LIGHTNING BOLT SHATTERS SAFETY RULE

GEORGE A. WINTERLING, WJXT Television, Jacksonville, Florida

The afternoon of August 18, 1978 was a typically hot summer afternoon with puffy cumulus clouds scattered over a bright, hazy, light blue sky.

At 6.45 P.M., the muggy stillness of the afternoon was interrupted by a bolt of lightning. It was followed seconds later by a boom of thunder as the hazy sky darkened over the city. A second of thunder signaled the beginning of a three hour barrage of thunder, lightning, rain, and wind over the Jacksonville metropolitan area.

Residents living in southeastern sections witnessed a dazzling display of nearly continuous lightning for almost an hour before rains closed in, obscuring the sky. Some lightning bolts appeared to maintain their connections between sky and ground for nearly a full second.

It may have been one of these intense strokes that hit the yard of Michele Steinfeld in the Beauclerc section of the city. It knocked out her television, security alarm, and microwave oven. In addition, it shorted her dining room light so that it was still on three days later. But the most remarkable part of this discharge was the damage it did to the new Buick station wagon parked in her driveway!
It traveled through a 75‑foot tall Sweet Gum tree, splitting the bark from the top to a branch ten feet from the base of the tree. The branch extended over the driveway where the car was parked. Welding a seam on the luggage rack on the right front corner of the roof of the car, the discharge melted all of the vinyl interior ceiling over a three‑foot diameter area above the right front passengers seat, and appeared to pass from the headrest to the center of the rear seat above the drive shaft, as evidenced by melted vinyl. The concrete driveway was darkened where the rear tires contacted the pavement.

This event raises the question of lightning safety inside an automobile. The car may have been struck because of several unique circumstances, i.e., a tree branch overhanging the car (possibly with rain water trickling onto the roof), a concentrated metal conductor (luggage rack) directly beneath, and tires sufficiently conductive due to rain water and/or steel belting all of which combined to provide a path of least resistance between the ground and the thunderstorm.

The intensity of the electrical storm may have been a factor also, due to the other damage in the residence.
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1.	The lightning discharge passed through the top of the tree to a branch overhanging the driveway, along the car�top luggage rack and into the interior of the automobile.





2.	The lightning welded the medal on the luggage rack and knocked the vinyl molding loose.





3.	The lightning passed through the automobile interior from the roof to the right front passenger seat and then to the center�of the rear seat.








