Chapter 2
Weather watching and weather lore
Many years ago the British comedy duo Swan and Flanders sang a song where they listed all
the shipping areas around the British Isles and concluded by announcing that they would all
continue to have weather during the next twenty four hours. Weather is certainly something
we get in the UK and Ireland. The saying "If you don't like the British weather you should
wait fifteen minutes" was in stark contrast to my experience of Shanghai where there was a
three day deterioration period before it started raining. It then rained for three days, but took
another three days to recover. Even as a child I would get out of bed in the morning and take
a studied look over Killiney Bay, south of Dublin (see below). I knew that if there was a
single cloud on/near the mountains on the right in the picture then the words of Shakespeare's
sonnet No 33 would be fulfilled.

Killiney Bay by moonlight
"Full many a glorious morning have I seen
Flatter the mountain tops with sovereign eye,
Kissing with golden face the meadows green,
Gilding pale streams with heavenly alchemy;
Anon permit the basest clouds to ride
With ugly rack on his celestial face,
And from the forlorn world his visage hide,
Stealing unseen to west with this disgrace:
Even so my sun one early morn did shine,
With all triumphant splendour on my brow;
But out, alack, he was but one hour mine,
The region cloud hath mask'd him from me now.
Yet him for this my love no whit disdaineth;
Suns of the world may stain when heaven's sun staineth."
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The ears also provided a clue to the weather to come. If there was a stream of shrieking seagulls wheeling in from Dalkey island as they drifted south-west on the breeze, then a nasty
storm could be expected.
In the spring of 1959, while delivering evening newspapers in the hills behind Dalkey I saw
an aurora display. "It is going to be very cold for the next while" said my mother and during
the next few weeks it was indeed very cold. In the same year I saw a ring around the moon
and was reminded of Longfellow's "Wreck of the Hesperus" which we had to learn in school
". . . . . .
Then up and spake an old Sailor,
Had sailed to the Spanish Main,
"I pray thee, put into yonder port,
For I fear a hurricane.
"Last night, the moon had a golden ring,
And to-night no moon we see!"
The skipper, he blew a whiff from his pipe,
And a scornful laugh laughed he.
Colder and louder blew the wind,
A gale from the Northeast,
The snow fell hissing in the brine,
And the billows frothed like yeast.
Down came the storm, and smote amain
The vessel in its strength;
She shuddered and paused, like a frighted steed,
Then leaped her cable's length.
. . . . . . "

In all of this I was engaging in an activity that must be as old as human civilisation, the
tradition of interpreting signals to gain an insight into the weather that might be expected.
The accumulation of such knowledge is called 'weather lore'.
"Weather lore is the body of informal folklore related to the prediction of the weather.
It has been a human desire for millennia to make accurate weather predictions. Oral and written
history is full of rhymes, anecdotes, and adages meant to guide the uncertain in determining
whether the next day will bring fair or foul weather. For the farmer wanting to plant crops, for the
merchant about to send ships on trade, foreknowledge of tomorrow's circumstances might mean
the difference between success and failure. Prior to the invention of the mercury barometer, it
was very difficult to gather numerical data of any predictive value. Even though there were
devices such as the weather stick which gave some indication of moisture changes, the only
instrument of any reliability was human experience."

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Weather_lore
Some of this is universal
Red sky in the morning, shepherd's warning
Red sky at night, shepherd's delight

Some is dependent on hemisphere
When the wind is blowing in the North
No fisherman should set forth,
When the wind is blowing in the East,
'Tis not fit for man nor beast,
When the wind is blowing in the South
It brings the food over the fish's mouth,
When the wind is blowing in the West,
That is when the fishing's best!
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As we see much lore was related to occupations such as fishing and shepherding above.
Farmers in the northern hemisphere might also remark
A cow with its tail to the West makes the weather best,
A cow with its tail to the East makes the weather least

Some views were related to the environment such as the London poet Thomas Hood
expressed in the 1840s
"No sun - no moon!
No morn - no noon No dawn - no dusk - no proper time of day.
No warmth, no cheerfulness, no healthful ease,
No comfortable feel in any member No shade, no shine, no butterflies, no bees,
No fruits, no flowers, no leaves, no birds! November! "

