Why is the weather here in the mid-latitudes so changeable?

Not for us the tedious monotony of our tropical or sub-tropical friends, it’s a rare day in Britain that begins and ends with the same type of weather.

How often is our early morning weather, be it rain or shine, set in for the whole day?

In the words of Mark Twain:
‘Climate is what we expect.

Weather is what we get.’
Not surprising really, since climate is just the ‘invention of man’ consisting merely of average weather conditions over the last 30 years or so.

Several pieces of old weather lore relate to the weather in the early morning and the distinct likelihood that it will change later in the day. Such as:

‘Shiny morning, cloudy day.

Cloudy morning, shiny day.’
There appears to be a good deal of truth in these sayings, but it stems mostly from the fact that our weather is so variable.

Much of our weather approaches us from the west, often in the form of fronts and depressions. And how long does it take for a weather front to pass? Around 6-12 hours, so cloud and rain follow clear and sunny quite regularly.
The weather associated with an approaching front is changeable but predictable. As it approaches atmospheric pressure falls, cloud thickens and lowers and eventually precipitation results.

The cloud itself also undergoes typical and predictable changes that allow the amateur forecaster suggest when the rain will arrive. Clear blue skies are followed by high, streaky cirrus cloud called Mare’s Tails, as the cloud thickens to cirro or alto-stratus the sun takes on a watery look; finally a grey overcast of stratus heralds the approaching rain.

As the front passes, particularly a cold front, a clearance occurs as atmospheric pressure rises and sunny skies predominate.

So there’s probably some truth in the adage,

‘Rain before seven,

Fine before eleven.’

A cold front may produce deep cumulonimbus cloud and heavy rainfall with the chance of a thunderstorm. But just as quickly as the front arrived it will disappear to the east leaving clear blue skies and fine weather.

But, does the contrary hold true, and will early morning fine weather be followed by cloud and rain later in the day? Well, given the rapid passage of these weather systems we would certainly expect rain after a fine, clear interlude.

This pattern of weather can occur all year round, but summer and autumn are the time when rain may follow early morning clear skies for quite different reasons.

The suns energy will get the chance to warm up the surface of the earth on a clear summer morning. This heat can eventually cause air to bubble up as thermals producing powerful cumulonimbus cloud, torrential rainfall, thunderstorms and even the possibility of a tornado!
Remember the ‘millennium’ waterspout just off the coast of Cleethorpes that shocked holidaymakers and residents alike in August 2000!
