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Bizarre Weather
Sunshine, rain, snow, thunder: if that’s all you know 

about weather, prepare for an eye-opening surprise! 

This is weather beyond your wildest imagination—

yet it’s all true: showers of worms from the sky, 

watermelon snow, gory storms, and other freakish 

and fun phenomena! These stories are anything 

but ordinary, and they will leave you stunned, 

horrified, amazed, and sometimes even amused at 

the incredible things nature can do. Gathered from 

historical records, present-day news reports, and 

research studies, and spanning the globe from the 

Sahara to the tundra to the USA, they reveal just 

how volatile and bizarre weather can be. 

Find out about supersized hailstones as big as 

bowling balls; fish raining from the sky; the never-

ending lightning that has become a UNESCO 

National Heritage Site; and fog so thick it killed 

hundreds of people in a single day. And if that 

isn’t strange enough for you, there are terrible 

typhoons and tsunamis, tornadoes that have carried 

people into the air, temperatures that soared over 

49 degrees in two minutes, and even cyclones 

that have raised ships buried for over a century. 
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Scientists can explain how and why some of these 

things happen—but other events remain a mystery. 

While you may start out a skeptic, you’ll end up a 

believer. So if bizarre weather hasn’t happened to 

you yet… just wait! 

About the Author

Since hiding under a bed during a hurricane in 

Florida as a child, JOANNE O’SUllivAN has been 

interested in weather extremes. From monsoons in 

East Asia to snow in South Africa, she’s experienced 

a range of the strange and surprising. Her science 

books have been commended by the National 

Association of Teachers. She now lives in temperate 

Western North Carolina, with her husband and two 

children, where the snow is soft and white and the 

hailstones rarely reach larger than marble size.

PRiNTED iN CHiNA

hAVE YOU EVER SEEN. . .
w Fish, frogs, and even rats raining from the sky?

w Giant snowflakes as big as saucers? 
What about “blood snow” and “bug snow?” 

w Purple blobs of “star jelly” appearing 
after a meteor shower?

w half a million hailstorms pouring on a city—
some as quickly as 200 miles an hour? 

w Vortexes of whirling dust, spinning and spinning—
some 1,000 feet tall?

See hoW StrAnGe nAture cAn be! 

howling Winds, 
Pouring rain,  
blazing heat, 
Freezing cold, 
hurricanes, 
earthquakes, 
tsunamis, 
tornadoes,  
and More of
nature’s Fury

joAnne o’SulliVAn
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introduction

on a clear day in april 2011, a group of kids met up to play soccer 
after school at Galashiels academy in Scotland. they had just 

started warming up when they heard strange thudding sounds. 
alerted by the unusual noise, their gym teacher looked around 
and noticed that there were worms writhing around on the ground 
near the students. then the kids started to cover their heads. the 
worms were falling from the sky—more and more of them with 
each passing second. the incident lasted just a few minutes, but 
when it was over, hundreds of worms had dropped to the play-
ing field and onto the tennis court, according to the teacher, who 
collected some of the worms as samples. the playing field wasn’t 
close to any buildings on campus, eliminating the possibility that 
the group had fallen victim to a prank. that left just one possibility: 
this soccer team had just experienced some bizarre weather. 

horses are carried aloft by tornadoes and set down unharmed. hail-
stones as big as elephants plummet to the earth. there are whirl-
ing columns of fire, clouds created by airplanes, and places where 
lightning rarely stops flashing. into the furthest reaches of recorded 
history, there are stories of strange and unbelievable weather, which 
was at the time chalked up to witchcraft, devilry, and the end of the 
world. (when the sky turned pitch black in the middle of the day, 
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surely the end was near!). Our ancestors had no way of knowing 
that those dark days were just the result of ash particles from raging 
forest fires or volcanoes mixed with a thick fog. 

as technology and forecasting have improved, scientists have been 
able to offer explanations for some of the most puzzling mysteries 
in weather history. On the other hand, there are phenomena that 
still can’t quite be explained. and technology can help us uncover 
even more baffling phenomena, such as high-atmosphere, colored 
lightning and cloud systems that rain in unison. 

there’s nothing like the weather to remind us all that we live in a 
world that’s not always predictable and rational. No matter how 
much we believe we have conquered nature, it will still have a lot 
of surprises in store for us. even in the twenty-first century, a dust 
storm can shut down a major port city, black rain can pour from 
the sky, and cities in warm climates can be buried in ice. and, yes, 
schoolchildren can be pelted with worms. 

