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Odds are:
Getting struck by lightning

When looking at the odds of being 
struck by lightning in a lifetime—    

1 in 15,300—averaging that  
lifetime to be 80 years.

Having twins
Roughly 1 in every 250 natural 
pregnancies results in twins. 

Finding a four-leaf clover
1 in every 10,000 clovers.

Bowling a perfect game
The odds of a professional player 
bowling a perfect game are about 
460 to 1, while those for a casual 

player stand at 11,500 to 1.

Dying in a shark attack
If you live within 100 miles 

of a coastline, the odds of an 
unprovoked shark attack killing 

you are about 1 in 3.7 million.

Being ambidextrous
Only 1 in every 100 people                 

is ambidextrous. 

Cracking open a               
double-yolked egg

The odds of cracking open an   
egg with a double yolk are about   

1 in 1,000.

Death by bees
Odds of dying from one of these 

stinging insects is 1 in 57,825. 

Catching a foul ball
There’s around a 1 in 835 chance 

of snagging a ball. The odds 
of catching two in a row are           

closer to 1 in 1 billion.

When you clean out a 
vacuum cleaner, you 

become a vacuum cleaner.

Lightning is a giant spark of 
electricity in the atmosphere 
between clouds, the air, or the 
ground. At its start, air acts as an 
insulator between the positive and 
negative charges in the cloud and 
between the cloud and the ground. 
When opposite charges build up 
enough, this insulating capacity of 
the air breaks down, causing a rapid 
discharge of electricity. This is the 
powerful, bright flash of light you 
see in the sky. The flash temporarily 
equalizes the charged regions in 
the atmosphere until the opposite 
charges build up again.

With a bit of the science out of 
the way, it’s pretty impressive to 
consider that lightning is one of the 
oldest observed natural phenomena 
on earth. It can be seen in volcanic 
eruptions, intense forest fires, 
surface nuclear detonations, heavy 
snowstorms, in large hurricanes, and 
most commonly, in thunderstorms.

Through the ages
Turns out, we here in the lab aren’t 
the first people to be fascinated 
by these streaks of light. Since 
the beginning of written history, 
humans have marveled at the 
mysterious magic fire from the sky. 
And humans doing what humans 
do, our ancestors immediately 
assigned God-like qualities to it. 
Early Greeks, for example, believed 
that lightning was the weapon of 
Zeus. Thunderbolts were invented 
by Minerva, the goddess of 
wisdom. And since lightning was a 
manifestation of the Gods, any spot 
struck by lightning was deemed 
sacred, setting up critical real estate 

A BOLT OF INSPIRATION
for early Greek and Roman 
temples.

Scandinavian mythology alludes 
to Thor, the thunderer, who 
was the foe of all demons. Thor 
routinely tossed lightning bolts 
at his enemies. Unrelatedly, 
Thor also gave us Thurs-day.             
No relation to Taco Tuesday or 
Wing Wednesday.

As late as the early 1800s in 
Russia, when rain was needed, 
three men climbed a tree. One 
would knock two firebrands 
together; the sparks imitated 
lightning. Another would pour 
water over the twigs, imitating 
rain. And the third would bang 
on a kettle to attract the thunder. 
Not really sure how successful 
that strategy was.

More recently, during the 
Napoleonic Wars, more than 
220 British tall ships were 
damaged —not by the French, 
but by lightning. The solution, of 
course, was to install lightning 
rods. But since that device had 
been invented by an enemy, 
you know that ‘rebel colonist’ 
Benjamin Franklin, His Majesty’s 
Navy steadfastly refused. It 
took until the 1830s before 
the admiralty finally saw the 
light, pardon the pun, and 
acquiesced. Talk about holding 
a grudge.

By the numbers
Lightning itself involves a near-
instantaneous release of energy 
on a scale averaging between 
200 megajoules and seven 
gigajoules. The air around the 
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The rainy season gives us plenty of time to think. Stuck indoors, we’re forced 
to contemplate things like why we’re not fishing, why we’re not mowing the 
lawn, and, well, why we’re not very well-versed on the topic of lightning. 
This realization—as sudden as a June thunderclap—can now benefit you, our 
treasured GeoSampler readers. So, join us for a lightning-quick overview of 
this stormy subject.



lightning flash rapidly heats to 
temperatures of about 30,000 °C 
(54,000 °F). 

And if this is enough information 
to really pique your curiosity, 
please note that the scientific 
study of lightning is called 
fulminology.

If you also had the which-came-
first-chicken-or-egg question 
about lightning and thunder, 
here’s the definitive answer. 
Lightning actually causes thunder. 
Thunder is actually a sound from 
the shock wave which develops as 
heated gases in the vicinity of the 
discharge experience a sudden 
increase in pressure.

But does it 
strike twice?
Although sometimes used 
figuratively, the idea that 
lightning never strikes the same 
place twice is a common myth. 
In fact, lightning can, and often 
does, strike the same place 
more than once. Lightning in a 
thunderstorm is more likely to 
strike objects and spots that are 
more prominent or conductive. 
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Our four facilities serve
projects across the country.

We are fully 
energized.

Here at Geotechnics, we’ve been humming away on a wide range of projects 
for the energy industry, including wind, nuclear and coal throughout the United 
States and beyond. Whether you are generating energy with coal, shale drilling, 
windmills, atoms or Wheaties, we can probably lend some expertise. To apply 
some Geotechnics energy to your next project, call Nate Melaro at 412.823.7600.

For instance, lightning strikes 
the Empire State Building in 
New York City on average 23 
times per year. 

The place on Earth where 
lightning occurs most often is 
over Lake Maracaibo, in Bolivia, 
wherein the Catatumbo lightning 
phenomenon produces 250 
bolts of lightning a day. (In case 
you’re wondering, “Catatumbo” 
means “house of thunder 
in the language of the Bari 
people.) This activity occurs on 
average, 297 days a year. The 
second most lightning density 
is near the village of Kifuka in 
the mountains of the eastern 
Democratic Republic of the 
Congo. Other lightning hotspots 
include Singapore and Lightning                        
Alley in Central Florida, 
home of the you-guessed-it, 
Tampa Bay Lightning.

One last thought for you 
lightning lovers: In French 
and Italian, there’s a famous 
expression—coup de foudre and 
colpo di fulmine, respectively—
which translates to “lightning 
strike.” In other words, “love at 
first sight.”


