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Introducing tempest 
 
TEMPEST – an acronym for Tracking Extremes of 
Meteorological Phenomena Experienced in 
Space and Time – is a publicly accessible on-line 
database contains a wealth of information on 
historical weather events and their implications 
as recorded through historical documentary 
sources in a set of case studies around the UK. 
 
The information has been extracted from a wide 
range of largely unpublished archival 
documents, including letters, diaries, church 
records, school log-books, newspaper cuttings 
and photographs. Entries span 500 years of 
weather history and relate to places across the 
UK (and Ireland), though our search was 
focused in five case-study regions: Central 
England, Southwest England, Eastern England, 
Wales, and Northwest Scotland. In addition to 
information on extreme weather events, you 
will find details of the original documents, their 
authors and the collections and repositories in 
which they are held. We acknowledge the help 
and support of staff in the archives, record 
offices and libraries in which we have worked.  
	

	
	
Barton	 station	 flooded	 1912,	 Bustin	 photographic	 collection,	
Herefordshire	Archives	and	Records	Centre	(G36/429/06). 
 
 
 
 

Extract	of	a	letter	from	Charles	Palmer,	keeper	of	Clipstone	Park,	
Nottinghamshire,	to	Lord	Edward	Harley	[later	2nd	Earl	of	Oxford],	
St	James's	Street,	London	detailing	the	impact	of	a	hurricane;	1	
Feb.	1714/15.	Pl	C	1/43	©	University	of	Nottingham	Manuscripts	
and	Special	Collections.	

Mae'r gronfa ddata TEMPEST wedi cael ei chreu 
ar gyfer y prosiect 'Spaces of Experience and 
Horizons of Expectation: Extreme weather in 
the UK, past, present and future.' Mae'n 
declyn ymchwil ar gyfer ymchwilio i dywydd 
eithafol hanesyddol a'i oblygiadau, ac yn 
cynnwys 18434 o gofnodion o ddigwyddiadau 
tywydd ar hyn o bryd. Mae'r wybodaeth wedi 
dod o ystod eang o ddogfennau hanesyddol 
(gan gynnwys llythyron, dyddiaduron, cofnodion 
eglwysi a chofnodion ysgolion, ymhlith eraill). 
Yn ogystal â gwybodaeth am ddigwyddiadau 
tywydd eithafol, mae'r gronfa ddata hefyd yn 
darparu gwybodaeth ar y dogfennau 
hanesyddol, eu hawduron a'r archifdai. 
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Background to the database and its Value 
 
TEMPEST is a free and easily accessible digital resource and provides valuable insights into how 
people have experienced, understood and responded to extreme weather in the past.  
 
By collating documented historical accounts of 
‘extreme’ weather events, TEMPEST can also 
inform our understanding of present day 
responses to extreme weather events. Over time, 
social and economic systems have generally 
evolved to accommodate some deviations from 
‘normal’ weather conditions. This is rarely true of 
weather extremes. Instead, these extreme events 
have had some of the greatest and most 
immediate social and economic impact of all 
climate changes. Lessons may be drawn, for 
example, from historic accounts of flooding in 
terms of how individuals, families and 
communities physically and emotionally dealt with 
these situations. 	
 
The materials held on the TEMPEST database are 
of interest to a broad audience, spanning the 
general public and school and University level 
students to the professional and the 
interdisciplinary academic. TEMPEST may also 
inform the insurance and agricultural sectors, as it 
contains valuable information regarding the 
impact of extreme weather events on households 
and farms in particular places over time. More 
widely, it will appeal to anyone interested 
investigating the character, geographical and 
temporal range and impacts of unusual and 
extreme weather events, as well as those more 
interested in the history of weather recording, 
meteorological understanding, or in the people 
and places featured.  

	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

 
 

What is held on the Database? 
 
The scale of the entries held on TEMPEST 
enhances the possible insights that can be 
drawn from it. At present, there are a total 
of 18,021 entries covering over 1,150 
different places across the five case-study 
regions.  
 
Each entry is assigned at least one 
weather type or description. The most 
dominant weather types are rain (assigned 
to 5550 entries), cold/extreme cold 
(assigned to 3966 entries with ‘freeze’ a 
separate category) and snow (assigned to 
3934 entries with ‘snowstorm’, ‘snow 
shower’, ‘heavy snow’, ‘snow drift’ and 
‘snow lying’ all being separate categories).  
 
The number of entries relating to hot and 
dry weather are much smaller (drought 
conditions – 221 entries, water scarcity – 
88 entries, lack of rainfall – 553 entries, 
extreme heat – 460 entries and heatwave -
22 entries).  
 
