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Philip Eden, Vice-President of the Royal Meteorologi-
cal Society, has presented a timely and interesting book
on British weather extremes, comparing contemporary
cases to distant, or even nearly forgotten, historical
events. His motivation to do so is vividly illustrated in
the foreword of his book. Eden took part in an expert
panel on evening TV news in July 2007 after the Severn
River f oods. In the green room, he witnessed how the
British junior Environment Minister practised answers
to questions he expected to be asked during the later
broadcast. These answers referred to the f oods as “un-
precedented” events, while from proper climatological
perspective, they were not.

Calling extreme, or rather high-impact, events “un-
precedented” or being “caused” by global warming has
apparently become rather fashionable both in the media
and in parts of the atmospheric science community. Yet,
the subjective nature of human perception and the sur-
prisingly small decay time of public memory play an im-
portant role in judging how extreme a high-impact event
really was.

The book consists of two main parts. Part 1, divided
into ten chapters, f rst deals with the human perception
and memory of weather extremes, the ability to cope
with a hazard on the individual and emergency manager
level. Eden then distinguishes the hazard types by their
temporal and spatial scales - from rapid-onset, high-
impact events (like hailstorms or tornadoes) to slow-
onset hazards with long dwell time (like droughts). Af-
ter having set the scene, Part 1 switches gears to jux-
tapose recent extremes to historical ones, providing de-
tailed descriptions of the weather patterns, consequences
as well as societal and infrastructural impacts and re-
sponses. These case studies start with snowstorms, fog
and smog and then focus on summer f oods, destructive
gales and droughts.

Part 1 concludes with a discussion of how media
coverage may be tempted to label remarkable, but not
extraordinary weather “extreme” and moves on to f nd
more objective metrics to rank disasters (p. 172 ff.). Ap-
parently, rising insurance losses alone are not a good
metric of the weather becoming more extreme, and Eden
discusses more appropriate quantities for each weather
phenomenon, like, for instance, LAMB and FRYDEN-
DAHL’s (1991) Storm Severity Index in case of gales.
Then, the inf uence of climate change on changing haz-

ards is discussed, as well as why “global warming” is
often chosen to serve as the scapegoat in the presence
of natural disasters. Part 2 of the book is a chronolog-
ical reference of all kinds of severe weather events in
the United Kingdom from 1901 to 2008, again resem-
bling the structure of LAMB and FRYDENDAHL (1991).
A useful index concludes the book.

In his discussion of extremes in a changing climate,
Eden provides a clear-cut description of the possible
effects of climate change over the next decades and
also distinguishes between changes in average quantities
compared to their extremes. Obviously, even a static cli-
mate must experience extreme events over the course of
time. Thus, the occurrence of an extreme phenomenon
alone does not signify a change of the climatology. Yet,
what can apparently be diagnosed in the United King-
dom (and likely in other European countries as well)
is a reduced ability to cope with “relatively routine se-
vere weather episodes” (p. 189), leading to more signif -
cant societal impacts compared to a similar phenomenon
happening several decades ago.

Eden also investigates what extremes in the United
Kingdom may be most affected by climate change over
the next decades, and identif es heat waves and cold win-
ters as well as f ash f oods. As his book is also address-
ing both the media and the public, Eden provides the
readers with a descriptive matrix comparing media opin-
ion to the state of knowledge (based on climate models
and observations) on frequency or intensity changes of
various high-impact weather phenomena. Consequently,
there appears to be a wide gap between communicated
perception and scientif c evidence.

Technically, the book comes at a reasonable price
and is well-prepared with clear illustrations and pho-
tographs. Its many strengths def nitely outweigh a few
f aws, like placing the mountain “Wendelstein in the
Black Forest” (p. 144), or an error in caption Table 9.3
which should rather read “Most extreme river f ooding
...” (p. 178). More regrettable are the lack of a bibliog-
raphy except for a few references given in the text, and
the absence of consistent use of metric (SI) units particu-
larly in Part 2. Despite the motivation on p. 206 that his-
toric measurements are usually unavailable in SI units,
and that UK readers may be unfamiliar with wind speeds
in km h−1 or m s−1, at least the corresponding SI val-
ues could have been added in parentheses. Eden’s book
deserves to have a broad readership outside the United
Kingdom, and these readers would rather appreciate SI
units. Yet, all these issues are only minor and could be
easily f xed in a later edition of the book.

In total, the book is both a very interesting documen-
tation of weather disasters in the United Kingdom and
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