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120-year-old storm’s secrets key to understanding weather risks  

Many storms pre-1950 are left unstudied as billions of pieces of data exist only on paper; 

scientists take the first step to convert hand-written observations of Storm Ulysses to digital 

 

MUNICH – A severe windstorm that battered the UK more than a century ago produced some of the 

strongest winds that Britain has ever seen, a team of scientists have found after recovering old weather 

records. Old weather measurements, first recorded on paper after Storm Ulysses hit the UK in February 

1903, have shed new light on what was one of the most severe storms to have hit the British Isles. 

By turning hand-written weather data into digital records, the research team has laid the way to better 

understand other historical storms, floods and heatwaves. These observations from the past can help 

experts to understand the risks of extreme weather now and in the future.  

Professor Ed Hawkins, a climate scientist at the University of Reading and the National Centre for 

Atmospheric Science, led the research. He said, “We knew the storm we analysed was a big one, but we 

didn’t know our rescued data would show that it is among the top four storms for strongest winds across 

England and Wales.  

This study is a great example of how rescuing old paper records can help us to better understand storms 

from decades gone by. Unlocking these secrets from the past could transform our understanding of 

extreme weather and the risks they pose to us today.” 

 

Into the archives 

Published today (Monday, 24 April) in Natural Hazards and Earth System Sciences, the research indicates 

that many storms that occurred before 1950 are left unstudied as billions of pieces of data exist only on 

paper, stored in archives around the world. 

But a team of scientists led by Professor Hawkins delved into the archives to convert hand-written 

observations relating to Storm Ulysses from paper to digital. The cyclone caused multiple deaths and 

heavily damaged infrastructure and ships when it passed across Ireland and the UK between 26 and 27 

February 1903.  

Using the new digital data, the research team was able to use techniques similar to modern weather 

forecasting to simulate the storm and accurately assess the strength of Storm Ulysses' winds. Comparisons 

with independent weather observations, such as rainfall data, as well as photographs and written accounts 

https://egusphere.copernicus.org/preprints/2022/egusphere-2022-1045/


                                                                                                                
from 1903 that outlined the devastation caused by the cyclone, helped to provide credibility for the 

reconstruction. 

The reanalysis is beneficial for understanding the risks of extreme weather events as it showed that the 

winds experienced in some locations during Storm Ulysses would be rarer than once in 100 years. Having 

information about such a rare event provides valuable insight into the potential damage a similar storm 

could cause now in the future. 

The 1903 storm is named Storm Ulysses because the damage to thousands of trees in Dublin is mentioned 

in the novel Ulysses by James Joyce, the events of which are set the year after the storm. 

 

Rescuing the weather 

The rescuing of atmospheric observations related to Storm Ulysses is not the first time Professor Ed 

Hawkins has led weather record recovery. National rainfall data from as far back as 1836 became 

available in 2022 after the University’s Department of Meteorology and 16,000 volunteers helped to 

restore 5.2 million observations.  

The Rainfall Rescue project provided more context around recent changes in rainfall due to human-

caused climate change. 

To learn more about this work, check out the oral presentation during CL3.2.8 at EGU23 on Wednesday, 

26 April, 12:10–12:20 CEST in Room 0.49/50.  

 

Note to the media:  

When reporting on this story, please mention the EGU General Assembly 2023, which is taking place 

from 23-28 April 2023. Professor Ed Hawkins is available for interview and is presenting this research at 

EGU23 in Vienna next week. Contact the University of Reading on 0118 378 5757 or 

pressoffice@reading.ac.uk  

 

EGU Press Contact: 

Gillian D’Souza 

EGU Media and Communications Officer  

Munich, Germany 

media@egu.eu 

 

https://www.reading.ac.uk/news/2022/Research-News/Rainfall-Rescue-records-publication#:~:text=The%20Rainfall%20Rescue%20project%20was,across%20the%20UK%20and%20Ireland.
mailto:pressoffice@reading.ac.uk
mailto:media@egu.eu


                                                                                                                
More information 

The European Geosciences Union (EGU) is Europe’s premier geosciences union, dedicated to the pursuit 

of excellence in the Earth, planetary, and space sciences for the benefit of humanity, worldwide. It is a 

non-profit interdisciplinary learned association of scientists founded in 2002 with headquarters in 

Munich, Germany. The EGU publishes a number of diverse scientific journals, which use an innovative 

open access format, and organises a number of topical meetings, and education and outreach activities. Its 

annual General Assembly is the largest and most prominent European geosciences event, attracting over 

14,000 scientists from all over the world. The meeting’s sessions cover a wide range of topics, including 

volcanology, planetary exploration, the Earth’s internal structure and atmosphere, climate, energy, and 

resources. The EGU General Assembly 2023 is taking place in Vienna, Austria and online from 23-28 

April 2023. For information and press registration, please click here, or follow the EGU on Twitter and 

Facebook. 

If you wish to receive our press releases via email, please use the Press Release Subscription Form at 

https://www.egu.eu/news/subscription/. Subscribed journalists and other members of the media receive 

EGU press releases under embargo (if applicable) 24 hours in advance of public dissemination. 
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