WEATHER LORE                                    FEBRUARY

‘February Fill-Dyke.’ Not much doubt about that well known piece of weather lore. February must be our wettest month of the year, when ditches, dykes, streams and rivers are full to overflowing. We can find other slight variations in weather lore that suggest the same, ‘January white, February fill-dyke,’ and ‘February fill-dyke, March muck it out.’

Unfortunately the facts don’t bear this out, using data from a 30 year period late last century and indeed from the first years of this century the reverse seems to be true.

At Cranwell February had the lowest average rainfall of only 37 mm compared to the mean monthly rainfall of 49mm for all months. This is for any 30 year period (the minimum required for climatological averages to be meaningful) back to the 1960’s. So February is our driest month!

‘Ah But.’ I hear you say, ‘February is our shortest month!’ Sorry it doesn’t work again. Even when you take into account the fewer number of days in February it still appears to be drier than most months.

It must have been wetter in the past then, when sayings such as these originated. A little research confounds this idea. At Greenwich (London) in a 113 year period from 1815 to 1927 February was the driest month of the year more than any other. February was the driest month 17 times, while October was driest only twice.

To attempt to explain this problem we need to look at what happens to water when it rains. When rain falls from the clouds to the surface of the earth three things can occur.

Water can run off over the surface to fill the dykes and rivers, it can infiltrate into the soil and underlying rocks, and finally some is lost back to the atmosphere as evapotranspiration. A long word I know, but don’t be put off by that. It is really just a combination of evaporation of surface water and transpiration of water drawn up through the roots of plants and lost via their leaves.

Here lies the answer! Evapotranspiration is extremely low in February due to the chill in the air and the dormant state of deciduous vegetation. Added to that any heavy rainfall over the winter will have already saturated the ground so little soaks in. Hence more run off. More water in the dykes!

And, one of the weather idioms I quoted above includes the phrase ‘January white.’ This suggests another clue to help explain the sogginess of the February countryside.

Some of the winter snows of January may not melt until February, so some of that months precipitation will only have an impact later. While a foot of January snow doesn’t equal a foot of rainfall (you only have to tread on a layer of snow to see how much air there is in it) it can a few extra inches of water to the February ditches, dykes and rivers.

What about mucking it out in March as well? Many people inundated in the winter floods of 2014 thought that the accumulation of debris in dykes and drainage ditches was a key contributary factor.

It’s interesting to note, however, that while investigating rainfall in February I found that the wettest month at Cranwell and many other parts of the east of England is .... AUGUST!

So don’t forget your ‘brolly’ when you take a summer holiday at any of our Lincolnshire resorts.