Forget what you think you know about the weather. the stories in 
this book will shock, surprise, amuse, horrify, and puzzle you. Col-
lected from historic records, present-day news stories, and research 
studies, these accounts of bizarre weather capture the volatile and 
changeable nature of everyone’s favorite topic. while you may start 
out a skeptic, you’ll find that bizarre weather does happen, even 
if hasn’t happened to you—yet. Somewhere in the world, at this 
moment, the rain may be red, the wind vicious, and the temperatures 
unbearable. expect the unexpected, and keep your eyes peeled for 
airborne invertebrates. 
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Peculiar Precipitation

Most of us never experience anything more out of the ordinary 
than a particularly heavy downpour or perhaps a snowstorm 

big enough to send everyone out to the grocery store for bread 
and milk. while unexpected, these weather events don’t fall into 
the realm of the mysterious or truly bizarre. But when the rain 
starts changing colors or things fall from the sky that have no 
business being in the sky in the first place, it really gets our atten-
tion. Frogs—or even what appears to be blood—dropping from the 
clouds are the stuff of legend and biblical prophecy. Surely they’re 
portents of doom or maybe even the end of the world. after all, 
when the end comes, it seems we’re all expecting it to come from 
above. in reality, there’s usually a perfectly scientific explanation 
for these strange occurrences. and when there’s not, scientists 
will continue to search for one. 

Rainy Day Blues (and Reds, Blacks, and Yellows)

the color of raindrops isn’t always crystal clear. while there don’t 
seem to be any stories featuring rain in shades of gray, you’ll find 
that explanations about the causes and sources of colored rain can 
often be ambiguous. 
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ReD Rain

as early as roman times there have been reports of “blood rain.” this 
red-tinted rain has often been interpreted as an omen or sign of the 
gods’ displeasure. in fact, most recorded “blood rains” have been in 
europe and are the result of sand and dirt particles from the Sahara 
Desert being borne up into clouds and redistributed in raindrops. 

Charles Darwin wrote about a red rain that he experienced while 
at sea off the Cape Verde islands. Darwin estimated that the rain 
extended for an area of 1,600 miles and reached a distance of up to 
1,000 miles off the african coast. 

in 1827, there were reports of “blood rain” falling near the village 
of Buliavino, russia. Farmers reported that after the rainstorm, the 
fields of the village turned orange and then blackened as if covered 
by soot. Later, residents claimed that their vegetables had grown far 
beyond their normal size, and people of the village were healthier 
than ever before. Some who had saved the rain in jars started using 
it as an elixir for vitality or began selling it as such. 

in 1860 in Siena, italy, a red rain lasted for two hours, and then was 
followed by two more red rainfalls the same evening. Just a few days 
later, there was another red rain. when it started, observers said, 
the rain looked like watered-down red wine. By the time of the last 
shower, there was only a slight reddish tint to the rain. 

the best-known red rain of modern times was the red rain of Kerala, 
india, in 2001, which continued falling over the course of two months. 
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early reports blamed the rain on the explosion of a meteor. Later 
theories included dust, volcanic ash, and algae spores. environmen-
tal groups attributed it to acid rain, a type of precipitation tainted by 
pollution from industrial sources. Years after the event, a prominent 
scientist proposed that the cells found in the red rain’s particulate 
matter were extraterrestrial. Beside the e.t. rain rationale, no defini-
tive explanation has ever been offered. 

Yellow Rain

You’ve heard the expression “don’t eat yellow snow.” But you’ve 
probably never heard of yellow rain. there were reports of just such 
a thing in Kentucky in 1867 and in Germany in 1886. During those 
incidents, witnesses reported that the rain smelled like sulfur, and 
since that substance was associated with the Devil, those down-
pours were called “the Devil’s rain.” although most so-called “sulfur 
showers” are actually just the result of excessive pollen in the air 
(see page 12), there have been a few incidents of actual lumps of sul-
fur falling from the sky. in 1867, residents of thames Ditton, Surrey, 
england, reported seeing a rain of fire that lasted about ten minutes. 
the next morning they found thick deposits of sulfur in water pools 
outside. in 1873 in hungary, sulfur lumps fell in an area surrounding 
the site of a fallen meteorite. 

Not long after the disastrous earthquake and tsunami that took 
place in Japan in 2011, yellow rain fell in the Kanto Prefecture. Local 
residents were concerned that it might be connected to the nuclear 
reactor that had been compromised in the Sendai region. after all, 
yellow rain had fallen in Chernobyl, Ukraine, after the nuclear disaster 
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there. however, that country’s chief meteorological agency discov-
ered that the yellowy substance was just pollen. 

Pollen was also cited as the cause of the yellow rain that fell in the 
Bellarine Peninsula in Victoria, australia, in 2011. authorities warned 
residents that while their allergies might act up, there was no reason 
to be alarmed. 

Black Rain

it’s not uncommon for a volcanic eruption to cause what’s referred to 
as “black rain,” which occurs when ash particles get swept up into 
clouds and are redistributed during rain showers. that phenomenon 
also occurs when there’s been a forest fire in the area. in 1846 in 
worcester, england, there were reports of rain that blackened the 
clothing and skin of farmers who were working outdoors when it 
fell. those rains were attributed to particles from nearby coal mines. 
around the same time in england, actual lumps of coal were said to 
have rained from the sky. the assertion was also made in Kentucky 
in an area close to a coal mine. 

in modern times, black rain can also be caused by industrial pollution. 
Shenzhen, China, is known for its black rains. the rain leaves black 
residue on clothing, umbrellas, and cars. it’s so acidic, it’s even been 
known to eat through the petals of flowers, leaving holes in them. 
Local authorities traced the source of the black rain to the nearby 
Nanshan electricity Plant, which burns heavy oil to generate electric-
ity, and then releases the ash residue from the furnace into the air. 
Power plant officials say the black rain is unavoidable, and they try 
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to schedule the ash release at night so fewer people will be affected. 
For decades, the same region has experienced both black rains and 
black snows, with some of the incidents occurring 160 miles to the 
north and south. in 1994, the black rain in Chongqing was ink-black 
in color and highly corrosive, the result of sulfur mixed in the coal 
that was being burned.

