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XXIX. Aeccount of the Effelts of Light-
ning at Steeple Afhton and Holt, in the
County of Wilts, on the 20th of June,
1772, contained in feveral Letters, com-

municated by Edward King, E/fz; F.R. S.

To Epwarp Kine, Efg;
SIR,

Read March 18, J' Have fent you, agreeably to your
1773 requeft, fome account of a ftorm

of thunder and lightning that happened at Steeple
Afhton, in Wiltthire, on the z20th of June laft.
Iwas from home when it happened ; but the truth
of it is attefted by the Reverend Mr. Wainhoufe of
Steeple Afhton, and the Reverend Mr. Pitcairn of
Trowbridge, who were in my houfe during the
tempeft, and were in danger of lofing their lives
by it. I have added a defcription of the effeéts of
the fame ftorm upon a houfe at Holt, in this
county. Both tend to prove in a remarkable man-
ner the danger of placing any confiderable quan-
tity of iron in the upper part of chimnies, with-
out a conduftor to guard againit the ftrokes of
lightning. You are at liberty to lay thefe papers
before
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before the Royal Society, if you think them de-
{erving of their attention,
I am,
SIR,

Your obedient

humble Servant,
Stecple Athton, L.Evior, Vicar of Steeple
Aug. 10, 1772. Afhton, in Wiltthire.

ON the 20th of June, 1772, between twelve
and one o’clock in the afternoon, a violent ftorm
of thunder and lightning happened at Steeple Ath-
ton, in Wiltfhire. During the ftorm, a woman in
the village faw a large quantity of lightning come
out of a cloud, part of which is fuppofed to have
fallen on the top of the north chimney of the vi-
carage houfe, attralted probably by an iron hoop
that went round the chimney, and by fome iron
bars placed within it, that formerly made part of
an apparatus to prevent its fmoking. ‘That the
lightuing fell on thefe iron bars is very probable,
becaufe the colour of two of them that were con-
tiguous was changed, nine or ten inches in length,
to a dark blue, iike that of a watch fpring, no un-
common effet of eleétrical fire.

In the north parlour, to which this chimney
belonged, were the Reverend Mr. Wainhoufe, of
Steeple Afhton, and the Reverend Mr. Pitcairn,
ot Trowbridge, the former ftanding, and the lat-

ter
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ter fitting in a great chair, with his back to the
fire-place, near the wire of a bell. In the
fouth parlour, feparated from the other by a hall,
were a maid fervant and a painter ; in the kitchen
another ntaid fervant; in the coal-houfe, four or
five yards from the houfe, a man fervant ; near
the barn, about fifty or fixty yards from the houfe,
another man fervant. When the lightning fell
upon the houfe, the man fervant near the barn
heard a very loud noife, equal, he fuppofes, to the
found of twenty cannons fired at once, and would
have fallen to the ground, if he had not caught
hold of fomething to fupport himfelf. The other
man fervant in the coal houfe was ftruck back-
ward, and felt fomething, as he defcribes it, like a
ftream of warm water poured upon the middle of
his body, which, if it was not the eleéric fluid
itfelf, was the heated air expanding itfelf with vi-
olence after the explofion. 'The maid in the
kitchen heard a great noife, but received no fthock.
The other maid fervant, who was ftanding near
the middle of the fouth parlour, fuffered likewife
no thock, being only terrified exceedingly with
the explofion, and the fparks of fire, which fhe
faw on all fides of her; but the painter, who was.
in the fame room, painting near the chimney and
the bell wire, was ftruck on the left fide of his body
that was next the wire, from his head to his waift ;
he felt in particular a fevere thock, like the eleéri-
cal one, in his left wrift, which was marked all
round with blue and yellow intermixed ; a fplinter
from the wooden cafe; that covered the bell-wire,
ftruck through his glove, and wounded his hand ;
and he was {tunned for fome time.

It
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It may be proper to obferve, that immediately
after the woman had feen the lightning come from
the cloud, as above-mentioned, fome perfons in
the village, befides thofe in or near the vicarage
houfe, were thrown to the ground. »

The following is the account, which Mr. Wain.
houfe and Mr. Pitcairn give of what happened in
the north parlour in which they were. As they
were converfing about a loud clap of thunder that
had juft happened, they faw on a fudden a ball of
fire between them, upon a level with the face of
the former, and about a foot from it. They de-
fcribe it to have been of the fize of a fixpenny loaf,
and furrounded with a dark fmoke; that it burft
with an exceeding loud noifeylike the firingof many
cannons at once:; that the room was inftantly fil-
led with the thickeft fmoke; and that they per-
ceived a moft difagreeable {mell, refembling that
of fulphur, vitriol, and other minerals in fufion ;
infomuch that Mr. Pitcairn thought himfelf in
~danger of fuffocation. Mr. Wainhoufe providen-
tially received no hurt, except a {light fcratch in
his face from the broken glafs that was flying
about the room, a kind of ftupefattion for fome
time, and a continued noife in his ears, which
noife, the effeét of the explofion, happened likewife
to Mr. Pitcairn, and others in the houfe.