There are also entries categorised under 
the headings of ‘atmospheric effects’ and 
‘other’, which include the ‘Aurora 
borealis/northern lights’ (71 entries), ‘Halo’ 
(88 entries) and other forms of non-
weather related phenomena which people 
recorded and occasionally equated with 



 

						 						 						 	

5 
How to use TEMPEST 
 
Navigating the database 
 
The page has five tabs: 
 
The Database - general background information 
Search - allows you to specify your search criteria 
Results - when you perform a search matching records will be shown in a chronological list in 
the Results tab 
Mapped Results - when you perform a search the locations of any extreme weather events 
which meet your criteria will be shown on the map displayed in the Mapped Results tab 
Help – contains the information stated here 
 

 
 
Additional help and information is available throughout the page and is indicated by the 

following symbol . To close pop-up windows, click on Close in the top right corner of the 
window. 
 

 
 
Documents, records and events 
 
The records held in the database comprise information extracted from original documents 
located in archives, record offices and libraries across the UK. Each document consulted has 
been categorised by type. 
 
Where known, the author of each document is also recorded alongside further biographical, 
contextual or pictorial information. Authors may be individuals, institutions such as schools or 
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parish churches, or publications like the Illustrated London News. 
 
All documents in the database detail at least one weather event but many, such as diaries, 
detail multiple events. 
 
The database stores records of weather events. There may be multiple records which refer to 
the same event. This offers a great opportunity to compare the impacts of, and responses to a 
singular event by different people in the same and/or different locations.   
 
Dates 
 
In TEMPEST, both the date of creation of original documents and the date of the weather 
event(s) are recorded. These might be the same or different. Both can either be a single date or 
a date range. For instance diaries or notebooks can cover several years and weather events 
themselves may last a number of days or months. All events are dated as precisely as possible 
but there are some examples where only the year is known.1 
 
 
For more details on searching for records of weather events by date please see the specific 
help for dates on the Search tab. 
 

 
																																																								
1 *In terms of School log-books, in most cases the 'event date' recorded in the database is the overall week in which an 
event took place as the logs were often completed on a weekly basis. 
 
**Dates of weather events should be taken as a guide only. Identifying the start and end dates of weather events is a 
subjective exercise, and is particularly difficult in the case of droughts or prolonged extreme cold conditions. Additionally, 
the accuracy of the documents themselves cannot be guaranteed, and errors may have also arisen during the processes 
of transcription and data entry. In order to accommodate the change from the Julian to Gregorian calendar 11 days were 
omitted from the year 1752, i.e. the day after the 2 September 1752 was 14 September, in accordance with the Calendar 
Act of 1751. Until September 1752, the New Year began on 25 March (Lady Day) but dual dating was commonplace for 
many years before this, complicating dating of those events which took place from 1 January to 24 March, and making 
1751 a short year running from 25 March to 31 December. Scotland changed the start of the year to 1 January in 1600. 
Where clear, we have used the Gregorian calendar date, providing further details in the notes section. 
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Searching the Database 
 
TEMPEST primarily contains unpublished historical narrative accounts of weather drawn from 
a wide range of archival materials held in repositories in a set of UK case study regions. 
Information also includes contextual details about the original documents, their authors and 
the repository where the original document is held. For each weather event, information 
includes the date of the event, the location(s) where the event occurred, the meteorological 
character of the event (e.g storm, flood) and the impacts of the event where known, as well as 
any responses it generated. You can search the database by all of these fields. 
 
Some searches, principally those with fairly generic criteria, can return large numbers of 
weather events. In these cases, the search may take longer. To search for records of events 
using a date range of 100 or more years, select at least one other criterion. 
 
Results List 
 
Any records that match your search criteria will be listed in the Results tab and will also be 
plotted on the map in the Mapped Results tab. 
 
Results  
 
Records of events matching your search criteria will be listed chronologically with the earliest 
first. Each record listed is displayed over four lines: the first line gives the number of the record 
in the current list; the second line shows the date(s) and location(s) of the event; the third line 
shows details of the document in which the record was found and the repository in which the 
document is located; and the fourth line, if present, gives the name of the author of the 
document. 
 
For each record, the event date, the document class mark, and the author name (if present) are 
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all links which, when clicked, will display more information in pop-up windows. You can close 
pop-up windows by clicking Close in the top right corner of the window. 
 
Mapped Results 
 
A map of the British Isles is shown under the Mapped Results tap. 
 
When you search the database, records matching your search criteria will be displayed in both 
the Results and Mapped Results tabs. In the Mapped Results tab matching records will be 
shown on the map according to the locations specified in the accounts. 
 
Specific places such as villages, towns and cities are plotted on the map as red markers. Where 
counties are specified, these have been given the co-ordinates of the county town and are 
plotted on the map as green markers. Some locations mentioned in reports are less specific 
and include features like rivers or regions as well as references to the country as a whole. 
These do not appear on the map. 
 
All events are linked to at least one location; many refer to multiple locations.  
 
Use the plus and minus symbols in the bottom right of the map to zoom in and out. 
Alternatively, double clicking on the left mouse button will zoom in and double clicking on the 
right mouse button will zoom out. 
 

