WEATHER LORE

Despite the torrential rainfall we’ve experienced recently I think we should spare a thought for people in other parts of the world who often have more, much more.
The Indian sub-continent is famous for the ‘monsoon’, but what is a monsoon? The very word conjures up images of torrential rainfall, rivers in spate, flooded fields and towns; but the word actually derives from the Arabic word ’mausim’ which means season.

And ‘season’ is an extremely good description of what monsoon means, since its main theme is one of great change in wind and weather.

The monsoon climate of India involves massive seasonal flux. In the cooler season, which is generally from October to April, winds blow from the northern interior of the continent and are consequently dry. Drought conditions prevail throughout the sub-continent.

In the hot season winds switch to blow from the sea, the so-called south west monsoon. This wind brings the heavy rainfall we normally associate with the word monsoon.

This is starkly illustrated by the fact that around 90 percent of the total annual rainfall in most of India falls in the ‘summer’ months of May/June to September. And, what rainfall this can be!
Bombay, or Mumbai as it is now known, averages 2000 mm of rainfall a year, of this around 1800 mm falls in the four summer months, that’s almost three times the annual rainfall of eastern England! And what about poor old Cherrapungi? Located 1500 metres up in the foothills of the Himalayas in north east India, it has been known to record an annual rainfall of 11 metres!

The most surprising thing about the monsoon rainfall is the suddenness of its onset, the monsoon is said to ‘burst’. One month next to no rainfall, the next torrential. The burst usually begins in the first week or two of June in the south of India and moves steadily northwards over the following six weeks.
The monsoon rainfall is welcomed by most as a life giving force of almost mythical proportions; filling the wells, swelling the rivers and watering the crops. India is so dependent on the monsoon that a late or failed monsoon can have disastrous results for the whole economy. 

2005 was a very good year for the monsoon, plenty of rainfall, crop yields soared; but by late July over 50 people had been killed by floods in the city of Bombay. Bombay became the new world record holder for daily rainfall with some parts recording 94 cm, that’s 37 inches in a single day! More than most areas of the UK get in a whole year!
