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A PHENOMENAL STORM

Being an Authentic Account of the Great Storm at

Little Staughton, North Bedfordshire, on

Thursday, August 2nd 1906

By John R Newman (County Councillor and ex J.P. for Middlesex), Secretary of the London Diocesan Juvenile Branch Church of England Temperance Society.

August 13th 1906

NOTE: Many and varied will be the accounts given in years to come of the memorable storm but to ensure a true and uncoloured account being preserved, I write this.  J.R.N

Thursday August 2nd was a hot day – the sun beating down with merciless cloudless sky.  The evening came with a closeness that was nearly unbearable.

At 7.30 pm away in the west ominous black clouds, with dull red bordering, were rising above the horizon.  A stillness prevailed that was most marked, not a leaf rustled in the trees, and the air became oppressive.

About 7.45 pm, far away in the south west and west flashes of lightening could be seen, and every sign that a storm was at hand.  Then the breeze sprang up, lightening increased in intensity, the thunder began to roll and everyone made for home, feeling sure a bad storm was approaching.  

I was staying at the Post Office in the centre of the village, and the experience I had is a reflection of what all, who were in the track of the storm, experienced.

About 8.30 pm the inky clouds were all but over the village; the lightening was continuous.  I stood out in the roadway and saw magnificent lightening that was grand and thrilling – first one part of the sky, then another, was lit up with dazzling brightness, showing clouds in most awful grandeur.  The lightening came down hither and thither, now straight down, now zig-zag, now like a suspended ribbon, now like a blazing fire; the thunder at this time was deafening.  As the lightening seemed to be getting dangerously near I deemed it expedient to get indoors, where I found some of our neighbours and friends had assembled in hopes of getting a meed of comfort in being together.

The force of the wind increased until it tore and roared through the trees like the blast of a furnace.

About five minutes to nine the storm increased yet more, the wind blow with terrific force, the lightening became positively awful, whilst the thunder rolled in one continuous boom.

As near as inhabitants can agree it was nine o’clock when the hail began.  Words fail to describe what happened during the next twenty minutes.

The Rector, the Rev A A Hancock says:

“As I sat in the Rectory waiting for the thunderstorm I heard the noise as if a brickbat had fallen on the roof.  Shortly afterwards the window facing the west came crashing in; a moment later it seemed as it the house was being battered down by a bombardment”.

This is a fair description of the commencement of the hailstorm.  At the Post Office the hailstones came on to the zinc roof of the scullery like an avalanche of bullets warning us of what might follow.  Then in the instant a tremendous roar was heard and the full force of the storm was felt.  Hailstones as large as walnuts, and with some very much larger, were hurled with tremendous force against the house.  Smash! Bang! Crash!!! And the window-blind, blowing out like a balloon, told us the windows were smashed.  The hail now came driving into the room with a fearful force.  I tried in vain to keep the blind down, but the hailstones came in like bullets from a gun, and I had to seek a place of safety.

For 20 minutes the storm continued, and no inhabitant of the north end of the village will ever forget the agony they endured during that brief period.  The noise was deafening; what with the hail, the thunder and the wind it seemed to us that the end of the world had really come.  At last the hail ceased and we were able to pull ourselves together and survey the damage inside the house.

The house was flooded, and hailstones were lying about all over the place. On opening the door facing the west we found hail piled up to the height of 12-15 inches.  We gathered hopefuls up and took them into the room to show the frightened inmates the size of the stones.  None were smaller than large marbles and most were the size of small walnuts.  We had to shovel the ice away to make a path from the door to the road.  The ice that was left on either side of the path was still to be found at four o’clock on Friday afternoon, 19 hours after the storm; in fact one of the stones was taken up and weighed in the presence of some visitors, and weighed jus half an ounce then.  Some stones were also taken to Bedford – 10 miles away – that afternoon and shown to inhabitants there.  When shown they were still as large as marbles.       

The “S. Neots Advertiser of Friday August 10th 1906 says:

“The hailstones were far removed from those ordinarily seen.  They were in many instances not round , but large jagged pieces of ice.  At eleven o’clock the next morning (Friday) some were brought in a handkerchief to St Neots from Little Staughton, and were even then double the size of an ordinary marble”

Dealing with the size of the stones, I myself picked up some that covered a 2s piece – whilst Mr Reed measured one that was 5 inches in circumference.  Some pf the stones were oval-shaped, but they may have melted to that shape, whilst others, with jagged edges were picked up, but these may have become broken on contact.

Going out into the road, I found the roadway 4 or 5 inches deep in ice, and by the flashes of lightening, I could see the field all around covered in ice, and presented a truly wintry appearance.  The rain now came down in torrents, and I had again to seek shelter.   

About 10 o’clock the storm of wind and rain was over though the lightening and thunder continued for some time longer. A dense mist came over and the trees and hedges could not be seen.  Slowly the mist cleared and the moon – nearly full came out over Mr Brightman’s house, and looking towards Great Staughton, I saw a lovely rainbow, it seemed to be spreading from Church Lane, near Mr Bank’s gate, over to Great Staughton, the largest part of the curve being over the church.  It was not raining overhead, and the rainbow lasted quite 5 minutes.

