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The Tempest






[image: A map of the regions in the sea around the United Kingdom that are divided into multiple segments.]



Welcome Aboard

The Shipping Forecast is beautiful and useful. It’s saved lives; it sparks joy. It’s unapologetically geeky, but always stylish and slick. It whispers to us of adventure, of a life less ordinary, while being every bit as comforting as tea and toast. It’s serious, yes, self-important, never – mock it, plunder it, remix it, whatever you do, you can’t undermine it. It’s subtly different every day, and yet it’s unchanging and unchanged. And it’s been equally important to the hoariest fisherman, the hardiest sailor and to the new mother who catches ‘Sailing By’ during the long watches of the night.

Frankly, there’s never a bad time to hymn the Shipping Forecast’s myriad qualities, but the hundred-year anniversary is a golden opportunity to shout about that rare beast – a universally beloved British institution. It has weathered the choppy seas of the last hundred years to sail blithely into the twenty-first century, determinedly itself, as popular as ever.

The Shipping Forecast, I’d go so far as to say, encapsulates some of the best things about Britain: our passion for public service, our sense of adventure, our love of quirkiness, our offbeat creativity. But even more than that, in a few hundred words, this singular radio programme is a slipway to understanding a surprising amount of our history and our culture, our literature and our lore. With the Shipping Forecast as our compass, we can explore both our country and ourselves: the good, the bad – the wondrous and the weird.

Batten down the hatches. We’re about to weigh anchor.
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Weather


About to listen to SF + have a think

Note in an old logbook, 15 August 1999 47º 48' 40" N / 07º 24' 16" W



IF YOU, LIKE MANY PEOPLE, love the Shipping Forecast for reasons which have absolutely nothing to do with the meteorology, please skip instantly to WARNINGS. You might even consider skipping MAPS to OTHERWORLD as well, and starting at the end, which is all about the poetry. You could then work backwards, until you’re braced for this chapter, which is, I warn you, going to be a slosh of cold hard scientific seawater right down the back of your neck. I’m going to take the magical, mystical words of the Shipping Forecast and suck all the magic, all the mystery, right back out of them.

Nowadays, nobody pretends that those who go down to the sea in ships, whether to do business or to marvel at the wonders of the deep, nobody pretends those container-ship captains and super-yacht skippers rely on the Shipping Forecast to save them from the stormy winds. Inshore, there’s your mobile phone, the Met Office website. There’s coastguard briefings over VHF radio. Offshore, there’s any number of fiendishly complex systems which will pipe info to your onboard computer via satellite or SSB radio. Nobody, I promise you, wants to read a book about them.

Instead, think of the Shipping Forecast as a Moana-style Polynesian canoe: main hull + balancing outrigger. A hundred years ago, the seafarers rode the main hull, with a few fascinated landlubbers on the outrigger. That’s flipped. Nowadays, the lubbers have taken up the paddles, while the sea-dogs are along for the ride. And that’s because, as a nation, we’ve taken the Shipping Forecast to our hearts.

When I first drafted this upwind flog of a chapter, I wrote, ‘The Shipping Forecast, as everyone knows, is broadcast on Radio 4 four times a day.’ I noted the times: 0048, 0520, 1201, 1754. I acknowledged that of the four, only dawn and middle-night go out on regular FM, with lunchtime and teatime relegated to long wave (along with God all year round and cricket in season). But time, it turned out, had overhauled me. Those long retro waves, so adept at reaching ships offshore, are sailing over the western horizon, bound for the Blessed Isles, there to dwell with mix-tapes and curdled-cream rotary phones. Today, we enjoy two forecasts a day during the working week, with a 1754 treat at the weekend.

The final four-bulletin day was Easter Sunday 2024. Weather-wise it had, by and large, turned out nice after one of the wettest winters since records began, but the forecast told us not to be complacent. There were warnings of gales in western areas, thanks to a low beetling from PLYMOUTH to FASTNET. A new low was lurking in DOGGER. Low one wasn’t going to trouble us where we were holidaying near Whitby, but low two meant we spent Easter Monday eating scones while the rain lashed the windows of a tea-room. But it was the bulletin’s grand finale, the area forecast for SOUTHEAST ICELAND, that was a real zinger: northeasterly 7 to severe gale 9, occasionally storm 10 at first – plus snow, poor visibility and icing. Icing, trust me, is Shipping Forecast nerd gold.