 
 
To change the area displayed on the map (i.e. to move the map), click and drag using the left 
mouse button. 
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If you move the cursor over a marker, the name of the location together with the associated 
number of records will be shown in a pop-up window. Clicking on a marker will show details of 
those events found by your search at the marked location. If a pop-up window does not 
appear when you move the cursor over a marker, try zooming in. 
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Themes and Applications	
 
Place-specific Change over Time 
 
Extreme and unusual weather has played a significant role in shaping the physical landscapes, 
the identities and the heritage of particular places. For researchers and enthusiasts who are 
interested in the history of a particular place or locality, TEMPEST offers the opportunity to 
track the localised impacts of extreme weather. By using the ‘place tab’ function, it is possible 
to compare records over a particular place over time, enabling comparisons in the ways in 
which people in particular places have responded and adapted to extreme weather events and 
the ways in which those people have understood such events in various temporal contexts.  
 

  
The history of flooding on the River Wye offers a good example for thinking about place-
specific change over time.  
 

 

 
 

How have floods affected your region over the past 400 years?  
 
Find out by clicking on ‘Flood’ under the ‘Weather event’ category, and then pressing ‘Search’. 
From here, you can locate instances of flooding under the Mapped Results tab. For a more 
specific search, choose ‘Flood’ and select one of the five case study regions under the ‘Case 
study region’ function, or choose a specific place from the ‘Place/location’.  
  

To search for records relating to flood near the River Wye, click on both ‘Central England’ and 
‘Flood’, and zoom in on to the relevant area on the Mapped Results page. 
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As this search uncovers, on 30th July 1576 Queen Elizabeth I ordered an enquiry into the state 
of the river at Hampton Bishop, near Hereford, as it had ‘reputedly been flooding badly’. 
Further searches on the database reveal that further floods took place along the river in 1770, 
1795, 1811, 1819, 1852 and 1947. This brief weather narrative focuses on two separate 
accounts relating to 1852 and 1947, which concern flooding in the neighbouring villages of 
Byword and Kenchester (located several miles west of Hereford). These two comparable 
accounts offer insight into the ways in which two small rural communities were affected by, 
and responded to, flood events roughly a century apart from one another.  
 

     
 
In a piece of correspondence, Thomas Blashill – Agent to the Garnons Estate – described the 
impact of an extreme storm and the subsequent flooding on Byford in February 1852: 
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 Downshill 4 Feb 1852 

Madam, 
I have herewith enclosed the report on the estate. I had prepared the draft of the quarterly 
account & intended to have copied it and sent it herewith but I was called up very early in 
this morning in consequence of a very high flood (the highest we have had on the river for the 
last 40 years) to assist the cottagers near the River with the ferry boats as they were blocked 
up with water & could not get away and the water was 6 feet deep in some of the cottages - 
they were got away without the loss of any lives but I hear of loss above us and many sheep 
will be carried away by the flood as the water is still rising. We also had at the same time a 
tremendous storm of wind which has blown down some trees on the estate - I have just been 
to Garnon's the old part of the house has stood better than I expected but some of the lath & 
plaster walls have been damaged outright and I have put the men on to repair them at once. 
I thought it better to delay payment of the Â£200 until arrangements were made about 
bankers... 
I am Madam 
Yours truly, Thos Blashill 
 

 
 

 
 
 
Nearly a century later, the files of the Kenchester Women’s Institute documented the 
devastation caused by flooding to Kenchester following the famous snowy winter of 1947. As 
the account states: 
 

Floods - In 1947 a very serious flood due to the heavy snowfall, lasting four months, caused 
havoc in the district - The sudden thaw caused the rivers to overflow their banks and many 
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homes had to be evacuated as a result. Very violent winds during a storm in the spring of 
1947 uprooted trees, drove in windows, and dislodged chimneys. At the Old Weir Farm two 
barns were blown down, in one of which a bull was trapped under the rubble, and he was 
extricated after much difficulty. 
Cottages were flooded to the bedroom floor level and the occupants were evacuated by the 
local constable (P.C. Hill) with a boat. A cottage occupied by the Pugh family was 
uninhabitable for six weeks. This family was trapped in an upstairs room - They had taken 
their bacon pig up these to save it from drowning, and all were safely rescued. 
At this time the Military Authorities at Bradbury Lines placed men, lorries and their 
ambulances at the disposal of the essential medical and Nursing Services. The District Nurses 
were unable to cross the river to their patients so the Military Unit (known as Operation 
Stork) went out and brought the sick and expectant mothers into the Hospitals for Nursing 
attention. 

