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p HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

Lightning has caused injuries to humans since man evolved on
Earth. Lightning played a major part in nearly every ancient
religion and culture and continues to engender stories, percep-
tions, and myths in modern cultures.” "™

Priests, the earliest astronomers and meteorologists, became
proficient at weather prediction, interpreting changes in weather
as omens of good or bad fortune, sometimes to the advantage
of their political mentors. Greek artists incorporated lighming
symbols representing Zeus’s tool of warning or favor. Romans
killed by lightning were considered disfavored and were denied
burial rituals. Many Roman emperors wore laurel wreaths or
sealskin to ward off lightning strikes. Thursday is named for
Thor, the Norse god of thunder. Chinese mythology had a
goddess of lightning in the “Ministry of Thunderstorms.” Light-
ning played a role in Buddhist symbolism.

Although lightning is most frequently rendered as fire, it also
has been represented in French and Asian histories as stone axes
hurled from the heavens. Africans and some Native American
tribes picture lightning as a Thunderbird. The Navajos credit
the creation of the Grand Canyon to lightning.* Native Aus-
tralian stories incorporate lightning symbols, where the light-
ning spirit is depicted as having axes atrached to his joints,
beating together to make thunder.

People in both developed and third world countries often
regard lightning and thunder with a great deal of fear as mys-
terious, uncontrollable, and unmanageable. In the 1990s and
early 2000s, there was a series of lightning injuries ar soccer
games in Africa. In one incident, where only members of one
team were injured, it was ascribed to witcheraft on the part of
the other team. Even in “civilized” Western societies, lightning
can take on mystical significance. When lightning struck an
English cathedral just before enthronement of a controversial
bishop in the late 20th century, some regarded it as an omen.

P MYTHS, SUPERSTITIONS,
AND MISCONCEPTIONS®®

The Roman author Pliny noted that 2 man who heard thunder
was safe from the lightning stroke. This implies that the person
who hears the thunder is far enough away from the lighting
strike to survive it, although we now know they may stll
become injured. Persons so close that they cannot hear the
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thunder are much more likely o be injured. Persons who receive
ground current are more likely to report both seeing the flash
and hearing the stroke, indicaring that the main stroke was
some distance away.

Many myths about lightning, including the notion that light-
ning strikes are invariably faral, persist (Box 3-1). According to
an American study of cases reported in the lightning literature
since 1900, lightning strike carries a mortality rate of 30% and
morbidity rate of 70%." A slightly different statistical inter-
pretation of the same data yielded a mortality figure of 20%.>
Because literature reports are usually biased roward the severe
or interesting cases, case reviews tend to overestimate mortal-
ity rate. In reality, mortality rate may be as low as 5% to 10%.*

Most people suspect that the major cause of death is from
burns. However, the only cause of immediate death is from
cardiac arrest.”> Persons who are stunned or lose consciousness
withour cardiopulmonary arrest are highly unlikely to die,
although they may stll have serious, especially long-term,
sequelae. "> Delayed causes of death include suicide induced
by the life changes from disability wrought by lightning.*>*

Most people know to seek shelter when storm clouds roll
overhead. Few realize that one of the most dangerous times for
2 faral strike is before the storm.™ Lightning may travel nearly
horizontally as far as 10 miles or more in front of the thunder-
storm and seem to occur “out of a clear blue sky,” or at least
when the day is stll sunny where the person is located. The
faster the storm is rraveling and the more violent it is, the more
likely a faral strike will occur. Another time underestimated for
the porential danger of lightning is the end of a thunderstorm,
which has been shown to be as dangerous as the start of the
storm.

The =30-30 rule” is now recommended for lightning safety.*
If vou see lightning and count fewer than 30 seconds before you
hear the thunder, vou are already in danger and should be
seeking shelter. Activities should not be resumed for at least 30
minutes after the last lighming is seen and the last thunder
heard.*** To calculate your distance from lightning, take the
number of seconds berween the “flash™ and the “bang” (flash-
to-bang method) and divide by 5 to find the number of miles.'®

The problem with the flash-to-bang method is that it is some-
times difficult to match the correct thunder to the correct light-
ning flash in an active storm. In addition, many people forget
to divide by 3 and so overestimate the miles (and their safety
factor) by a factor of five. Therefore, it is best to count to 30
seconds as a reasonable precaution and not worry about the
distance involved or, better vet, seek shelter at the first sound































































































































