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The World of Weather Folklore

Weather is something that humans have always
strived to understand, predict, and even control. Be-
fore they understood how to use science to study the
world, people invented gods and spirits and stories
to explain the rhythms and events of nature. Let
us respectfully remember some of these stories and
realize how far science has taken us in truly appreci-
ating our world.

You can find the approximate location of the
country or continent where each story originated
using the coordinates in parentheses, which refer to
the world map on Panel 5.

Lightning Folklore

Africa (M-P, 4-7)—People hit by lightning
were thought by many ancient Africans to have
incurred the anger of the gods. Lightning bolts were
considered bolts of justice.

Nigeria (N, 5)—The Yorubas are said to
have believed that lightning was a storm spirit who
carried powerful magic. That spirit scolded them
with fiery bolts of light shot from his mouth. He was
believed to punish people for their wrongdoings by
destroying things on the ground or by hitting some-
one with his bolts of light.

England (M, 2)—St. Elmo was the patron
saint of sailors. English sailors in the nineteenth
century called the apparent lightning they saw in the
rigging of the ship “the body of the saint.” It was
considered a good omen by mariners.

Sweden (0, 2)—Lightning, as well as thunder,
was part of the legend of Thor, the god of thunder
in long-ago Sweden. Children were told that light-
ning is only sparks from Thor’s hammer as they fly
through the air, and the thunder was Thor riding his
chariot across the sky.

Multiple cloud-to-ground and cloud-to-cloud lightning
strokes during a thunderstorm. Photo by C. Clark.
Credit: NOAA Photo Library, NOAA Central Library;
OAR/ERL/National Severe Storms Laboratory

Lightning Science

Lightning bolts between cloud and ground
(“bolts of justice™ in African lore) start with elec-
trons (negatively charged particles) zig-zagging
downward from the cloud, drawing a streamer of
positively charged ions up from the ground. When
they meet, an intense wave of positive charge trav-
els upward at about 96,000 kilometers (about 60,000
miles) per second! This process may repeat several
times in less than half a second, making the light-
ning seem to flicker. Lightning also produces more
ozone in the atmosphere and provides the “fresh
and clean” smell sometimes noticed after a thunder-
storm.

Some unusual forms of lightning are bead
lightning, ball lightning, and St. Elmo’s Fire. Bead
lightning is composed of a string of luminous balls
similar to a chain of beads. Ball lightning is a rare
form that measures from one-half inch to six feet
in diameter and is white, red, yellow, or blue. St.

Elmo’s Fire, named for the patron saint of sailors, is
a static glow or visible electrical discharge from a
pointed object, like the mast of a ship or the wing of
an airplane during an electrical storm.

Thunder Folklore

Kenya (P, 5)—The god of thunder, Mkunga
Mburu, is believed by some to travel the heavens on
a huge black bull with a spear in each hand, ready to
hurl them at the clouds to make the loud noises.

Europe (M-P, 2-3)—In medieval times,
many people believed that thunderstorms were evil
spirits. Church bells were rung so the sound would
chase away the evil thunder. Often people used a
variety of rituals to save themselves during thunder-
storms. They would hide scissors, cover every mir-
ror, lie down on feather beds, and stay away from
wet dogs and horses.

Thunder Science

Thunderstorms start in cumulonimbus clouds,
called thunderheads. Warm, humid air rises from
the ground. As it cools in the atmosphere, it con-
denses into water droplets, forming a cloud. When
the droplets or ice crystals (if cold enough) grow big
enough, they fall, dragging down the air, forming
downdrafts. Updrafts and downdrafts in the cloud
make for a very violent storm, spawning lightning.
The noise of thunder is caused by cooling, con-
tracting air masses slamming together after being
instantly heated to searing temperatures along a
lightning stroke.

Rain Folklore

India (S, 4)—In ancient India, it was said that
a dragon stood guard over the clouds to hoard the
rain and prevent it from falling to Earth, causing dry
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