 

 
 
The stark difference between these two accounts is the mobilisation of the military in 1947, 
which may reflect the expanding role of the state in British life during the twentieth century 
and shifting notions of responsibility for reconstruction efforts being placed at the national 
level. In spite of this, however, and the fact that these sources describe events dated 95 years 
apart, they are remarkably similar in both the scale and impact of the events and the aspects 
that the authors chose to address. Both focus on the domestic impacts of the flooding by 
describing the damage caused to cottages. They also address the effect of the flooding on 
livestock and describe similar evacuation procedures, where a person of some local authority – 
in these two cases, a land agent and a policeman – rescued stranded people by boat. This 
highlights that the impacts and responses to extreme weather events in particular places did 
not necessarily significantly change too much over time. It offers a reminder that, when 
researching the weather history of a particular place over time, it is important to recognise 
both changes and continuities.  
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Weather and Memory 
 
Extreme weather events are not just experienced and recorded, they are also remembered 
and forgotten. Certain narrative accounts held on TEMPEST reveal the multiple ways in which 
extreme weather events have been remembered and, in some situations, commemorated by 
individuals, communities and at the national level. This offers insights into the ways in which 
these acts of remembrance have served to curate, recycle and transmit extreme events across 
generations and how they are likely to be recalled and recollected in the future. For many, 
particular extreme weather events, such as the winter of 1946-7, have been used as a 
benchmark against which other events have been compared. TEMPEST enables an 
investigation into how certain events have been inscribed into the fabric of communities and 
have contributed to community change in different historical and cultural contexts.  
 
Likewise, certain events, which may have had significant social and economic consequences, 
have been obscured from popular memory. Thus, it is important to reflect on why certain 
historic extreme weather events have resonated in popular memory while others have not.  
 

 
 
The diaries of Matthew Flinders, held on TEMPEST, illuminate the relationship between 
weather and memory.  
 

 
 

 

Can you recall any extreme weather events from your past? Do you make comparisons 
between these past events and current similar weather conditions to help gauge the 
severity of the weather?  
	

To search and explore Matthew Flinders’ diary entries, click on his name under the ‘Author’ 
function and press Search.  
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Not to be confused with his famous seafaring son of the same name, Flinders was born in 1748 
and kept a diary from 1775 until his death in 1802, documenting his life as a surgeon, 
apothecary and midwife – as well instances of extreme weather – in the village of Donington in 
Lincolnshire. During his life, Flinders witnessed and described numerous extreme and 
fascinating weather events and atmospheric conditions, including the Aurora Borealis, an 
earthquake and a lunar eclipse, as well as a storm that was strong enough to shatter many of 
the windows in his house. But this brief weather narrative considers one aspect of Flinders’ 
relationship with extreme weather – the role of memory in shaping how he recorded instances 
of storms, floods and severe wintry conditions in his diary. 
 
Flinders appears to be a man whose experiences of weather were rooted in memories of past 
extremes. In the cold and extremely wet early spring of 1782, much of the Fens and low 
ground surrounding Donington flooded. Commenting on this, Flinders noted: 
 

We have not had so much water in the country for many years, I believe not since the great 
flood in the winter of 1764 – we had a great push of rain in 1773 in May – but not so much at 
present… 
 

Two years on, following an intense cold snap and frost that lasted for roughly eight weeks, he 
recorded: 
 

On Thursday, February 12th the air was intensely cold, I put a half pint glass of water in the 
air in 15 minutes… in one hour a pound weight. The poor are much distressed, tis generally 
allowed the weather is severer than in the great frost ’39-40.   
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Likewise, amid the stormy and severe winter of 1794-5, which wreaked havoc across Britain, 
Flinders remarked: 
 

This has been the severest winter in these climates known in living memory, the severe frost & 
snow being about 3 months continuance. The frost commenced 2d week in Decr & continuing 
to the same time in March - the snow began at Xmas Eve - and continued with intervals most 
of the time. I think I may say more has fallen than in the last 7 years together and several 
times more on the ground, than has been since the great snow in 1767 when it was a yard 
deep on the level - We had several partial thaws during the 3 months - but none in wch we 
could say the Frost and Snow were wholly gone... very great damage has been done on the 
breaking up of the frost by the floods - numbers of bridges being broke down, and large 
tracts of land overflowed - no such flooded known since the memorable year 1764.  
 

These examples suggest that Flinders compared the extreme weather outside of his window 
with personal memories of weather events, such as those of the flood of 1764, the snow of 
1767, and the rain of 1773. These historic events were used as a way of reflecting on the 
extremity of his current circumstances, helping him comprehend and contextualise the relative 
severity of the weather at that particular moment. They held a place in his memory, ready to 
be benchmarked when the next flood, storm or snowfall came to Donington.  
 
Flinders also remembers the great frost of 1739-40, which occurred over eight years before he 
was born. How could he possibly compare the frost of the 12 February 1782 with conditions 
that he had never experienced?  
  
Noting that ‘it is generally allowed’ that the cold spell of 1782 was more severe than that of 
1739-40, Flinders reveals the ways in which his memory of this event was rooted in the 
community memory of Donington. Through possibly talking with family, friends, neighbours 
and patients in his local community, who may have recalled personal experiences of 1739-40 
or passed on stories about that time, the ‘great frost’ of 1739-40 was also lodged in his 
memory.  
 
The diary entries of Matthew Flinders provide a reminder that memories of previous extreme 
weather events played, and can still play, a crucial role in influencing how people comprehend 
and record their experiences of weather. They also signal that memories of extreme weather 
were not just those of the individual, but were rooted in particular places and lived on within 
community memory.   
    
