Boscastle! 

How did it happen?

Studies of extreme rainfall patterns have concluded that freak floods are more likely to occur

in June, July and August than at any other month of the year.They follow a course of events

categorised as Convective. This is when atmospheric conditions, such as a warm ground

surface, typically found during summer, lead to the uplift of air masses which subsequently

cool, producing cloud and rainfall formations.

At midday, on the 16th August 2004, heavy, thundery showers had developed across the

South West, these were the remnants of Hurricane Alex which had crossed the Atlantic.

Bands of showers aligned themselves with winds that had converged along the coastal high

ground around Boscastle, creating Cumulonimbus clouds 12192m (40,000ft) high and kept

them stationary for many hours.This, along with the topography of the area, was the key to

the catastrophe.

It has been estimated that the Boscastle valley’s catchment area exceeds 23sq kms (9sq miles),

spanning inland to Bodmin Moor where many small rivers spring.The steep sided valleys that

converge down to the sea, known in the trade as “flashy catchments”, act as huge funnels and

can produce true flash floods after a sudden cloudburst or prolonged heavy rainfall.During the

afternoon of the 16th,an incredible amount of rainwater fell,conservatively estimated to have

been over 1,422 million litres (310 million gallons) of rain in just 2 hours, that’s over 197,500

litres (43,000 gallons) falling per second.At its peak, nearly 25mm had been recorded in a 15

minute time span, that’s over 632,000 litres (139,000 gallons) falling per second, the equivalent of 100 tonnes or 21 petrol tanker loads flowing through Boscastle every second!

The Aftermath 
Around 1000 residents and visitors are believed to have been affected in this devastating

event.They witnessed the largest peacetime rescue in the history of mainland Britain.

• Miraculously, there were no fatalities, with only 1 reported casualty - a broken thumb.

• 7 helicopters airlifted 100 people (including 6 firefighters) to safety.

• 29 out of the 31 Cornwall County Fire Brigade stations were involved in the incident.They

remained at Boscastle for 7 days, assisting in the clean-up operation.

• 58 properties were flooded, 4 of which were demolished,The Visitor Centre, Clovelly

Clothing,Things and the Harbour Light.

• A further 40 properties were flooded in Canworthy Water, Bude, Helebridge and

Crackington Haven with severe flooding at Otterham,Week St Mary, Marshgate,

Millook and Camelford.

• 4 footbridges along the Valency Valley were washed away.

• 84 wrecked cars were recovered from Boscastle’s harbour and streets, 32 could still be out

at sea.

• The significant infrastructure damage to buildings and services, could cost North

Cornwall District Council up to £2 million.

• A National Appeal was set up and administered by local trustees, with help from North

Cornwall District Council. Over £200,000 of donations had been received by November

2004; £100,000 of which has already been distributed.
For more information look up the Boscastle information sheet found on my web site 

http://info.thinkgeography.org.uk/Boscastle.html 

