WEATHER LORE



JANUARY

January is noted for cold weather and extreme storms. Climatologists and Meteorologists used to call periods such as these ‘singularities’; certain times of the year when a particular weather pattern tended to prevail.

This post-Christmas singularity appears to coincide with a strong west to east airflow powered by the Jet Stream and associated with gale force winds and deep depressions.

Weather Lore also confirms this. The January full moon is known as the ‘wolf moon’, and while we no longer have wolves here in Lincolnshire, not the last time I looked anyway, it is said that ‘wolves howl more before a storm’. Put the two together and we should expect severe weather in January!

As recently as January 2014 we saw this in the UK when gales and a succession of depressions from the Atlantic Ocean caused devastating floods, notably on the Somerset Levels. In 2014 we, on the east coast, escaped the worst of the weather, but that was not the case over 60 years ago in late January 1953.

During that infamous winter the east coast of England was hit by  a massive and destructive ‘storm surge’ that cost 307 lives, travelled up to 2 miles inland and inundated 100,000 hectares of land.

But what caused the tragedy; perhaps the worst disaster in England within living memory? The night of 31st of January 1953 will live long in the collective memory of the people of Lincolnshire, 40 died and the resorts of Cleethorpes, Mablethorpe, Sutton-on-Sea and Skegness were left battered and bruised.

In late January 1953 an intense low pressure system, giving barometric readings as low as 966 millibars, moved over the North Sea basin. Average atmospheric pressure should be around 1000 mb and a typical low has pressures of 990 or at most 980mb so this was indeed a very special weather system.

This depression or ‘cyclone’ weighed less heavily on the sea surface allowing it to rise. It also caused a northerly gale which pushed sea water into the narrow, funnel shaped southern North Sea basin. Combined with an abnormally high tide these factors caused a ‘storm surge’ of sea water which raised tidal levels up to 5.6 metres above normal.

Moving from north to south this storm surge caused havoc along the coast of England. First in Lincolnshire, then East Anglia and finally in Essex, sea water breached coastal defences and flooded low lying areas. The irony was, perhaps, that this land had once belonged to the sea, but had been reclaimed and used by people over the last thousand years or so.

Old maps and school geography text books still refer to this area of Lincolnshire as the Coastal Marsh; and embankments and dykes constructed in Roman and Medieval times gradually reclaimed the land and made it a fertile farmland.

Floods like that of 1953 are far less likely to happen today. Stronger, higher defences, advances in forecasting techniques and new warning systems mean that the consequences of any future event should be reduced.

In Grimsby and Cleethorpes the local press reported that gale driven spring tides tore a gap in the sea defences near Suggitt’s Lane and sea poured over the railway line to reach as far as Hart Street and Elliston Street .... bursting open back doors as families were sitting down to tea.

It was also reported that the ‘Golden Mile’ of Cleethorpes (from the Pier to Wonderland) was a chain of destruction. One may ask, with tongue in cheek of course, has it ever recovered?