Local and Family History 
 
TEMPEST can be used to explore local and family history. The database contains information 
from 29 different archives and libraries including those in our case study areas as well as 
national collections. Weather information is often incidental to the main purpose of 
documents from which our source material in the database has been derived. Thus, a diary 
entry, for example, may mention the weather as well as numerous other topics. This means 
that much can be gleaned about the histories of particular localities and families through 
exploring the database.  
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One particularly useful type of source for exploring local and family histories is estate 
correspondence. These types of sources tend to take the form of a series of letters exchanged 
between the same people, such as those between family members, a tenant farmer and a 
landowner, and an employer and a trusted employee or estate manager. These sources can 
offer insights into the ways in which extreme weather events affected estate matters relating 
to, for example, building works, gardening, farming, trade or travel. They can also help us learn 
a little about their authors, their general relationship with the weather, and the impact of 
weather on their health and personal wellbeing.  
 
The estate correspondence of Mr. Rowe demonstrates the utility of TEMPEST for researching 
local and family histories. Mr. Rowe was a local agent at Bere Alston and Nutwell in Devon, 
reporting to Sir Henry Francis Drake, the 5th Baronet of Buckland Abbey (1723-1794) and the 
last in the male line to the Elizabethan seaman, Sir Francis Drake. While initially residing at 
Buckland Abbey, the Drake family purchased and moved into Nutwell Court in Lympstone in 
1732. According to English local historian, W.G. Hoskins, Sir Henry undertook some expensive 
renovations of Nutwell throughout the 1750s and is said 'to have wrecked the fine medieval 
house with his improvements demolishing the two-storied gatehouse with great difficulty in 
1755-6 and cutting through the timbered roof of the 14th century chapel to make a plaster 
ceiling.’2 Mr. Rowe, who was in seventies by this point, played a key role as a local agent in 
maintaining the Drake family estate by overseeing the renovations at Nutwell. Rowe’s letters 
offer an eyewitness account of these renovations, as well as the significant role of weather in 
shaping the upkeep of the Drake family estate.  
 

 
 
																																																								
2 W. G. Hoskins, A New Survey of England: Devon (Collins: London, 1954), p. 518.  

Do you have an interest in the history of a particular family or locality?  
See if you can locate either their surname, by searching on the ‘Author’ function, or the 
locality, by searching on the ‘Place/Location’ function. 
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A key theme throughout Rowe’s letters during the 1750s and early 1760s is the continual battle 
between the maintenance of Nutwell and extreme weather events, including severe storms 
and significant flooding. In a letter dated 13th December 1754, he stated: 
 

Sir... Sunday night & Monday all day we had a violent storm at SW with very much rain w'h 
over flow'd great part of the E. Meadow, the open gutter not being deep enough to carry off 
the water, w'ch had like to have floded the garden. The gutter they are now opening, being 
stop'd, the water cover'd the bottom of the parlour & most of the kitchen, when it's done 'twill 
be of great service to the house. The wet in the new wall of the garden comes from the top, 
w'ch Nicholls says is for want of loping, this late storm has try'd the house, in the long gallery 
next the chapel and in the little room over the new window the water comes in, and 
whenever it blows strong & rains it beats in over the window in the new buildings, according 
as the wind is, the leak in the Chappel should otherwise be stop'd, and that it the men's room 
both being in the Les, is plumbers work... The late storm Sunday night & Monday has done 
much damage. 

 
Less than four years on, in March 1758, a similarly devastating storm caused havoc at Nutwell: 
 

Dear Sir... On Tuesday night last there was a violent storm at E rain & much snow - 5 of your 
trees in the meadow are blown down where the hedge was, 2 of the great elms by the 
necessary house are mov'd, should they not be pav'd up to favour them least they fall & 
demolish your new wall - it was the greatest flood has been yet, it did not break into either 
meadow but cover'd your border in the farmer's court; and the water broke thro' the wall 
from the orchard into the ? house & stable to some feet high - that the farmer can put 
nothing in either, wc'h in time will bring down the buildings - a cover'd gutter they say would 
prevent it if you will find labour, the farmer will bring stone - he hopes you will order the 
chestnut close to be gutter'd, it is now so wet he has no benefit of it. 
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The N side of the chapel is ript in several places by the storm. I am in great pain for poor Mrs 
Eliot, pray God she may do well - we have melancholy weather indeed! Snow on Hal down 
like Xmas the most wet w'th an east wind I ever knew. 

 
Three years on, in February 1761, Nutwell took a further battering: 
 

Dear Sir... Last Sunday we had a violent storm of wind & rain wch continu'd most part of the 
day & Monday at SW, it tumbl'd abt your plantation but no great damage - it beat into all 
your front windows I fear the putty is decay'd, no news from the painter tho' I have sent twice 
to him - the rain por'd thro' the S gutter of the chapel much, so as the plumbers were here I 
got 'em to look into it & they found it so bad, that some of the timbers were decay'd, it is now 
mended, I hope effectually, the library gutter was done when they were here before - I'm 
persuaded you won't think much of the expense so absolutely necessary... A frost on 
Wednesday, a stormy night, yesterday rain & windy, today will be showery sw. 

