
Was it too dry? Was it too wet? 

A review of the 2020 rainfall record for Hilton 

 

Many villagers woke up on Christmas Eve to a bright sunny day, but on 

looking out of the window they discovered that roads had become rivers 

and the fields were quickly filling with water. Throughout the morning 

they put on their boots and waded around the village, noting that the 

Graveley Way was impassable, the fords in Church End had 

amalgamated into a fast-flowing river, the water had covered some of 

the bridges during the night, and ditches were overflowing.  

 

‘How much rain fell last night’ was the question everyone was asking. 

Rainfall between 9am on Wednesday 23rd and 9am on Thursday 24th 

(classed as rainfall for the 23rd December) was 40.1mms. Was that a 



record? No, it was not a daily record for Hilton. That honour still rests 

with 72.8mms on 22nd June 2013, while the previous ‘all time high’ was 

50.8 mms on 6th August 2009. 

As a rainfall recorder for the Meteorological Office and Environment 

Agency I have been measuring daily rainfall in Hilton for 45 years, and it 

is interesting to review the record, which, as with all British weather, can 

best be described as very variable, and last year was no exception. The 

total rainfall for the year was 644.9mm, so it was a wetter than average 

year, as the graph below shows.  

  

 

However the total annual figure hides variations in rainfall which occur 

during the year. The first two months of 2020 received average or above 

average rainfall, but March was very dry with 16.1mms, April showers 

produced only 29mms, and May was the driest month of the year with a 

mere 3.7mms. With above average temperatures it was hardly surprising 

that our gardens were gasping for more water during the main growing 

period. June and July were months of average rainfall, but there were 

heavy downpours on two days at the beginning of July. Mid and late 

August suffered from heavy rain, but September had a spell from the 4th 

to the 21st without any rain. In contrast October was a very wet month 

and had only 4 days without rain. With lower temperatures the water 

tables were replenished, and although in May many people had feared a 

dry year overall, they were glad to note that the soil moisture was 
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recovering. November rainfall was similar in amount to that of 

September, but daily figures were not high and it was a month of 

frequent showers. However December was a very wet month, with a 

monthly total of 111.9mms and only 4 days without rain. The ground was 

soaked, and when heavy rain fell throughout the day and night on the 

23rd, ditches and streams filled rapidly, and fields overflowed with water 

which could not sink into the saturated soil. Hilton was flooded! 

 

But, of course, we are lucky to be living in Hilton which, as the name 

suggests, is on slightly higher land, and the water quickly flowed away. 

Within 24 hours the water levels had dropped dramatically. How much 

better to be situated on the upper reaches of relatively small streams 

than to receive the waters in vast quantities lower down the river 

courses! So after a relatively dry spell in the early summer, the long-

awaited rain created saturated ground and flooding on Christmas Eve. 

This was a very different situation from the record breaking 72.8mms we 

had in the summer of 2013. June had been very dry and July 

experienced a three week drought and heatwave with temperatures in 

the low 90’s Fahrenheit. Thunderstorms caused intense localised rain 

and hail, the equivalent of 6 weeks of rainfall fell on Hilton within one 

day. The streams overflowed and water flowed down Church End and 

across Graveley Way.  

But if we return again to the meagre amount of rainfall in May 2020. Was 

that a record for the smallest quantity of rain in the month of May during 

my 45 years of recording? Not quite. In May 1990 the monthly total was 



3.6mms, just 0.1mm less. The average rainfall in Hilton for May readings 

is 45mms so the quantities of rain which fell in May 2020 and thirty years 

earlier in May 1990 were pitifully small and those months were 

exceptionally dry.  

In conclusion it seems that for 2020, May was an exceptionally dry 

month (only just off the driest on record), but while December was wet, it 

was not a record-breaker! 

   

Gillian Sheail 


