Weather Word – February 2003
Since I started taking rainfall measurements in Helpston in 1975, the annual average rainfall has been 620mm. Last year the rainfall totalled 755mm, making 2002 the second wettest year on my records, exceeded only by 1992 when we had 768mm. In fact the past six years have all been wetter than average but in an example of how variable rainfall has been in the past decade or so, 1996 gave us 430mm with the driest year being 1990 with only 423mm. 

Looking at weather trends, the results at Helpston do fall in line with predictions that we can expect more variations in rainfall than in previous generations.

Wet years are usually warmer years and 2002 was no exception. The average all round temperature was 10.4C against the long term average of 9.3C.

This winter, following a wet October, November was mild and also very wet and with no frosts. There was a cold spell in December with daytime temperatures around freezing and night-time lows down to minus 4C.

However Christmas weather was as usual mild. Overall, the month was a little milder than average. The first half of January saw a really cold period with the temperature on the 8th falling to minus 6C. Mild weather once again returned and the 27th gave a daytime high of 12C, as a result the average temperature for the month was near normal.

February has tended to be mild over the past years but so far this year temperatures have been not far from long-term average with some sharp night-time frosts. Average by the way is about 6C max. by day and around 0C min. by night. After months of wet weather it has also been drier. In any event February is by some way on average the driest month of the year.

The appearance of snow in London in January, a very rare event, led to the media getting excited about cold weather and drawing comparisons to forty years ago in 1963. No comparison really, in ‘63 maximum mean temperature for January and February was below freezing with minimum temperatures averaging below minus 7C. Toward the end of January after one clear night following a heavy snowfall the temperature in Helpston dipped down to minus 20C.

The conditions were memorable to say the least. My wife and I had just moved to our first home in Helpston in Woodland Lea. Only three properties were occupied before the weather put a halt to nearly all building work and ours was the only bungalow to not have frozen-up and we supplied water to the other two.
One day, a Saturday afternoon in mid-January, I was returning to the village on my trusty 350cc BSA motor bike. It was bitterly cold, with a keen wind and had started to snow. I was chugging down King Street near Hilly Wood when through the swirling snow-flakes a figure materialised lurching down the middle of the road. I managed to stop without colliding with the apparition who turned out to be a man clad in filthy clothes with shirt unbuttoned to the waist and snow plastered to his bare chest.  
I shouted to enquire whether he was O.K. to which I received an unintelligible but possibly profound response and he carried on his way. 
On returning home I felt a bit bothered about his plight but I was relieved to hear that I had had my first encounter with Oscar. He in fact resided, if you can call it that, in a red brick building since demolished where to-day the clay pigeon shooters meet.

In fact Oscar was an interesting local character of Irish origins who loved to fall asleep in road culverts with his head or feet sticking out in the road. He survived 1963 and many more winters. 
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