 
These letters highlight that historic estates were not just built, restyled and/or renovated at 
different points in time, but that they were also continually threatened by, and maintained in 
response to, extreme weather. Focusing on the maintenance of estate and local landscapes 
brings to the fore the lives of people beyond members of the Drake family, such as Mr. Rowe 
and the farmers, plumbers and labourers, who were drafted in to maintain the family estate.  
 
Through focusing on weather, it is then possible to develop a more complete picture of the 
day-to-day upkeep of estates and the networks of people involved within this, providing a 
social and environmental lens through which to view the histories of families such as the 
Drakes.    
 
Exploring Community Resilience and Vulnerability 
 
There is a developing interest in the resilience and vulnerability of individuals, groups and 
communities to weather extremes. In this instance, resilience refers to the ability to resist, 
accommodate and recover from the effects of extreme weather events. Vulnerability pertains 
to the degree to which people and places are (or were) susceptible to, and able/unable to cope 
with the adverse effects of severe and extreme weather.  
 
Relative resilience/vulnerability of an individual, group or community is temporally and 
spatially specific and is a function of socio-economic, demographic, political, environmental 
and climatic factors. TEMPEST can be used to reflect on how those in the past perceived their 
own resilience and vulnerability to extreme weather, and can also be used to explore the ways 
in which different sectors of society were more or less resilient or vulnerable to weather events 
as a result of factors such as class, gender, age, race and occupation.  
 

 

How vulnerable has your region been to extreme weather events over the past 400 years?  
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Through the sources held on TEMPEST concerning the flooding of Louth in the summer of 
1920, there is scope to explore the resilience and vulnerability to extreme weather events in a 
particular spatial and temporal context.  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

To search for records relating to the flooding of Louth in the summer of 1920, search both 
‘Louth’ and ‘Flood’, and input your date range.  
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Devastating floods struck Louth – along with other areas of Lincolnshire, South Yorkshire, 
Nottinghamshire and Shropshire – on 25 June 2007. This was not, however, the first time that 
Louth faced severe flooding conditions. Nearly eighty years earlier, extreme floods also 
devastated Louth, as remarkable rainfall in the Lincolnshire Wolds formed several streams that 
converged to form the River Lud. Normally a placid rivulet, the River Lud rose extremely 
rapidly, with reports suggesting as much as six feet in ten minutes, resulting in a torrent of 
water 200 yards wide sweeping through the town. Twenty-two people are known to have 
drowned. There was huge damage caused to properties, including the destruction of several 
bridges, and many livestock also perished.  
 
By exploring TEMPEST, it is possible to trace how the flood engulfed Louth and to uncover vivid 
accounts of the ‘raging torrent’ that carried pianos, cars, trees, fences and cabs through the 
town. Nevertheless, there can be a tendency to focus on the immediate devastation of extreme 
weather events, with less attention paid to their aftermath. In this instance, by using detailed 
accounts from a letter and a school logbook held on TEMPEST, the aim is to briefly focus on the 
aftermath of the Louth flood in 1920 and the subsequent clean-up operation. These sources 
provide insights into how resilient the local community in Louth was to severe flooding at this 
time. They also hint at the ways in which certain members of the community were more 
vulnerable than others.   
 
In the weeks following the flood, Louth faced a significant clean-up operation. With buildings, 
furniture and other household items either destroyed, missing or caked with mud, there was a 
pressing need to try and return to a semblance of normality. In Edward Jackson’s letter (a 
Baptist minister) to his friend R. W.  Goulding (a member of the Louth Antiquarian and 
Naturalists Society, who was in Worksop at the time) dated 12 June 1920, insights can be 
gained into the ways in which a relief fund was collected, how household items were being 
salvaged in Jubilee Square, and the role of the military in the clean-up operation: 
 

12th June 1920 
My dear Friend, 
We may be glad that generous aid has been promptly contributed, for it has intervened 
between possibilities of much suffering from lack of food and clothing. The total of the Relief 
Fund at this moment cannot be far from £50,000. Since the catastrophe it has continually 
risen; but now I begin to detest a slackening of the flow, which may mean that cessation will 
come soon... Tons of mud remained on floors, yards, pavements etc., after the flood had 
subsided... The best salvage has been carpets, linoleum, mats and rugs. They were spread on 
lines in Jubilee Square and by means of hydrants with nozzles, strong jets from the mains 
were played on them until not a vestige of mud remained. Then they were spread on the 
Church green to dry.... Then there is the somewhat worse case of those whose stock in trade 
and business have been destroyed... Then, though the government is going to build 200 
houses, Louth has had no voice as to their site, or style, or cost... We have a company of 
soldiers here clearing up great tangles of timber, bricks, earth, gravel, furniture and objects 
too numerous to mention, and at High Holme are tents for the houseless people, presently to 
be replaced by huts.... 
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The Louth Church of England Infant School also faced similar problems. There were problems 
of mud and finding spaces in which to teach. Materials and registers had to be salvaged and 
there were public health risks and the possibility of crime resulting from the disruption. An 
entry to the school logbook dated 8 June 1920 reveals some of the challenges: 
 

