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R o s e e Wo o d l a n d c e l e b r a t e s t h e w o n d e r o f t h e r a i n . G o f o r a w a l k i n
w a t e r p r o o f s , g e t s o a k e d t o t h e s k i n o r g o s w i m m i n g – t h e r e ’s n o t h i n g
like being out in a downpour to make you feel thrillingly alive!
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If I think back a few months, my garden in the south west of
England was gasping. It was a dry summer and the grass in the
park was the colour of a lion’s mane. Papery leaves crackled on
the young apple tree outside my house. We needed rain.
I have forgotten how to spell the word petrichor countless
times, but I can never forget the moment it describes – the first
scent of the earth after the rain. It is the smell of dust instantly
lifting, of air clearing, of the smog which envelopes my home
city being blissfully banished. I longed for it in the summer.
Despite the UK’s tendency for the heavens to open when it’s
least needed (Wimbledon, the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee, my
daughter’s school sports day), I think we should celebrate the
rain. After all, we live in a (mostly) green and pleasant land, and
it is the rain that keeps it that way.
As a child I was taught to care deeply about the rain by my
mother, a gardener by profession, who watched the nightly
weather forecast with a vibrating intensity. Not enough rain
was bad, a lesson learnt as a teenager when I was tasked with
watering our tiny, but jungle-like garden during a hosepipe ban.
I managed two nights (18 full watering cans per night) before
giving in and illicitly using the hose.
Too much rain was also bad, because mum couldn’t work if it
was pouring. Poor old Michael Fish couldn’t win!
A wet day would throw oily rainbows into puddles of fuel
dripped from the bellies of battered cars on our road. Holidays
with my family were often spent huddled in a tent, while water
dripped through aged canvas seams, and my relentlessly
optimistic mother insisted it would be “good for the garden”.
I clearly remember the drama of a flash flood as we drove
across a bridge in Mississippi in a battered estate under an
apocalyptic sky, wondering if we would make it to the other
side. I remember cycling through a tiny French village in a
storm, clothes plastered to my skin, laughing with my brothers,
while the old ladies in black tutted at our carefree procession
through the thunder.
The late, great, nature writer Roger Deakin opened his
seminal wild swimming diary Waterlog (Vintage, 2000) by
recounting a stormy swim in the moat which looped around his
tumbledown Suffolk cottage.
“Each raindrop exploded in a momentary, bouncing fountain
that turned into a bubble and burst. The best moments were
when the storm intensified, drowning birdsong, and a haze rose
off the water, as though the moat itself were rising to meet the
lowering sky.

E X P LO R E
RAINY WALK IN THE WOODS
Wait for a downpour and head for the trees.
Pack wellies and a mac, and a carefree attitude –
the trees will offer some protection, but you are
going to get wet. Try to walk quietly and just look
around. Take your time. What can you see? The light
on leaves is particularly beautiful in the rain, which
brings out a depth of colour and texture otherwise
bleached out by sunlight.
You may spot birds on the forest floor, where
worms are coming to the surface, pushed upwards
by the saturated soil, or look out for mushrooms
blooming on dead wood (it’s best not to pick them
unless you’re an expert!) The air will smell richer,
and the moss will glow bright as it is renewed by the
moisture. Soak it all in, then go home and dry off.
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GARDEN SAFARI
Can’t get out of town? Try a rainy safari in your
garden or local park. This is a great one if you’re
with kids on a wet day. Put a notebook and pencil in
a plastic sandwich bag to keep them dry, and grab a
magnifying glass and an umbrella. Wear waterproof
layers as you’re going to be on the ground. You can
bring a tarpaulin if you’re worried about getting too
wet. Find a spot and lie down (on your tarpaulin if
you brought it).
Watch the wildlife. Under the shelter of the
umbrella you can use your notebook to sketch what
you see and your magnifying glass to get a closer
look. Snail’s faces are my absolute favourite!
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Discover how much rain is
really falling when there’s
a shower outside. Why not
compare the levels of a
heavy shower to a light one?

MAKE

A

RAIN

GAUG E

Find out how much rain falls where you live by making a rain measure
using stones, a plastic bottle and wooden spoon. You could record
measurements at the same time each day to build a weather diary.
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This is a great project
for those ‘special’
stones you collect when
you visit a beach,
currently collecting
dust in the bathroom.
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2
Cut the top off a large
plastic bottle with a
sloping neck, a quarter of
the way down. Place stones
in it to weigh it down.

3
Turn the top of the
bottle upside down and
push it down into the main
section. You now have a
spout for the rain.

4
Mark the handle of
a wooden spoon every
5mm, using a ruler as a
guide. Make sure you use
a waterproof pen!

5
Put the spoon into the
spout. Place your gauge
in the garden and check
it every time it rains to
learn about your micro
climate. Empty the bottle
after each recording.
A sheltered garden will
see less rain than one
exposed to the elements.

“Then the rain eased and the reflected heavens were full of
tiny dancers: water sprites springing up on tiptoe like bright
pins over the surface.”
I would have loved an actual moat to swim in, but second best
were rainy rides to the local quarry lake on my bike after school,
spray flying from the mudguards.
As a new mum many years later I quickly realised my
daughter had inherited my love of the rain. When the heavens
opened we would pull on our wellies and go out to jump in
as many puddles as we could find. Stepping out of the front
door with the intention of getting completely drenched was an
adventure she never tired of. Even now, she insists on leaving
her hood down to give her hair ‘a shower’ on a rainy walk!
On average, the UK is actually not a particularly wet country.
Some areas like north-west Scotland, Wales and the south
west, have very heavy rainfall, as much as four metres a year,
but parts of Suffolk and Essex get less rain than Jerusalem.
However, our unpredictable, ever-changing weather means that
a soaking is often only an hour or two away.
When it rains now I celebrate. Maybe not on the tenth
day in a row. But on that first day after a dry spell, when the
commuters are huddled at the bus stop, cursing the fastforming puddles, I put my face up to the sky and let it wash
away the grime of the modern world.
In that moment it is just me and the rain. It feels good to
reconnect with the gentle forces of the planet. As 19th-century
environmentalist John Muir put it: “When one tugs at a single
thing in nature, he finds it attached to the rest of the world.”
If we hide from the rain, run from the car to the front door to
avoid getting wet, are we living life, or merely fast-forwarding
to the next point when everything is nice and convenient?
Contrasts highlight the simple pleasures of life. To be soaked
through to the skin, then strip off every single piece of clothing
and dive into a hot bath is an utter joy, only won by giving into
nature and leaving your brolly at home.
Whether you live in town or country, rain throws a new
light on familiar places. The dramatic torrent pouring from
an otherwise unnoticed gutter. The reflected neon of a busy
shopping centre, casting a romantic, fairylight glow.
As a slightly obsessive swimmer, the delight I find in
swimming in the rain is something I hold close. While wild
swimming raises no eyebrows, swimming in the rain is still seen
as madness. But why not plunge in if you’re getting wet anyway?
On a recent trip to a cove in Devon, my daughter and I pulled
on our wetsuits and inched into the cool water, while a steady
drizzle enveloped the surrounding cliffs. The haze merged the
sky and sea into one, narrowing the gap between swimming and
flying, and we were free and wild and happy.
When we got too chilly to stay in any longer, we peeled off
our neoprene and combed the beach for sea glass. The rain
made the smooth translucent pebbles flash with reflections and
suddenly, where all had seemed sand, there was not-so-hidden
treasure. We came home with a handful of burnished jewels.
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