And so, without further ado, let’s start decoding.

First, those gale warnings. These come at the top of the broadcast, pinpointing any of the 31 succulently named forecast areas where the wind is expected to blow force 8 or more in the next 24 hours. Your basic starter-gale isn’t necessarily going to trouble a medium-to-large yacht, nor a biggish fishing boat, nor a ferry, tanker or container ship – so long as they have good visibility, good navigation equipment, enough sea room and no engine trouble. It would, however, be a total nightmare for a smaller boat.

Gales also turn shallower, inshore waters very ugly, very quickly: large seas build, making ports hard to enter and estuary bars impossible to cross. Plus, since the wind direction shifts dramatically when a gale passes, secure anchorages can become suddenly and frighteningly untenable. In other words, possibly counter-intuitively, if you’re out at sea when a gale hits, you’re often better off as far away from land as possible.

If you ratchet another step up the Beaufort scale, you’ll find that, with the same caveats, force 9 is just about survivable. Storm 10, on the other hand, which is like sticking your head out of a car window that’s doing 60 miles per hour, feels like the foothills of Armageddon. Thankfully, I’ve never experienced 11 or 12, but I imagine the less said about them, the better.

Next comes the general synopsis. A normal radio or television weather synopsis radiates bonhomie. The affable presenter agrees the weather has been dreadful, and either promises relief or apologises that there’s worse yet to come. The Shipping Forecast synopsis, by contrast, is a cool, calm and collected account of where stand the peaks of high pressure and the troughs of low pressure in our corner of the Atlantic. It’s this celestial view, this lofty contour map, which allows us to predict the wind, the rain, the weather.

High-pressure weather, whether in summer or winter, is nice weather. It is the twinkly smile of Father Christmas. It is the dew on the Easter Bunny’s paws. It is pink wine and barbecues and a proper bonfire night. But high-pressure weather, alas, is the exception rather than the rule. Why? Because the various islands we call home rise from the sea slap-bang in the path of an endless cavalcade of low-pressure systems, which clatter towards us across the Atlantic, like bowling balls hurled by the weather gods. Sometimes, those balls fall into the gutters to the north or south of us, but more often than not they strike.

It’s a different story further south, closer to the equator. There the trade winds blow from the northeast, so equably, steadily and predictably that three weeks at sea crossing the Atlantic east–west is a breeze compared with just 24 short hours in the Western Approaches to the English Channel. Mariner-turned-writer Joseph Conrad, in his sort-of-autobiography The Mirror of the Sea, tells us the trade winds are like monarchs of long-established kingdoms, where stable institutions check undue ambition. But here in Britain, says Conrad, we’re governed by a more despotic ruler. ‘Clothed in a mantle of dazzling gold or draped in rags of black clouds like a beggar, the might of the Westerly Wind sits enthroned upon the western horizon with the whole North Atlantic as a footstool for his feet and the first twinkling stars making a diadem for his brow.’fn1

The general synopsis, therefore, helps us understand what sort of mood the West Wind is in, what he’s got up his sleeve – how big, you might say, his balls are. A deep low to the west, moving fast to the east, is a hairy scary ball. A shallow low to the east, a low that is, to coin a phrase, losing its identity, is not a ball over which you need lose any sleep. Why does it matter whether the lows are deep or shallow? Because air moves from high pressure to low pressure, so the bigger the pressure difference, the steeper the slope, the faster the balls, the bigger the wind, the bigger the waves. Those, pretty much, are the rules of the game.

And now for the area forecasts, a giant hopscotch grid chalked for the West Wind and his minions. We start at VIKING, off the coast of Norway obvs, and march south through the North Sea, taking in a GERMAN BIGHT, before turning west along the north coast of France, braving BISCAY and bottoming out at TRAFALGAR, not all that far from where the trade winds kick in. Next we turn, possibly reluctantly, back north, mop up the Bristol Channel and the IRISH SEA, leave the island of Ireland and the HEBRIDES to starboard, before finishing up in SOUTHEAST ICELAND.

