Rain-on-Snow

Andrea Rossman

The poodwaters hit the Carson Valley yrst, and by March 20™, 1907, the
torrent of water had made an uninvited appearance in the Lahontan Valley.

During the weeks prior to the pood, Lahontan Valley had experienced a
reprieve from the cold days of February. Early spring of 1907 was unseasonably
warm, and locals relished the days of summer-like temperatures. They participated
in outdoor activities such as lawn tennis and gardening, which seemed to only further
enhance the lazy sun-kissed afternoons as reported by a neighborly news feature in
the February 23 issue of the Churchill County Standard:

The Churchill County weather for three weeks past is calcu-
lated to make all other climates under the sun pale in comparison.
Sunny Italy, balmy southern California, and the never changing
skies of tropical Mexico sink in signiycance when compared with
the glorious sunshine enjoyed in Churchill County. To live for a brief
time in this section is to live your existence here, because its equal
cannot be found.

All this would soon change.

By mid-March a low pressure system stalled over the Sierras. On March
16™, 1907, precipitation fell in the form of snow and accumulated at the higher el-
evations. As the temperatures warmed, the falling snow turned to rain. Like warm
water spilling over an ice cube, the rain fell over the melting snowpack. This set-up
caused a worst case scenario, as one of the precursors to pooding in this region is
a rain-on-snow, or a wet mantle, event.

Soon a deluge of water cascaded down the mountain slopes into the streams,
rivers, and neighboring tributaries below. Under normal circumstances, meteorolo-
gists in 1907 knew, that the months most susceptible to pooding were November,
December, and January. This is the time when the snowpack in the mountains is at
its greatest depth, and winter storms can stack up one right after another. Therefore,
the rain-on-snow event that had occurred in early spring of that year was quite
unusual.
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