“Cinder falls” have been relatively common since the industrial rev-
olution. in 1939, coal is said to have fallen in Springfield, Missouri. 
in 1983, in Dorset, england, lumps of coal fell during a heavy storm. 

GReen Rain

a rare green rain fell in india in 2002. Local people feared that it was 
the result of a chemical weapons attack, but after the chief pollution 
scientist in the area examined it, it was revealed to be bee feces, 
which were full of pollen from mangos and coconuts. wide-scale 
occurrences of this “green rain” could happen during the migration 
of asian honeybees. 

MuD Bath

Mud falling from the sky is not as unusual as you would think. an 
1879 mud shower in Nevada dropped mud so thick that it stopped 
a passenger train in its tracks. Muddy rain fell across an unusually 
large area of the U.S. (including Pennsylvania, New Jersey, New York, 
and illinois) in 1902. Mud rain isn’t that uncommon in texas, and it’s 
becoming something of a frequent occurrence in Beijing, where rain 
mixes with sandstorms coming from inner Mongolia. Mud rain has 
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also been reported in the Caucuses, the result of sandstorms blow-
ing in from the arabian Peninsula. 

Beyond cats and Dogs:  
Falling Fish, Frogs, Snails, and Rats 

the accounts of frogs, snails, fish, and even snakes falling from the 
sky during rainstorms are isolated and sometimes hard to believe. 
For centuries, people thought the tellers of these tales were any-
where from slightly dotty and daft to downright crazy. But as scien-
tific evidence has become more available (not to mention firsthand 
photo and video accounts), it’s clear that the clouds do open up and 
rain down a variety of creatures, both dead and alive. Some people 
accept this as a sign of divine abundance and either keep the animals 
or cook them for dinner. 

FiSh taleS

By far the most frequently cited type of cloud-bursting beast is the 
fish. a scientist at the american Museum of Natural history com-
piled seventy-eight reports of fish falls over the course of decades, 
but many have occurred since his research concluded in the 1950s. 
Fish falls have been reported all over the world, but typically tend to 
happen in areas close to rivers or the ocean. 

accounts of fish falls differ. But usually witnesses report first hearing 
a thud or thudding sounds before discovering that fish are falling 
from the sky or flopping on the ground around them. the most com-
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mon explanation for fish falls such as this is that the fish are trans-
ported into the clouds via a waterspout, which is a vortex that forms 
over water. (Some describe them as water tornadoes. See page 68.) 
Skeptics counter that this explanation doesn’t account for fish that 
fall to the ground dry, dead, or headless.

Fish fall from the sky so regularly during the months of May and July 
in the honduran region of Yoro that local people hold a festival to 
celebrate their arrival. it’s known as Festival de la Lluvia de Peces: the 
rain of Fish Festival. Because the fish falls—which started around 
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the 1970s—are said to provide people with hundreds of fish to take 
home and cook, the festival features a lot of grilled fish. while some 
speculate that the fish falls are due to waterspouts from the atlantic 
coast about eighty-seven miles away, others have suggested that 
the fish might come from freshwater rivers nearby and emerge from 
underground springs rather than fall from the sky. true believers 
attribute the fish falls to divine intervention, saying that the falls are 
miraculous. in the nineteenth century, the area was home to a priest 
who was devoted to alleviating poverty. the faithful today believe 
that prayers directed to him are responsible for the fish falls. as a 
result, he has been nominated for sainthood. 

One of the best-known incidents of a fish fall happened in Marksville, 
Louisiana, in 1947, when hundreds of fish rained down on the city, 
landing on pedestrians as they went to work. a wildlife biologist 
who happened to be in the area on assignment for the Department 
of Fish and wildlife recalls that he was eating breakfast in a local 
diner when the waitress told him that fish were falling from the sky. 
he immediately went out to collect specimens. he found they were 
“freshwater fish from local waters,” including the large-mouth bass, 
two species of sunfish, minnows, and hickory shad, ranging in size 
from two to nine inches. the biologist reported that fish had fallen 
at a rate of one per square yard along the town’s main street, evenly 
covering the area. what’s more, the fish were “perfectly fresh and 
suitable for human consumption,” giving the residents a one-day 
rest from fishing for their supper. Speculation about the occurrence 
immediately turned to waterspouts since the town is not far from 
the Mississippi river. however, no waterspouts had been reported 
in the area. 
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