BOOK REVIEWS

Oxford Weather and Climate since 1767
by Stephen Burt and Tim Burt

Oxford University Press, 2019. Hardback, 544 Pages, 246 x 171 mm. ISBN: 978-0-19-883463-2

W

eather observations have been made at the Radcliffe Observatory in Oxford, England, since 1772 and continue to
this day, the longest meteorological record in the British
Isles and one of the longest in the world. This book is the first
publication of this newly digitized record of English weather.
Here, BAMS talks to the two authors about their new book.
When did the Radcliffe Observatory start meteorological observations, and why?
SB: Originally, temperature and pressure observations were taken
to correct astronomical observations for atmospheric refraction.
The first Radcliffe Observer (the senior astronomer), Professor
Thomas Hornsby (1733–1810), had a personal interest in the
weather; we have observations in his own hand back to 1760.
As the years went by, the meteorological observations became
increasingly important in their own right. Today they are unique
and priceless records documenting changes in climate over the
past 250 years, and a significant contribution to Britain’s meteorological history.
Why is the Oxford record important globally as well as regionally?
TB: The Oxford temperature, barometric pressure, and rainfall
records have all been made with the best instruments of the time,
on the same site, within a few meters of
each other, for over 200 years. Almost
every change of instrument or exposure
was documented, so we have excellent
metadata to go with the records themselves: such complete documentation is
exceptional. After making allowance for
a small urban effect, we can state with
confidence that Oxford’s mean temperature has risen by 1.5 degrees Celsius since
1814. Oxford also has what we believe to
be the world’s longest unbroken record of
sunshine duration, with daily records back
to February 1880.
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Why publish the record in book form rather than
online datasets?
SB: We are doing both, in fact. We wanted the book
to be readable, attractive and (we hope) interesting
to a wide audience, so while inevitably there are a lot
of statistics, the book (hardcopy and e-book formats)
includes many color illustrations, maps, photographs, and graphical content to build the story. We
particularly wanted to draw out the “human” side
of the story, and accordingly we have included brief
biographies of almost all of the previous observers,
starting with Thomas Hornsby in the 1760s to recent
postgrad student observers. The newly digitized
datasets themselves have been published on the Oxford University website: daily and monthly series of
temperature records from November 1813, monthly
precipitation totals from January 1767, daily from

January 1827, and sunshine duration monthly from
February 1880, daily from January 1921. The online
datasets will be regularly updated with current observations and are free to access.
TB: Further work on digitizing the Radcliffe record
will extend these online datasets over time, particularly the pressure records, some of which go back to
1760. Full details of all records, instruments used,
exposures, and so on are included in our book for the
benefit of current and future climate historians as well
as for the interested public in the United Kingdom
and worldwide.
What new discoveries did you make when researching the book?
SB: One entirely unexpected find was a small bound
volume containing daily maximum and minimum

Flooding blocks the London–Oxford railway line in October 1875: Oxford’s wettest October in 250 years (189 mm,
267% of current normal fall). Figure 16.1 from Burt, S., and T. Burt, 2019: Oxford Weather and Climate since 1767.
Oxford University Press. Image © Oxfordshire History Centre, reproduced by permission.
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temperatures from a Six’s thermometer from April
1815 up to January 1828. Until this chance discovery, we understood daily maximum and minimum
temperature records to have commenced in January
1828. Once we had digitized these long-forgotten
records, we were able to extend the daily temperature
series back to 1815 and in doing so standardize the
derivation of monthly mean temperatures [as ½ (max
+ min)] for the entire period of record. Previously,
various local adjustments had been used to derive
monthly mean temperatures, and these differed
slightly over the 200 years. In many cases, we have
overlapping records from changes in instrument or
exposure and have been able to include minor adjustments to produce a record that is as statistically
homogenous as we can make it.
What is the most surprising fact you unearthed
while searching through the Oxford records?
SB: We were astonished to unearth a brief account
of a 30-minute snowfall during the early morning
of 11 July 1888. In over 200 years of records, this is
the only documented instance of snowfall in Oxford
between early June and early October. Upon checking contemporary accounts, we found other places
in southern England also experienced snow showers
that morning, thus confirming the account. There

are also a few other examples on record of events that
have occurred only once in 200–250 years, such as
the exceptionally wet month of September 1774 and a
prolonged heatwave in June–July 1976, both of which
are covered in some detail in our book.
TB: When we updated the site metadata records
(included in full in an Appendix within our book), it
became clear that the Observatory’s Newman Standard barometer has remained in daily use since it was
installed in June 1838, over 180 years ago, aside from
very short breaks in the record caused by decorating
or building works. We also discovered it has not been
cleaned since 1901! We hope to see this lovely old instrument restored to its original condition next year,
ready for the next 180 years of daily observations.
Finally, I have to ask: Are you related?
SB: To the best of our knowledge, no! I was born in
Scotland and have Scottish roots going back over 400
years, while Tim’s family roots are at the other end
of the country in Devon. So it’s probably fair to assume there is no family connection. But we know of
at least three other Burts in meteorology—one other
in the United Kingdom and two in the United States.
Perhaps we should propose writing a paper on some
topic of common interest—it would surely be worth
citing Burt, Burt, Burt, Burt and Burt (2019).

