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LIGHTNING WITHOUT THUNDER 

By Charles Fitzhugh Tal-, 
Authority on Meteorology. 

Distant l ightning without audible thunder i s  familiar t o  everybody, but 

s i len t  lightning i n  the immediate v ic in i ty  of the observer has rarely been reported. 

The following cornmication on t h i s  subject was received many years ago by the U.S. 

Weather Bureau from a correspondent i n  Florida: 

{‘A house next door was struck; I saw a blinding f lash  simultaneous with a 
aplittting sound and waited f o r  the  crash of thunder, which did not  come. 
which was about 20 fee t  from the one 1 was in ,  was struck on the peak of the roof. 
The discharge followed the shingles about halfway t o  the eaves* s p l i t t i n g  them up; 
i t  then turned and went over the gable and into the  house, and SO on down t o  tho 
ce l la r ,  stunning the occupants, but not doing much damaged 

“A friend to ld  me ha had a similar experience. 
s t ree t  during a thunderstorm; there was a bright f lash ,  accompanicd bF a rumbling 
noise, as  he was passing a house, but 110 thunder. 
the poculiar sound,he saw that  the chimney had been struck and knocked t o  -,)ieces, 
the bricks f a l l i n g  on the roof made the rumbling noise that had a t t rac ted  h i s  at- 
tention; but he was astonished that there was no thunder.” 

Tho house, 

He was going a l o x  the 

On looking t o  f ind the cause Of 

Thunder i s  loud when sound Waves from a considerable par t  of a long and 

i r regular  lightning path reach the observer at the same instant  and combine i n .  

the i r  affects  upon h i s  ear. In  cases such a s  those mentioned, the path i s  probably 

almost end-on t o  the observer, the waves r e a h  him progressively instead of i n  COP 

bination, and t h e i r  e f fec ts  are  thus t o o  feeble t o  be perceived. 

A number of cases have been reported i n  which viuid lightning soen near 

I n  these cafies the l ightning dischargas the zenith was not attended by thundor. 

probably occurred at great heights and were ina-dible not only on account of t h e i r  

distance but a l s o  becauso tho air at such heights i s  comparatively rare  an& the  in- 

tensi ty  of a sound diminishes with the density of the a i r  i n  which it i s  generated. 

Thus we arc3 told that at the top of Mont Blanc tho report of a -pistol sounds no 
hx3.or than that  o f  a firecracker at sea level. 

(All r ights  reserved by Science Service, Inc.) 
---------* 

SCIENCE SERVICE 
21st and Constitution Ave. 

Washington, D.C. 