‘The lightning fell on Mr. Pitcairn’s right thoul-
der, made a hole in his ceat, about a quarter of
an inch in diameter, went ynder his arm in one
line to his breaft, defcended frem theunce down
the lower parts of his body.in .two irregular lines,
about half an inch broad, attradted prebably by .

1 his
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his watch, the glafs of which it fhivered into fmall
‘pieces, and meeting perhaps with a little refiftance
from it, {pread itfelf round his body, and produced
the fenfation of a cord, tied clofe about his waift.
A violent pain in his loins immediately fol<
Iowed ; and from thence to his extremities there
fcemed to be a total ftoppage of circulation, all
fenfation being loft, and his legs and feet re-
fembling in colour and dppearance thofe of a per-
fon a&ually dead. Befides fhivering the glafs of
his watch, the lightning melted a little of the fil-
ver of it, and a {mall part alfo of half a crown in
his pocket. 'When it came to the middle of his
thigh, it left an impreffion of a blackith colour, re-
fembling the branch of a tree, which in a few days
difappeared ; but the lines on his body are ftill vi-
fible, and are of a dark blue, intermixed irregu-~
larly with a deep yellow, From the middle of his
thigh the lightning changed its diretion again,
a‘ng went down the under fide of it to the calf of
his leg, and fo to his fhoe, which was fplit into fe-
wveral pieces in fo remarkable a manner, as juftly to
claim the infpe&ion of the curious. As foon as
Mzt. Pitcairn was ftruck, he funk in his chair, but
was not {tunned ; his face was blackened, aid the
features of it diftorted. His body was burned in
feveral places, fmall holes were made in different
parts of his cloaths, and he loft in {fome meafure
the ufe of his legs for two or three days ; but by
proper care he foon recovered, except a weaknefs
and numbnefs in his right leg, which ftill remains,
What is remarkable, Mr. Pitcairn remembers very
well to have feen the ball of fire in the room for




[ 236 ]
a fhort time, a fecond or two, affer be found bim-+
SeIf fruck with the hightning. Extraordinary as
this circumftance may appear, it maybe proper to
take notice, that it is entirely agreeable to an ob-
fervation of the learned and ingenious Dr. Franke
lin, quoted below *.

The effe@s of the lightning onthe building and
furniture were as follows. The north. ¢chimne
was thrown- down, the roof and cieling near 1t
beat in ; large ftones were forced out of the walls,
fome were driven to a confiderable diftance, onein
particular to about 206 feet. The glafs of the
windows in the north parlour and the chamber
over it was forced outwards, except in the cafe-
ments, which were open, and in which not a pane
of glafs was broken. The cafe of a clock in the
fame parlour fell forwards, and was beaten to
pieces ; a looking glafs over the chimney ‘was
thrown on the floor, and broken, fome of the
quickfilver was melted, as was likewife fome of the
lead belonging to the windows. A bureau, that
was locked, was opened; as was alfo the parlour
door, inwards, probably by the external air ruthin
in to reftore the equilibrium. Some bedding in
one of the chambers was fired, but the fire was
extinguithed of itfelf, or by the rain that fell
during the ftorm, before it was difcovered. Seve-
ral fplinters were torn out of a hogfhead full of

* In every ftroke of lightning I am of opinion that the fiream
of the-electric fluid, &c. will go confiderably out of a dire&
courfe for the fake of the affiftance of good condu&ors ; and
that in this courfeitis atually moving, though filently and ime

pergeptibly, before the explofion, in and among the conduors, &c.,

Franklin’s Experiments and Obfervations on Eleéltricity,
edit. 4. pag. 124.

