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The World of Weather Folklore

Weather is something that humans have always
strived to understand, predict, and even control. Be-
fore they understood how to use science to study the
world, people invented gods and spirits and stories
to explain the rhythms and events of nature. Let
us respectfully remember some of these stories and
realize how far science has taken us in truly appreci-
ating our world.

You can find the approximate location of the
country or continent where each story originated
using the coordinates in parentheses, which refer to
the world map on Panel 5.

Lightning Folklore

Africa (M-P, 4-7)—People hit by lightning
were thought by many ancient Africans to have
incurred the anger of the gods. Lightning bolts were
considered bolts of justice.

Nigeria (N, 5)—The Yorubas are said to
have believed that lightning was a storm spirit who
carried powerful magic. That spirit scolded them
with fiery bolts of light shot from his mouth. He was
believed to punish people for their wrongdoings by
destroying things on the ground or by hitting some-
one with his bolts of light.

England (M, 2)—St. Elmo was the patron
saint of sailors. English sailors in the nineteenth
century called the apparent lightning they saw in the
rigging of the ship “the body of the saint.” It was
considered a good omen by mariners.

Sweden (0, 2)—Lightning, as well as thunder,
was part of the legend of Thor, the god of thunder
in long-ago Sweden. Children were told that light-
ning is only sparks from Thor’s hammer as they fly
through the air, and the thunder was Thor riding his
chariot across the sky.

Multiple cloud-to-ground and cloud-to-cloud lightning
strokes during a thunderstorm. Photo by C. Clark.
Credit: NOAA Photo Library, NOAA Central Library;
OAR/ERL/National Severe Storms Laboratory

Lightning Science

Lightning bolts between cloud and ground
(“bolts of justice™ in African lore) start with elec-
trons (negatively charged particles) zig-zagging
downward from the cloud, drawing a streamer of
positively charged ions up from the ground. When
they meet, an intense wave of positive charge trav-
els upward at about 96,000 kilometers (about 60,000
miles) per second! This process may repeat several
times in less than half a second, making the light-
ning seem to flicker. Lightning also produces more
ozone in the atmosphere and provides the “fresh
and clean” smell sometimes noticed after a thunder-
storm.

Some unusual forms of lightning are bead
lightning, ball lightning, and St. Elmo’s Fire. Bead
lightning is composed of a string of luminous balls
similar to a chain of beads. Ball lightning is a rare
form that measures from one-half inch to six feet
in diameter and is white, red, yellow, or blue. St.

Elmo’s Fire, named for the patron saint of sailors, is
a static glow or visible electrical discharge from a
pointed object, like the mast of a ship or the wing of
an airplane during an electrical storm.

Thunder Folklore

Kenya (P, 5)—The god of thunder, Mkunga
Mburu, is believed by some to travel the heavens on
a huge black bull with a spear in each hand, ready to
hurl them at the clouds to make the loud noises.

Europe (M-P, 2-3)—In medieval times,
many people believed that thunderstorms were evil
spirits. Church bells were rung so the sound would
chase away the evil thunder. Often people used a
variety of rituals to save themselves during thunder-
storms. They would hide scissors, cover every mir-
ror, lie down on feather beds, and stay away from
wet dogs and horses.

Thunder Science

Thunderstorms start in cumulonimbus clouds,
called thunderheads. Warm, humid air rises from
the ground. As it cools in the atmosphere, it con-
denses into water droplets, forming a cloud. When
the droplets or ice crystals (if cold enough) grow big
enough, they fall, dragging down the air, forming
downdrafts. Updrafts and downdrafts in the cloud
make for a very violent storm, spawning lightning.
The noise of thunder is caused by cooling, con-
tracting air masses slamming together after being
instantly heated to searing temperatures along a
lightning stroke.

Rain Folklore

India (S, 4)—In ancient India, it was said that
a dragon stood guard over the clouds to hoard the
rain and prevent it from falling to Earth, causing dry
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spells. The people cheered for the storm god to lure
the dragon away from the cloud, allowing rain to fall.

Peru (H, 6)—Native people in Peru once
believed that the rainfall during the growing season
of October to May can be predicted from the bright-
ness of stars in the Pleiades constellation in June. The
brighter the stars, the more abundant the rains.