For each area you hear:


	Wind direction and speed, what you can expect in the next 24 hours. Variable and cyclonic function as get-out clauses for when the wind’s all over the shop, either because there’s none to speak of, or because a depression’s barrelling through.

	Weather, be that vanilla showers, squally showers, wintry showers, thundery showers, rain or snow. Or fair. To be fair, sometimes it is fair.

	Visibility, that infamous falling cadence. Good. Moderate. Poor. Technically, it’s about how far you can see, so many metres, so many nautical miles, and not a moral judgement delivered by some godling inside Broadcasting House, who’s wondering why you’re still up at 0048 on a school-night, shovelling down toast to mop up the five pints you drank in the pub after work. Very poor indeed.



What the Shipping Forecast doesn’t tell you about, or at least not explicitly, are fronts, which are those pencil strokes, decorated with semi-circles, triangles, or a mixture of the two, which dangle off areas of low pressure, like a spindly pair of legs.

[image: A map of the regions in the sea around the United Kingdom with curved lines indicating fronts. A legend is in the bottom left corner.]

While you’re waiting for a depression to hit, you’re looking at what Conrad calls the southwesterly face of the West Wind. The barometer is falling. The wind is building. You’re tense. You’re wondering if the gale will be as bad as the forecast says, or if in fact it’ll be worse. The monarch’s mood is ‘brooding and veiled violence’. Then the warm front (semi-circles! like suns!) arrives. That might sound like a good thing, but it’s actually the moment the rain hits and the wind really starts to blow. If you’re out at sea, there’s nothing for it but to endure hours of wet windy horrible weather – until the cold front (triangles! like icicles!) catches up. That might sound like a bad thing, but it’s actually the moment the end is in sight. The wind shifts, ushering in the ‘sparkling, flashing, cutting, clear-eyed anger’ of the West Wind’s northwesterly mood. There’ll be squalls, showers, mad gusts, irruptions of hail, drama, denouement, resolution: slowly but surely the wind will start to drop.

The first gale I experienced at sea, crossing the Bay of Biscay in 1999 when I was 21, was a textbook introduction to how the warm front is a portentous opening number, and how the cold front is a rousing curtain call. It was, I admit, only a wannabe gale, the West Wind had only sent his dauphin, but it was the top of force 7, and it was gusting 8, and we were beating into it, and it was the first time my brother and I had skippered a boat alone, so at the time it felt like a storm for the ages. Here are the scribbled notes from our rumpled logbook.

0000–0400 promised SWs arrived. No more than 6 as yet. Staysail and 2 reefs great in gusts, underpowered in lulls. A cautious sail plan if ever I saw one. The barometer’s dropping steadily ahead of the low but, according to Met Office definitions, it’s falling, not falling fast.

0810 we just had a beast of a squall, 45 across deck. Bed for me. That’ll be the warm front arriving. The entry’s in my brother’s handwriting, so I’ve just relieved him after he stood the 0400–0800 watch. I expect he’s about to make me tea and toast.

1130 gusts getting bigger. Third reef in. This is us slugging it out between the two fronts. Every five minutes there’ll be a whump as the bow buts a wave, a kreeeeesh as the spray sweeps the decks. Sort of fun and sort of not.

1845 Lot of rain. Crew praying this might be the Thing passing. This is the cold front passing.

2000 Spectacular rainbow. Wind veered to NW + dropped to 20 KTS. It’s over!

Before we committed to the crossing, we had, of course, listened to the Shipping Forecast, heads bowed over paper and pencils, tummies still roiling after flogging round Portland Bill. If the voice had said, ‘There are warnings of gales in BISCAY,’ we’d have spun the wheel hard to starboard, and found safe harbour somewhere in PLYMOUTH long before it hit. As it was, the voice said 7, and we took a small gamble: we were young, fearless and we wanted to get to Spain. The small gamble paid off. We had the mini-adventure we’d signed up for.