As none of our schools were habitable the Mayor kindly allowed the girls and infants to 
occupy the Town Hall for the time being. The girls are in the large hall and the infants are in 
the kitchen and a small room at the opposite end of the large hall. The boys are in the 
Northgate Baptist School. As the Boys' School suffered least it is being cleaned ready for 
occupation, and their being room, the infants will join the boys when the school is ready. The 
teachers have cleaned all the forms need and brought them to the Town Hall for use in place 
of the desks. Two blackboards and easels have also been cleared, as have slates and pencils. 

 
The rocking horse has been brought in for fear of it being damaged outside the School as all 
the furniture was turned out when hosed by the firemen. The Mistress of the British School 
kindly lent 2 sets of readers and send a box of chalk and some plasticine for our use and the 
Mistress at St Michaels School have us three sets of readers. All our own readers, sheets, and 
writing books are too far ruined by the thick mud and water for the children to use them. 
Modelling boards and drawing boards have also been cleaned for use. A quantity of knitting 
cotton has been washed and thoroughly cleaned by the mistress, so that knitting can be 
taken; the needles have been borrowed. 

 
Mrs Sampson and Miss Welch have prepared sewing with their own materials. It is feared 
that our new calico has been stolen unless it is in the store cupboard which has not yet been 
opened owing to the swollen state of the wood and the mud, which dries like cement. Two 
drawers in the Mistress' desk have not been opened for the same reason. 

 
All registers were so soaked they could not be used and the old registers (10 years) are in 
such a bad state with the thick mud they are not safe to keep. The managers advise them to 
be destroyed as there is a danger of disease. New Registers, Log Book, Admission Register and 
Summary have been sent for and also writing books, number books, pencils (lead) and a 
board and easel and a cupboard. 

 
As these two accounts describe, the flooding in Louth was a devastating affair that was 
followed by a muddy clean-up operation. Nevertheless, it is possible to view the resilience of 
the community through their cooperative efforts to clean and dry household items in Jubilee 
Square and on the Church green, and the sharing of school space. Likewise, this resilience and 
ability to quickly respond to flood damage was aided by an apparent shared responsibility for 
the clean-up operation between community members, local government officials (such as the 
Mayor) and the national government (through the mobilisation of the military). Resilience, in 
this case, was built upon effective co-operation between local and national officials. 
 
However, it is also clear that community spirit and resilience was tested in the aftermath, 
prompting a degree of controversy and anxiety – in this case, with regards to potential theft at 
the school and public health concerns over mud and disease.  
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Certain sections of the Louth community were more vulnerable to the impacts of flooding than 
others. Such insights can gleaned from, for example, a snippet from Edward Jackson’s letter: 
 

…and at High Holme are tents for the houseless people, presently to be replaced by huts.... 
 
As a Baptist minister, Edward Jackson was in a privileged position within the community and 
his letters reveal that his property and livelihood was not severely impacted by the flood. But 
for the ‘houseless people’, primarily those from the working class whose poor quality housing 
had been destroyed, their lives and livelihoods were placed under immense strain. This snippet 
begins to help uncover the impact of such extreme weather on those who may have not been 
in a position to record their experience of these events or have their personal testimony 
archived for posterity. While the impact of the flood of each individual may never be known, 
such snippets allude to a broader picture about how extreme weather events impacted 
historical societies across class and societal borders. This can begin to reveal the ways in which 
certain individuals, groups and communities were more vulnerable to the same extreme 
weather events than others. This raises bigger questions for reflection today about the 
vulnerabilities of certain communities across the globe to extreme weather events and climatic 
changes.     
 
Educational Opportunities 
 
TEMPEST can also be used as an educational tool for school projects. Students could be set a 
task of exploring instances of extreme weather in their locality, if this is applicable, and to 
create poems and stories from these.   
 
Another activity could be based on the school logbook records held on the database. These 
logbooks primarily relate to schools in the Hebrides in northwest Scotland in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. Students could be asked to consider how these schools dealt with 
extreme weather in the past and what impact extreme weather had on the lives of school 
pupils. This could correspond with activities such as keeping a weather diary and taking 
measurements of the weather.  
 
 

 
 

What was the impact of extreme weather on school life in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries? How do you think this compares to today?  
Find out by clicking on the ‘Type of Document’ and choosing ‘School record’.  
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Snow, ice and stormy weather have often disrupted school life. Faced with such circumstances 
today, school attendance numbers can significantly decrease and schools sometimes close as a 
precautionary measure to ensure pupil safety and/or if attendance is severely impacted by, for 
example, transport disruption. Through TEMPEST, you can explore localised, place-specific 
histories of extreme weather and its impact on school attendance and closures. The database 
contains extensive school logbook records primarily in regards to schools from the Hebrides in 
northwest Scotland. These records frequently detail the impact of cold and extreme weather 
on the attendance of younger pupils. They often draw links between such weather and 
outbreaks of illness, and also shed light on how ‘extreme’ the weather needed to be to force a 
school closure. Notably, they also reveal how extreme weather heightened the differential 
vulnerability of children from poorer backgrounds.   
 