All the lore in the world does not save lives. In the closing lines of J.M. Synge's "Riders to
the Sea" a mother mourning the last of her sons to be drowned says
"They're all gone now, and there isn't anything more the sea can do to me. ...I'll have no call
now to be up crying and praying when the wind breaks from the south, and you can hear the
surf is in the east, and the surf is in the west, making a great stir with the two noises, and they
hitting one on the other. I'll have no call now to be going down and getting Holy Water in the
*
dark nights after Samhain , and I won't care what way the sea is when the other women will be
**
keening ."

*

Celtic god of death - also the Irish word for the month of November.
Sometimes the sea did not willingly yield up its dead and the particular pattern on an Aran knit pullover might
be the only clue as to the identity of a corpse washed up on a shoreline.
**
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The loss of a single fisherman might be a local tragedy, but the loss of a ship might could
have big financial implications and in the burgeoning British Empire of the 1800s this was
becoming less acceptable.
A freak weather condition might also be a disaster for an entire community. James Graves,
who we will encounter several times during this story records in one of his autobiographies
th

" On the 9 day of August 1843 about 3.0pm the clouds began to gather over very dismally and
showed evident signs of an approaching storm. Our schoolmaster dispatched us all home
almost immediately and the scholars who lived a great distance could scarcely have arrived
home before a most terrific storm centred itself over the town and the thunder lightning hail and
rain which followed were of the most awful description. No one in the town remembered such a
storm. Greenhouses, churches, colleges, dwelling houses of all descriptions and in fact every
piece of exposed glass was smashed to atoms, the forked lightning which rent the heavens was
of the most terrific nature = The inhabitants of Cambridge, even the very worst of reprobates,
were many of them found to be praying, for they thought that the world was at an end. The
hailstones – if such they could be called- were as large as hen’s eggs – large lumps of ice of all
shapes and sizes. After the storm was over, I and my Brother went round the town and one of
the most distressing sights presented itself = the town looked from one end to the other as if it
had been besieged by some enemy, scarcely a window could be seen whole, nor scarcely a
pane of glass = and on an estimate being made, it was found that there was not more than one
third sufficient glass in the Kingdom to repair the damage done by this storm in Cambridge
alone = Cellars were filled with rain and hail, houses flooded, drains broken up, trees, plants
and flowers of all descriptions entirely demolished, the corn not yet in was thrashed in the fields.
Several people fainted away of fright, one woman who lived next door to us, but who had come
into our house at its commencement, fainted away and was with great exertions restored again.
This storm will never be forgotten by anyone who was of sufficient age to remember the
circumstance for it left an impression upon the minds of the inhabitants which will not be very
easily eradicated. It was a great providence that our master, Mr John Newland, sent the
scholars home early that afternoon, apprehending a storm, or we should have just left school at
the time of its commencement, which took place a little after 4.0pm. I shall never forget that
storm as long as I live."
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The benefits of being forewarned
If one was lucky one could see weather coming, but wouldn't it be better if someone at some
distance could tell us what to expect? There was some technology that could be used. If the
Normans who occupied Ireland constructed their forts within visible distance of each other, so
that a fire on one ("I am being attacked") could draw assistance from the others, then why not
use an optical means of communication. There was a very sophisticated form of optical
telegraph available since the time of the Napoleonic war. The brothers Chappe had devised a
system in France and the UK Admiralty system was in position between the south-west of
England and London to warn of any landing of French forces. Was either system ever used to
warn the authorities or indeed the public of impending bad weather? The picture above might
suggest one reason why this might not have been practical. Poor weather hampered that one
essential character of these systems: visibility.
Speeding up the flow of information
However, at about the time that Thomas Hood was bemoaning 'November' two methods of
conveying information about impending conditions that could travel faster than the weather
systems that caused these conditions were being developed. However, as we consider the
intertwined histories of the railway and of the electric telegraph we also need to take some
time to consider the subject of time itself.
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