England (M, 2)—People in early England re-
cited charms to make the rain stop. “Raine, raine, goe
to Spain; faire weather come againe.” You may have
chanted another version of this charm: *“Rain, rain, go
away; come again another day.” Such charms were
thought to be more powerful if recited while staring
at a rainbow.

Rain Science

Water recycles from Earth’s surface to the
atmosphere and back again in a process called the
hydrologic cycle, or water cycle. Water gets from
Earth’s surface into the air through the processes
of evaporation (transferred from rivers, lakes, and
oceans) or transpiration (transferred from plants).
And it gets back to Earth by the process of precipita-
tion. Water vapor in the air rises and cools, condenses
into water droplets, and collects to form clouds. Rain
develops when cloud droplets become too heavy to
stay in the cloud and fall to Earth. The total amount
of water on Earth doesn’t change, so we need to take
good care of it!

A rainbow is a fairly accurate sign that rain
is ending, because it appears when the sun starts
to shine through the clouds. That may explain why
people believed that the charm worked when you
stared at the colorful arches in the sky.

Rainbow Folklore

Southeast Africa (P, 7)—Many of the an-
cient Zulus thought of rainbows as snakes that drank
from pools of water on the ground. According to
legend, a rainbow would inhabit whatever pool it was
drinking from and devour anyone who happened to
be bathing there.

Turbulent clouds in Norman, Oklahoma. Credit: NOAA
Photo Library, NOAA Central Library; OAR/ERL/Na-
tional Severe Storms Laboratory

Burma (T, 4)—One sect, the Karens, once
considered rainbows to be dangerous demonic
spirits that devoured the souls of humans and caused
sudden or violent deaths. They thought that such
activity made the rainbow thirsty enough to appear
in the sky and dip down to Earth to drink water.

Polynesia (C, 7)—There was a belief among
ancient Polynesians that a rainbow was a ladder that
their heroes climbed to reach heaven.

Greece (O, 3)—The folklore of ancient
Greece taught that Iris, wife of the god Zephyrus,
caused rainbows. Iris was a messenger between
mortals and the gods. She ran back and forth,
dressed in shimmering multicolored robes. The
word “iridescence” comes from Iris’s robes.

North Carolina USA (H, 3)—An old prov-
erb says that a house that is overarched by a rain-
bow will soon experience a disaster or if you walk
through the end of the rainbow, your family will
experience a disaster within a year.

Rainbow Science

Rainbows are byproducts of rain. Raindrops
act as tiny prisms when lit by the Sun, bending
light and separating it into its different colors. A

rainbow’s arch, made up of long colorful streamers,
appears to dip down from the sky to meet Earth’s
surface. To see a rainbow, you must be standing
with the Sun behind you, looking at rain falling in
another part of the sky. A rainbow may mean the
rain is nearly over, since the Sun must be peeping
through the clouds to make the rainbow appear.
Made up of long, colorful streamers, a rainbow may

look similar to Iris’s robes, as in the Greek myth.

Snow and Cold Weather Folklore

Japan (X, 3)—In ancient times, it was be-
lieved that a spirit called Snow Woman caused men
traveling in snowstorms to sleep, ultimately causing
their deaths.

Finland (N, 2)—In the lore of ancient Fin-
land, Snow is an ancient king who has three daugh-
ters: Thin Snow, Thick Snow, and Snow Storm.

Germany (N, 3) —It was commonly be-
lieved in old times that Old Mother Frost caused
snow by shaking the feathers from her bed. These
feathers would then fall to Earth as snow.

Snow and Cold Weather Science

In northern Finland, the average yearly pre-
cipitation is only 600 millimeters (about 23.5
inches), half of it rain and half of it snow. Snow
forms in clouds with temperatures below freezing.
A tiny droplet of water freezes into a six-sided ice
crystal. Then as more water vapor condenses onto
it, it begins to grow six branches with arms. When
the crystals get large and heavy enough, they fall.
Sometimes they begin to melt as they fall through
warmer air, and the water acts like glue, holding the
crystals together in large clumps. Perhaps similar
to a pile of feathers from the bed of Old Mother
Frost, fresh, uncompacted snow typically is 90-95
percent trapped air.

Rather than meeting up with Snow Woman,
people who are exposed to very cold conditions can
develop hypothermia, with their body temperature
dropping several degrees below normal. They often
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lose their ability to think clearly and may remove
clothing, get sleepy, and lie down in the snow to
rest, never to wake up.

