout. Rain fell on all 4 days with individual totals of 19mm, 15mm, 2mm and 10mm  
respectively. It is also worth noting that a further 27.6mm rain fell on Thursday 16th 
July the day before the Glasgow Fair weekend commenced. The 48 hour total rainfall 
of 46.5mm recorded on the 16th/17th and the 72 hour total of 61.0mm recorded on the 
16th/18th are both records for July at my site.
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CONCLUSION 
This paper examined whether there is any justification for the poor reputation the  
Glasgow Fair holiday weekend has for weather among Glasgow citizens. The analysis of 
individual weekends shows that there is some justification for this belief as the number 
of poor or very poor weekends greatly outnumbers the number of good or very good 
weekends. The is borne out to a degree by the analysis of the warm spells where there 
is a noticeable dip in warm spells in the earliest part of the holiday period. With regard to 
dry spells the Glasgow Fair holiday weekend, along with mid June, falls within the best 
chance of the year for a dry spell to occur, however there is only a 22% chance at best of 
a day during the holiday falling within a dry spell which perhaps shows the infrequency 
with which dry spells occur in this part of the world.
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BOOK REVIEW:  
LIGHTNING - NATURE AND CULTURE

by Derek M. Elsom,
 Reaktion Books, 33 Great Sutton Street, London, EC1V 0DX 

£14.95 Paperback. 240pp. 
ISBN: 978-1-701-78023-4960  (2015)

This book is one of a series of books which include volumes on ‘Air’; ‘Flood’;  
‘Tsunami’ and ‘Desert’. Written by an established meteorological commentator, it gives  
comprehensive coverage of the subject in five chapters.

It starts with an historical chapter, ‘Weapon of the Gods and Goddesses’; continues 
with a chapter entitled ‘The Science and Nature of Lightning’ and concludes with one on 
‘Lightning in Literature, Art and Popular Culture’.

Most readers will doubtless find the most interesting chapter (which is also the longest, 
running to 60 pages) on ‘Lightning Threats to People and Activities’. This deals very fully 
with injuries and loss of life. The author gives many examples as well as producing maps 
showing the locations most liable to lightning affecting everyday activities. Obviously 
golf is the most liable to cause problems and there are several graphic photographs of  
warning notices, and one illustrating a victim with her hair standing on end just before 
she was knocked unconscious, though happily she was successfully resuscitated.  
Another person nearby died. 

The book is profusely illustrated with 115 illustrations, 97 of which are in colour. This is 
the best book I have read on the subject of lightning and is very reasonably priced so I 
can unreservedly recommend it to all readers.

Lightning from the anvil cloud of a thunderstorm (‘superbolt’) in Nebraska, USA. Acknowledgement: 
Cammie Czuchnicki and Tim Moxon (Weather Studios) from p107 in the book.
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