Now was the grandeur of the scene most remarkable.  The moon shone brightly and showed the field up.  On every side the ice covered ground glistened in the light, and the dark angry clouds could be seen rolling over the farms belonging to Mr Jordan and Mr Ekins.  The wind had quite dropped, and now first from one cottage , then from another, doors opened and little streams of yellow light shone across ice-covered roads as the frightened inhabitants came out to survey the wreckage.  But it was not until daylight appeared that the full tale could be told.

The whole of the allotment crops and garden crops in the area covered by the storm were completely ruined, and north end of the village presented a deplorable sight.  As to the corn and the field crops, the destruction was dreadful.  Nearly the whole of the corn on Mr Bank’s Hill Farm and West End Farm and Mr Salsbury’s Manor Farm were destroyed; whilst Mr Ayers, Lower Rectory Farm; Mr Walker Green End Farm; Mr W H Gray, Lodge Farm; Mr T Hawkins and Mr J Saunderson of the Wickey Farm were also great sufferers.

“The Tribune” of Monday August 6th 1906 writes:

“Much of the corn had been driven in the shape of countless yellow pellets into the earth, while the roots were entirely crushed.  Tattered shreds of cabbage leaves and turnip tops stewed the ground everywhere, with fragments of fruit torn by the storm from the now naked tree branches.  Dead plovers and rabbits were innumerable.”  

A representative of the London “Morning Leader” in the issue of Monday August 6th 1906 writes:

“A peaceful, pleasant corner of rural Bedfordshire and Hunts which, four days ago was a smiling country rejoicing in the prospect of a bounteous harvest, has been changed, in ten minutes, to a desolate wilderness.  Though the storm lasted less than ten minutes, it carried destruction and devastation with it”.

“The damage caused is exceedingly serious; in fact, farmers in the locality declare emphatically that £50,000 will not cover the total loss to the farmers and labourers.  As it is a district of small owners, occupied by small farmers, the disaster is an exceedingly serious matter for all affected.”

“Vast tracts of land are in a dreadful condition.  Much of it, around the village of Little Staughton, looked as if it had been swept clean by a hurricane of shrapnel.”

“On all sides farms and fields and gardens have suffered appalling damage, most of the corn being completely destroyed.  On the farm of Henry Banks, for instance, the “Morning Leader” representative saw three fields of corn, which had promised an abundant harvest, left absolutely worthless.  The corn had snapped short, and the hail had threshed the corn until all its grains lay in little heaps on the damp soil.  Fifty ears of wheat, picked at random failed to produce a single grain of the corn.  Field after field had been ruined in this ruthless fashion all around the district.

The greatest hardship of all has fallen upon the labouring people.  Five minutes of Thursday’s hail completely ruined the whole produce of Little Staughton’s labourers- wheat destroyed, roots and vegetables cut to ribbons, and fruit smashed to pulp,

“Large numbers of rabbits and game were killed in the storm”.

The windows of the houses tell the force of the storm.

The edge of the storm evidently was at Mr Brightman’s, and going north reached to Mr Oliver’s Farm at Pertenhall.

Taking the houses down the main road of the village from Mr Brightman’s to Mr Gray’s, the following is a list of windows smashed – no account being taken of cracked panels of which there were scores.

Name 






Window panes

Panels   








facing west

broken

Mr Brightman





36


15

Rev A A Hancock (The Rectory)


38


12

Miss Chandler (schoolmistress)


34


13

Mrs Hare (Post Office)



100


33

Mr Barrs





41


19

Mr G Saunders




32


14

Mr Saunders, sen




34


15

Mr Salsbury





188


39

Mrs Cress & Mrs H Robbins



96


60

Mr Foote (Parish Clerk)



48


22

Messrs Wagstaff, Briars, G Hillson and

W Robbins





96


30

Miss M A Barrs




14


5

Mr W H Gray, sen.




69


53

Mr W H Gray, jun.




123


87








___


___








949


417
The line of demarcation dividing the storm was very clear.

The field of oats by the side of Mr Brightman’s had the south corner untouched but north of the line was pulverised.  The line then went across Mr Jordan’s fields by the Manor, leaving the south end by Mr Topham’s upstanding, and the north end mown to within a foot of the ground.

The leaded windows of the church facing the storm – i.e., the west belfry window and the south aisle window suffered badly, 162 panels being smashed.

The grape vine at the Post Office was perfectly stripped, and nothing but the strom pecked branches remained, and this in spite of the house being well sheltered with apple and plum trees.  All the trees seemed blighted and withered.

The Tarred barns facing west show the violence of the strom; where the hail hit the wood it had pecked out the tar and actually scored the wood, each hit showing white on black.

One of the curious effects of the storm was the smell of onions that hung over the village for hours.  The hail had torn and gashed the onions, and the odour hung on the misty air.  

To sum up, it was a phenomenal storm – one no man can remember the like of, and one that all pray may never come again.

Little Staughton seems to suffer from bad storms.

Six years ago lightning demolished the spire of the church, and I append a picture of the church as it then appeared.

This has now been partially restored, and as I write this account I learn kind hearts are sending contributions to partially restore the loss caused by this terrible visitation of hail.

This account of the storm of August 2nd 1906, and the damage done, is faithfully and truly recorded.

ALFRED A HANCOCK………………………………….Rector of Little Staughton

W H GRAY………………………………………………..Churchwarden

THOS. FOOTE…………………………………………….Parish Clerk   