Based on readings from Radcliffe Observatory in Oxford, England. Figure 24.1 from Burt, S., and T. Burt, 2019:
Oxford Weather and Climate since 1767, Oxford University Press.
AMERICAN METEOROLOGICAL SOCIETY

OCTOBER 2019

| 2079

Unauthenticated | Downloaded 01/09/23 12:08 PM UTC

BOOK ANNOUNCEMENTS
Weather: An Illustrated History: From Cloud Atlases to Climate Change
by Andrew Revkin
2018, 224 pp., hardbound, $15.22, Sterling, ISBN 978-1454921400
Andrew Revkin, strategic adviser for environmental and science journalism at
the National Geographic Society and former senior climate reporter at ProPublica, presents an illustrated history of humanity’s evolving relationship with Earth’s
dynamic climate system and the weather it generates. The book highlights 100
meteorological milestones and insights, from prehistory to today’s headlines
and tomorrow’s forecasts. Bite-sized narratives, accompanied by illustrations,
cover topics like Earth’s first atmosphere, the physics of rainbows, the deadliest hailstorm, Groundhog Day, the invention of air conditioning, London’s Great
Smog, the Year Without Summer, increasingly strong hurricanes, and the Paris
Agreement on climate change.

Climate Mathematics by Samuel S. P. Shen and Richard C. J. Somerville
2019, 456 pp., hardbound, $74.99, Cambridge University Press, ISBN 978-1108476874
This text provides a grounding in the mathematics, statistics, and programming
that students need to master for coursework and research in climate science,
meteorology, and oceanography. Exercises are provided at the end of each
chapter with selected solutions available to students to aid self-study and further
solutions provided online for instructors only. Additional online supplements
to aid classroom teaching include datasets, images, and animations. Guidance
is provided on how the book can support a variety of courses at different levels,
making it a flexible text for undergraduate and graduate students, as well as
researchers and professional climate scientists who need to refresh or modernize their quantitative skills.

The Weather Machine: A Journey Inside the Forecast by Andrew Blum
2019, 203 pp., hardbound, $17.75, HarperCollins, ISBN 978-0062368614
In The Weather Machine, Andrew Blum takes readers on a journey into the world
of weather forecasting. In a quest to understand how the forecast works, he visits
old weather stations and watches new satellites blast off. He follows the efforts
of scientists to create a supercomputer model of the atmosphere and traces the
surprising history of the algorithms that power their work, discovering that we
have quietly entered a golden age of meteorology. The book pulls back the curtain on a universal part of our everyday lives and illuminates the history and the
evolution of the modern-day forecast.
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BOOK AWARDS

2018 ASLI’s CHOICE Book Awards
SCIENCE
Global Warming to 1.5°C: An IPCC Special Report on the Impacts
of Global Warming of 1.5°C above Pre-Industrial Levels and Related
Global Greenhouse Gas Emission Pathways, in the Context of
Strengthening the Global Response to the Threat of Climate Change,
Sustainable Development, and Efforts to Eradicate Poverty
Geneva, Switzerland: Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
http://www.ipcc.ch/report/sr15/

HONORABLE MENTION
Impacts, Risks, and Adaptation in the United States.
Vol. II. Fourth National Climate Assessment
Washington, D.C.: U.S. Global Change Research Program, U.S. Government
Publishing Office
http://nca2018.globalchange.gov
Daniel A. Beysens
Dew Water
Gistrup, Denmark: River Publishers
Eric B. Winsberg
Philosophy and Climate Science
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

HISTORY
Dagomar Degroot
The Frigid Golden Age: Climate Change, the Little Ice Age,
and the Dutch Republic, 1560–1720
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

HONORABLE MENTION
Deborah R. Coen
Climate in Motion: Science, Empire, and the Problem of
Scale
Chicago: University of Chicago Press
Richard Grove and George Adamson
El Niño in World History
London: Palgrave Macmillan
Sam White et al., Eds.
The Palgrave Handbook of Climate History
London: Palgrave Macmillan

2082 |

OCTOBER 2019
Unauthenticated | Downloaded 01/09/23 12:08 PM UTC

POPULAR
Brantley Hargrove
The Man Who Caught the Storm:
The Life of Legendary Tornado Chaser Tim Samaras
New York: Simon & Schuster

HONORABLE MENTION
L. S. Gardiner
Tales from an Uncertain World:
What Other Assorted Disasters Can Teach Us about Climate Change
Des Moines: University of Iowa Press
Andrew Revkin and Lisa Mechaley
Weather: An Illustrated History,
from Cloud Atlases to Climate Change
New York: Sterling Publishing Co.
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This year’s theme is:

Attend the AMS
100th Annual Meeting
in Boston, MA from
12–16 January 2020

The AMS Past, Present
and Future: Linking
Information to
Knowledge to Society
(LINKS)
Don’t miss 48 conferences
and symposia, networking
opportunities, short courses,
and hundreds of exhibitors.
Early registration deadline is
3 December.
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