Frost Folklore

Australia (V-X, 6-7)—An aboriginal myth
says that frost comes from the seven stars of the
Pleiades, also called the Seven Sisters. The sisters
once lived on Earth but were so cold they sparkled
with icicles. They flew up into the sky and once
each year they pull off their icicles and hurl them
down to Earth.

Norway (N, 2)—IJosti, son of Kari, the fierce
god of the winds, blew frost on the Earth when he
was angry.

Russia (P-Z, 1-3)—The Mordvins set out
bowls of porridge for the Frost Man so their crops
would be protected.

Nevada USA (E, 3)—In the language of the
Shoshone Indians, the word for rime frost “pogo-
nip,” meant “white death.”

Frost Science

Frost is an accumulation of ice crystals on cold
surfaces. When the air cools at night, water vapor
condenses out of the air, coating surfaces with water.
The temperature at which this happens is called the
dew point. If the temperature drops below freezing
(32° F or 0° C), this condensed water freezes, mak-
ing frost. If the dew point is below freezing, water
vapor in the air may change directly to ice without
going through the liquid state first.

Rime frost forms when fog or low clouds that
are heavy with very cooled droplets of water come
in contact with an object and freeze there. As the
wind blows, the rime frost builds up, sometimes into
needlelike formations that may stick straight out.
The stronger the wind and larger the supercooled
droplets, the larger the rime formations. Some rime
formations more than three feet long have been
recorded on high mountain tops.

Wind Folklore
Ethiopia (Q, 5)—Many tribesmen believed

evil spirits dwelt in whirlwinds, so they would chase

the wind with knives.

Europe (M-P, 2-3)—Magicians of Northern
Europe are said to have captured the winds in bags
and tied them with ropes. They attempt to control
the winds by the tightness of the ropes, the number
of knots, and the way the bag was tied. With this
power, a magician could cause great destructive
winds or he could take the winds away.

Greece (0, 3)—The folklore of ancient
Greece taught that the god Aeolus caused the
wind. Aeolus kept the wind locked in an enormous
whistling cavern. When he played his harp, a gentle
breeze ruffled the trees. When he blew his conch
shell, great storms devastated the land and whipped
up the ocean waves.

Canada (C-l, 2-3)—Long ago, people told
of a wind eagle that lived on a bald mountain top.
The wind eagle caused the wind by flapping its
wings. The harder its wings flap, the stronger and
more abundant the wind. If there was too much
wind, Gluskabi, a powerful being in Abenaki Indian
lore, climbed to the top of the mountain and tied
the wings of the wind eagle to its body. When the
weather was too hot because there was no wind,
Gluskabi again climbed the mountain to cut the
eagle’s bonds.

Caribbean (H, 4)—In this region, a hur-
ricane was considered an evil spirit, or the god of
all evil, who would send terrifying winds to punish
people when he was angered.

Wind Science

The wind is caused by a complex collection
of forces. Warming and cooling of the air causes
changes in density, or pressure. Air tends to move

from areas of high pressure to areas of low pressure.

Even very small differences in pressure from one
area to another can cause very strong winds. Fric-

Wind-driven waves threaten to inundate homes in Miami,
Florida, in September 1945. Photo taken by the American
Red Cross.

tion from obstacles such as trees, mountains, and
buildings affects wind, slowing it down, or creat-
ing updrafts, bottlenecks, and so on. Also, Earth’s
rotation creates what is called the Coriolis effect,
causing winds north of the equator to tend to curve
to the right and winds south of the equator to curve
to the left.

Hurricanes (also called cyclones or typhoons)
usually start over warm, tropical oceans. Thun-
derstorms rise high into the air, causing the atmo-
spheric pressure to drop. As trade winds in the area
begin spiraling, warm moist winds in the center
are drawn upward by low pressure. If the spiraling
wind reaches 74 miles per hour, the storm is called
a hurricane. The GOES environmental satellites see
hurricanes developing and help weather forecasters
make very accurate predictions and warnings about
their strength and direction and speed.

Cloud Folklore

Nebraska USA (F, 3)—According to Skidi
Pawnee Indian lore, clouds are clothing for the gods
of heaven. The sky god wears a cloud garment.
When he spreads his arms, the clouds, or “gar-
ments,” stretch across the entire sky.
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