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“The Flight of Thunderbolts’

This was the title of a book written just a few years ago by Sir
Basil Schonland.* It tells of the thunderbolts, a phenomenon
which is as much a part of our cosmic world today as it was
when our forebears saw it as a weapon of their Gods.

Ignorance of the scientific foundation of lightning did for a
period, it seems, enhance one’s chances of death. Schonland
describes how in carly times in Europe, man, aware that light-
ning was an act of God, sought to protect himself by prayer. It
was usual to supplement prayer by the violent ringing of church
bells and, accordingly, bell ringing became a practice during
thunderstorms. Lightning has such an affinity for church steeples
that this custom resulted in tragedy. Schonland quotes a book
published in Munich in 1784 giving the data that in 33 years,
103 bell-ringers had been killed in this way. This was, of course,
before the implementation of the remedy which Benjamin
Franklin had found for protecting buildings from the effects of
lightning. He discovered that lightning was merely a flash of
electricity which could be diverted harmlessly to ground by the
use of a lightning conductor.

Lack of true knowledge of the physical world can be a
source of unnecessary hardship to mankind. It is interesting to
quote from Schonland thus:

Between 1926 and 1930 three accusations against witch-doctors
concerning crimes . . . which involved the control of lightning as a
guided missile, were brought before the native courts of the Kgatta
tribe in the Bechuanaland Protectorate. One was a charge of actual
murder by lightning; the accused pleaded guilty and admitted that he
had successfully directed a lightning flash to kill another man. The
other two cases were charges of malicious damage to property, both

* The Flight of Thunderbolts, Clarendon Press, 1964, p. 4.
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of the accused having set huts alight by directed lightning. All were
found guilty and punished; the confessed lightning murderer (to
make the punishment fit the crime) was, by order of the presiding
chief, severely branded in the mouth with a piece of burning wood.

We can discount this as ignorance or lack of civilization, but
surely ignorance is relative and we too will be judged ignorant
by future generations. Our modern knowledge of these destruc-
tive phenomena of Nature is not as great as many may believe.
The subject of thunderballs, an apparent by-product of thunder-
bolts, has been under scrutiny in the journal Nature* in 1970:
In some parts of the world, earthquakes are often accompanied by
ball lightning, stroke lightning and sheet lightning. The only causal
connection that seems possible is that seismic strains of the carth-

quakes cause an electric field in the air, which in turn produces ball
lightning and stroke and sheet lightning.

It would seem that we do not yet understand the processes
by which the electric origins of lightning are explained. Light-
ning is electricity, but how is lightning generated? There are
conventional explanations, but it scems that they are inadequate
to explain what happens in earthquake conditions. More will
be said about this later, but here we are confronted with the
problem of ball lightning, and this may not simply be dismissed
as electricity.

We have several reports of ball lightning floating for several seconds
down the aisles of metallic passenger aircraft, as well as into homes.

This is quoted from a paper by Altschuler and his colleagues,
writing from the High Altitude Observatory, National Center
for Atmospheric Research, Boulder in USA.* The authors also
mentioned observations of lightning balls which glow red, one
which measured about 60 cm in diameter. moved into the ground
and dug a trench, and another which moved into the water in a
rain barrel and dispersed itself heating the water. Analysis of
data showed that the balls have a very large energy density which
defies explanation. Their energy is released non-explosively.
They can move into objects carrying their energy into the core
of the substance. They appear able to float without inducing

convection effects, as if buoyantly supported in space. They are
* Natare, Vol. 228, p. 759, 1970. + Nature, Vol. 228, p. 545, 1970.
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