But what if the forecast had been wrong? What if the wind had actually blown 8 – or 9 – or 10? What would have happened then? But we, of course, had faith in the Shipping Forecast. No revolution is going to turn the West Wind into a defanged constitutional monarch any time soon, but the meteorologists who have devoted their lives to studying his temper shield us from the worst of his wrath.

It used to be a very different story …
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Warnings


I have a leech in a bottle, my dear, that foretells all these prodigies and convulsions of nature

The poet William Cowper in a letter to his cousin (1787)



THE FIRST SHIPPING FORECAST wasn’t issued by the Met Office. It was issued by a god. We can’t be sure whether it was water god Enki tipping off Utnapishtim, or fire god Prometheus tipping off Deucalion, or storm god Yahweh tipping off Noah, but we do know that humanity’s towering thunderhead of solipsism means we’ve long thought bad weather was our fault. It was, literally, all about us. We were bad. A god would issue a storm warning. The lucky few would listen. The storms would come; the waters would rise. The unlucky many would drown. The survivors would try, really very hard, to do better next time.

In 1703, Britain was struck by what felt like (and perhaps was) the worst storm in our history. The lives of thousands of sailors and fishermen were lost at sea. A fifth of the naval fleet was wrecked. Hundreds of people drowned when a storm-surge flooded the Somerset Levels. Church spires crashed. Windmills crumbled. But despite its unprecedented ferocity, the people who lived through it, says Martin Brayne in his account The Greatest Storm, knew precisely what was going on: ‘It was, quite literally, an Act of God: a blow deliberately delivered by an all-powerful, omniscient deity as a warning and in anger.’ Today, we’d demand an inquiry. Back then, Queen Anne’s government declared a national day of fasting.

We know all about the Great Storm thanks to Daniel Defoe, a jobbing journalist in his forties, not yet the fêted author of Robinson Crusoe. In an age of coffee-houses, news sheets and gossip, he put out a call for first-hand reports, like a slo-mo, but no less effective, social media shout-out. Intelligence poured in from all over the country, and from it he crafted a book, a quick-and-dirty first draft of history. But before he gets into the particulars, his intro states that here was proof, if ever proof was needed, of the existence of a supreme being. ‘I cannot doubt but the Atheist’s hard’ned Soul trembl’d a little as well as his House, and he felt some Nature asking him some little Questions as these. Am not I mistaken? Certainly there is some such thing as a God.’ Other men, Defoe allows, will nonetheless try to interrogate Nature, will try to understand how such a storm could have come to pass, but she (always she …) will deny them, saying: ‘It is not in Me, you must go Home and ask my Father.’ It was, in theory, the Age of Enlightenment, but he seems rather pleased that the Almighty’s wind has snuffed ‘the Candle of Reason’ right out.

One thing, though, was true: many, many people, and good Christians at that, were trying to get Nature to spill her beans. For a long time, embryonic meteorologists had leant hard on Aristotle, whose crackpot theories about everything from the sex life of eels to the inferiority of women were treated with extreme deference until really very recently. His Meteorologica (i.e. the study of things high up), in a nutshell, said different exhalations produce different phenomena. Hot dry exhalations: wind, meteors, thunder and lightning. Cold, wet exhalations: clouds, dew, rain. All gloriously wrong, of course, but Aristotle always sounds so sure of himself, it’s hard not to believe him.

Then, before the Enlightenment really got going, back when astrology, alchemy and other pseudo-sciences were dancing a wild gavotte with religion and actual science, weather-watchers took a deep dive in another direction. The sun and the moon, they said, the planets and the stars, that’s what governed the weather. These weren’t eccentrics, but the scientific elite of the Renaissance. (To be fair, it probably seemed no less nuts to them than the moon governing the tides, but that doesn’t make them any less wrong.) An ‘astrometeorologist’ would monitor eclipses or planetary conjunctions and use them to predict the weather, often years ahead, publishing their findings in hotly anticipated almanacs. Johannes Stöffler, for example, very much a man of his time, confidently foresaw a world-ending deluge a quarter of a century into the future. People took to the hills. The Great Flood of 1524, needless to say, did not come.

The steady creep of empiricism, however, finally put paid to all that. People
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