This is made clear through an exploration of Bragar School’s logbooks from the latter 
nineteenth century.  
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Situated in Stornoway on the Isle of Lewis, Bragar School often faced extremely cold and 
snowy winters. The winter of 1889-90 was no exception. As the school logbook record of 11th – 
12th November 1889 stated: 
 

The excuses given were various for infants – the cold weather, want of shoes and in some 
cases distances.  

 
A similar log was recorded the following month (20th – 21st December 1889): 
 

Owing to very cold and stormy weather the attendance is again still lower this week. Want of 
shoes and scarcity of clothing suitable for this cold weather are the excuses of the times. 

 
The recurring theme of a lack of shoes or suitable clothing continued into the New Year (24th – 
25th January 1890): 
 

The attendance has fallen this week owing to the heavy snowfall which continued more or 
less for the last five days. The want of shoes and clothing is the most prominent excuse.  

 
These snippets offer a glimpse into the hardship faced by many children and their families in 
Stornoway during the late nineteenth century. Extreme cold weather heightened the 
vulnerability of young pupils. Of course, school closures impacted all pupils. Nevertheless, a 
child’s ability to face extreme weather and attend school was significantly shaped by their 
material possessions. Without sufficient clothing, the disadvantages children from poorer 
backgrounds already faced were amplified by extreme winter conditions. Investigating these 
sources helps to uncover the role of extreme weather within historical understandings of child 
poverty, health, education and opportunity.    
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Things to consider in your searches	
	
The earliest recorded extreme weather event entered on the database is a lengthy period of 
heavy rain and flooding on the river Trent in 1346. The most recent events are the floods of 
spring and autumn 2007 in the Wye Valley. The vast majority of entries held on the database 
date between 1700 and 2000. This temporal distribution is a product of the available data, the 
changing nature of weather record making and archiving, as well as our own research 
methodology. 
 
There is a diverse range (or type) of documentary sources, although 64% of these are from 
diary entries.  
 
Users of the database should also be wary of the changing language of weather over time and 
should keep searches as broad as possible. For example, reference to a ‘hurricane of wind’ 
does not always suggest wind speeds of what we would today recognise as hurricane strength.    
 
Finding weather in the archive 
 
TEMPEST is an extensive but not an exhaustive catalogue of historical weather information. 
Other online weather databases – as highlighted below – also contain a vast amount of 
information of the history of weather in Britain and beyond. Likewise, you can also search for 
historical weather information by exploring various archival collections held in libraries and 
record offices.  
 
When undertaking archival research, it is important to consider the wider historical context 
when thinking about which sources to examine for locating weather information. For example, 
in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, weather-related records focused on unusual 
or extreme weather events in particular localities. They were predominantly narrative accounts 
that frequently attempted to make sense of these weather events in light of religious beliefs, 
such as storm being seen as an ill omen. By the early eighteenth century, however, the 
emergence of the modern discipline of meteorology led to more quotidian, quantitative and 
scientific forms of weather recording. As such, it is important to consider the period when 
thinking about how weather was recorded, the type of source to look at, and what to expect 
from these sources, i.e. whether the information is primarily qualitative or quantitative.  
 
Yet, it is also possible to locate information about the weather in sources that you may not 
normally associate with weather recording. In diaries, for example, weather is often an 
incidental aspect of the diary. Nevertheless, through such sources it is possible to explore 
particular weather events and document ways in which people experienced the weather in the 
past. The TEMPEST project team have drawn weather information from a wide variety of 
sources, including diaries, newspapers, parish registers, estate correspondence, agricultural 
records, travel accounts, legal documents, maps and paintings. Histories of weather can, 
therefore, be formed through a whole host of archival sources held in all manner of libraries 
and record offices.        
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Links to Other Weather Databases 
	
Chronology of British Hydrological Events - http://cbhe.hydrology.org.uk 
 
Climatological Database for the World’s Oceans: 1750-1850 (CLIWOC) - 
http://webs.ucm.es/info/cliwoc/ 
 
UK Colonial Registers and Royal Naval Logbooks: making the past available for the future 
(CORRAL) - http://www.corral.org.uk 
 
Old Weather - https://www.oldweather.org 
 
Tywyddiadur, Ll^en Natur - http://www.llennatur.com/Drupal7/llennatur/ 
 
Euro-Climhist - https://www.euroclimhist.unibe.ch/en/ 
 
Tambora - https://www.tambora.org 
 
Atmospheric Circulation Reconstructions over the Earth - http://www.met-acre.org 
 
The TORnado and strom Research Organisation (TORRO) - http://www.torro.org.uk 
 
Climatological Observers Link - https://www.colweather.org.uk/index.php 
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