One Hundred
Years of
Weather Watching
For more than a century, nothing has stopped a family
of faithful weather watchers from recording wind,
rain, snow, and temperatures on their Minnesota farm
Jim Zandlo

A

March wind blew across
his farm as Daniel Akin finished
recording his first weather observations for the U.S. Weather Bureau
(now the National Weather Service)
in 1888. Through the next 100 years,
he and his descendants would make
t h o u s a n d s of o b s e r v a t i o n s and
recordings from their family homestead in Farmington, Minn. That one
family has observed continuously for
so long at a single site makes their
record unique throughout the U.S.
The Akin family itself has a long
history in America. They can be found
in Rhode Island as early as 1662. A
seventh-generation American, Daniel Fort Akin was born west of the
Hudson River in New York.
Daniel finished a degree in civil
engineering from Yale University
before heading west to Minnesota.
About 1852, he homesteaded 260
acres in the gently rolling countryside near Farmington, about 25 miles
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south of the Twin Cities. There he
built a limestone house with rock
quarried on the farm. The house still
stands, covered with Virginia creeper brought by Daniel's wife as cuttings in her suitcase.
When the Signal Corps of the Army,
which ran the weather bureau until
1891, called for volunteer observers
in 1888, Daniel was one of the first
Minnesotans to offer his services. His
assignment was to observe, measure,
and record the weather at his farm.
He mailed monthly reports to the
weather bureau. (Today, observers still
send their reports by mail.)
Perhaps it is not surprising that,
with an education as an engineer,
Daniel would want to measure the
weather precisely. His interest is
reflected in his diligent recordkeeping of t e m p e r a t u r e , precipitation,
wind speed and direction, significant
weather events, and observations of
wildlife events.
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H i g h s and L o w s . A r m y a n d
Weather Bureau records mention
Daniel Akin as a frequent visitor to
the Minneapolis weather office. By
April 1888, his observations were
b e i n g p u b l i s h e d in the Monthly
Weather Review. One of the highest
temperatures in Minnesota for April
1888 was 80 F observed at Farmington on April 26.
The snow depth in Farmington at
the end of March has never been
greater than the 22 inches recorded
in Daniel's first official observation in
1888.

C o n s t a n c y of o b s e r v i n g t e c h niques, equipment, and site factors is
perhaps the most important aspect of
the Farmington series of observations. Each observer passed techniques on to the next observer, usually
the head of the Akin family. In 1911,
Elmin D. Akin, Daniel's son, took over
the title of observer. In 1919, this
charge passed to his son Jerome who
officially observed until 1985.
D u r i n g J e r o m e ' s 66 y e a r s of
observing, his daughter Kathryn made
many of the thousands of observations logged by Jerome. It was Kathryn who logged observations when the
elder Akin was not feeling well, or
when, in the last years of his tenure,
he wintered in a warmer climate.
Jim Z a n d l o is state climatologist, D N R
Division of Waters, St. Paul. H e was feat u r e d in a n i n t e r v i e w ,
How's the
W e a t h e r ? A Report from t h e State Climatologist, in t h e S e p t e m b e r - O c t o b e r
1987 Volunteer.
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Daniel Akin's
April 1888 Observations
"April first Blackbirds came, on the Second Feebe birds and Meadow-Larks were
Seen, on the third Martins came, this is the
earliest for them for a number of years.
Slight rain and hail, about 8:30 AM inappreciable amount of water.
"On the fourth King-Fishers and Robins
Came. Rain and Hail commenced half past
three PM lasting about one hour, making
half an inch of water accompanied by a
strong wind 30 miles per hour from the
South East, which lasted till after night,
more rain and hail falling at half past Seven
PM lasting about one quarter of an hour.
"Sixth, at Eight PM a very brilliant meteor
Started about 15 above the horizon in the
N.W. and passed toward the Earth at a
small angle toward the S.W. Ninth Rain V*
inch.
"Twelfth. Bright Northern lights about 15
above the Horizon with changes & flashes
24th 25th and 26th Strong South wind from
15 to 20 miles per hour 26th 27th 28th Rain
almost continuously 29th Rain & Snow 30
— in the morning there was about two
inches of Snow, all melted before night."

