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By Charles Fitzhugh TaLman, 
Authority on Meteorology. 

-I-- THE ‘ 9 X R I T Y ”  I- OF IGNIS FATUUS 
r 

The Oxford Dictionary, under ‘!ignis fatuus,Il says: “It  seems t o  have been 

formerly a common phenomenon, but is now exceedingly rttre.11 This is a curious s t a t e -  

ment. Animals and p l a n t s  become ra re  and even e x t i n c t ,  but we hardly assoc ia te  these 

processes with a physical phenomenon, such as ign i s  fatuus i s  generally supposed t o  

be* However, the idea  of i t 8  increasing rarity i s  f requent ly  met with i n  l i t e r a t u r e .  

As far back as the year 1845 a w r i t e r  i n  the Penny Magazine expressed the same notion 

f n  the following n0rd-s: “Most persons a re  aware of ‘ t ho  fact tha t  the moving l i g h t s  

talked of in former years tlian they a re  at present .”  

The truth of the  matter probably i s  tha t  observations of ignis f a tuus  wore 

alt%ays ra the r  rare, but t ha t  at any given time they were thought t o  have been pre- 

ViOUSly c o m n ;  just as the del.usion has always prevsilod that the “old-fashionad 

winter1’ WAS once the ru l e  r a the r  than the exception- 

There is no reason t o  suppose that mill-oI-the-vfisp i s  any l e s s  common to -  

marshy grounds that Beem t o  be i t a  f a v o r i t e  habitat, have been drainedo 

On the  o ther  hand, the s c i e n t i f i c  study of t h i s  phenomenon, which once 

was common, i s  now almost obsolete1 will somebody please t e l l  US vhy? 
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