When Jerome died, official observer
status passed briefly to Kathryn.
Today, Jerome Stoffel, Jerome's sonin-law, continues to observe.
The period of observations by Jerome Akin is remarkable in its own
right. During those 66 years, some of
the most extreme aspects of Minnesota's climate emerged. During the
1930s, drought plagued the state.
Farmington's lowest and highest
temperatures occurred during that
period: minus 40 F on Feb. 17, 1936,
and 110 F on July 14, 1936.
During the winter of 1930-31,
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Jerome never recorded a snow depth
greater than 3 inches. At the end of
F e b r u a r y 1929, however, he had
recorded 34 inches of snow — the
greatest depth of snow on the ground
for any winter in Farmington. Jerome also observed most of the recent
wet period of 1977-1986, one of the
wettest 10-year periods recorded in
Minnesota.
Reliable M e a s u r e s . Stability in
equipment for measuring came within
a few years of the first recordkeeping
in 1888. Daniel Akin's first precipitation observations were done with
the simplest equipment — the common tin can. In April 1892, that device
was replaced by the 8-inch rain gauge,
which is still standard issue to National
Weather Service cooperative
observers.
April 1892 also marked the beginning of readings from Taylor minimum-maximum
recording
thermometers. Daniel continued to
record temperatures at 7 a. m., 2 p.m.,
and 9 p.m. from his original nonrecording t h e r m o m e t e r until
December 1900. (After that, the new
observing form no longer had a space
for those numbers.) The early minimum-maximum devices were essentially the same as those used today.
Top: At home, Jerome Akin recorded
weather observations for more years
than any other observer. Middle:
Checking thermometers in the temperature shelter. Bottom: In 1976, new
continuously recording temperature and
humidity instruments were installed.
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In 1976, consulting meteorologist
Bruce Watson installed continuously
recording temperature and humidity
devices in the temperature shelter at
the Akin observation site. Bruce and
observer Jerome Stoffel jointly operate that device. The continuously
recorded information provides addit i o n a l " w i t h i n d a y ' ' variation of
weather parameters that can be compared with traditional "once-a-day"
measurements.
An unchanging rural landscape
around the farm has helped make the
Farmington record an exceptionally
stable one. Until recently, the effects
of urbanization in the Twin Cities
metro area have left Farmington relatively unscathed. The heat island
effect of the metro area, for instance,
is essentially undetected there.
Another reason for the record's stability is that, for nearly 100 years,
observations were taken at the same
location: the Akin homestead, about
2Vz miles northwest of Farmington.
Recently, the station was moved about
two-tenths of a mile to the home of
Jerome Stoffel.
Today, encroachment of the city
threatens the stability of the observation site. Bulldozers are rearranging local farmland for development.
As Jerome Stoffel puts it, "Old Jerry
Akin never would have approved.'
Devoted Observers. Today, about
180 volunteer observer stations collect temperature and precipitation
data for the National Weather Service in Minnesota. In 1888, only about

two dozen stations reported to the
Monthly Weather Review.
Many volunteer weather observation stations that operate today started
in the last century. Sixty-four currently active stations have data from
before the turn of the century. The
following observers worked at their
stations for at least 40 years.
Jerome Akin
Farmington
G.W. Richards
Maple Plain
Torfinn Opjorden Milan
D.A. Robertson
Hallock
Raymond O. Hull Dawson
Hans Peterson
Mora
Harold Swenson New London
Dr. PA. Walling Park Rapids
J. Deschneau
Reads Landing
Leo McHugh
Beaver
P. Narverson
Spring Grove
A.L. Henle
New Ulm
NoraT. Lofstuen Winnebago
L.W. Lieske
Vesta
R.E. Hodgson
Waseca
W.C. Rowell
Zumbrota
Darold Snortum
Canby
In addition to the Akin-Stoffel family, some Minnesota stations have had
a single family observing for many
years. The Opjorden family, Milan,
has observed since 1895. Three other
examples of family observations span
more than 60 vears: G.W. Richards
family, Maple Plain, 1892-1955; the
Puffer family, Bird Island, 1892-1959;
and the Back family, Red Wing, 19071970.
For information on volunteering to
observe weather, contact the Soil and
Water Conservation District office in
your area. •

Top: Jerome Stoffel, current Akin-Stoffel family observer, checks
standard National Weather Service rain gauge. Bottom: Temperature
shelter recently was moved from Akin farm to nearby Stoffel home.
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