beex
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beer, but the catk was not materially damaged,
nor the beer fpilt, The iron bell-wire in both
the parlours and the hall was reduced to fmoke
and entirely diflipated, excepting in thofe parts
where it was twifted, and double, and alfo the
wire {fprings contiguous to the bell, which the
lightning left undamaged, as well as the brafs
handles and bell itfelf. The cieling and wall on
each fide, where the wire went, was ftained irre-
gularly, a foot or more in breadth, with a dark
blue intermixed with a deep yellow. It is worth
obferving, that this iron bell wire was very {mall,
confiderably lefs than a common knitting needle ;
but though it was itfelf deftroyed, yet it feems
to have ferved as a condutor to the lightning, and
to have prevented worfe effets than happened.
For when the lightning had run along. and con-
fumed all the fingk wire, and had reached that
which was twifted and double in the fouth par-
lour, contiguous to the brafs handle, which the
bell ufed to be rung with, it made a hole in the
wall of five or fix inches in diameter, being at-
traCted probably by an iron ftove on the other fide
in the kitchen chimney, where meeting with fe«
veral large condu€lors, andirons, poker, tongs, &c.
it feems to have been conveyed into the ground.
‘This appears probable, becaufe the progrefs of it
below ftairs could not be traced beyond this hole,
which it made in the wall. In the chamber over
the kitchen, a {fmall piece of wood was indeed
ftruck out of a bed poft, and the glafs of half a
window was driven outwards; but this does not
feem to have been the immediate effe® of the
lightning, but of the thake from the explofion.
Iia Upon
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Upon the whole, it muft be allowed, that Mr.
Wainhoufe and Mr. Pitcairn had a moft wonder-
ful and providential efcape, particularly the laft
gentleman ; for had the lightning paffed from his
fhoulder in a right line through his body, inftead
of going round upon the furface of it, under his
arm, in order to come at his watch, by which
it feems to have been attra&ed, immediate death
would in all probability have been the confe~
quence.

Whether Steeple Afhton is from its fituation par-
ticularly expofed to thunder-ftorms, is uncertain.
It may however be proper to mention, that in the
year 1670, July the 25th, a violent florm of
thunder and lightning damaged the church fteeple,
which was 93 feet high ; and on the 15th of Oc-
tober in the fame year, another thunder ftorm threw
it entirely down, and killed two of the work-
men, who were repairing it. '

We have perufed, and carefully examined the
above account, and hereby teftify the truth of all
the fa&ts related in it, to the beft of our know-
ledge and belief.

Aulg;;faﬂ: William Wainhoufe.
Rabert Pitcairn,

To Edward King, Efquire.

P. S,
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P. S.

I fear the defcription I left at your houfe of the
thunder ftorm laft June is too long; you may
fhorten it as much as you think proper. I pur-
pofely omitted a few circumftances, which I
thought lefs material. Since I was in London, 1
have been informed of two particulars, which 1
will beg leave to mention to you.

Mr. Field, a painter of Trowbridge, during the
ftorm, obferved a ball of fire vibrate forward and
backward in the air over fome part of Steeple Ath-
ton, and at laft dart down perpendicularly, which
in all probability was the ball of fire that Mr.
Wainhoufe and Mr. Pitcairn faw in the north par-
lour of the vicarage houfe.

The other circumftance is as follows : After the
explofion of the ball of fire in the north parlour;
Mr. Pitcairn obferved a great quantity of fire of
different colours wibrating in the room forwards and
backwards with a moft extraordinary fwift mo-
tion. ‘

The vibration in both thefe cafes obferved by
different perfons before and after the explofion is
a fa&, which I thould have taken notice of, had
I been made acquainted with it {ooner.

I am, dear Sir,

Your obliged and affeftionate

humble fervant,
Steeple Afhton,
égvbridge,

aear Tr Wilts, .
Now a8, 1772 ’ L. Eliot.
To
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To the Rev. Mr. Evr107T.

SIR,

Hearing of the damage done by lightning to
your houfe, on the 20th of June laft, I have fent
you an account of what happened to mine on the
fame day, and nearly at the {fame time.

During the ftorm a perfon in this place faw 2
body of fire moving towards a houfe that is next
to mine, though at fome diftance from it ; attra&ted
probably by a large iron bar of ten or twelve feet
long, fixed horizontally to fupport a high chim-
ney. This body of fire changed its diretion, and
fell on my houfe, forced a brick out of the chima
ney, near that part of it to which the iron bar was
faftened, and went through the houfe to an out-
ward door on the oppofite fide, which happened to
be open; there it burft with a loud noife, like the
firing of cannons, and filled the room where I was
with fimoke and the fmell of fulphur. I was for~
tunately three or four feet out of the line in which
it moved. I was however ftruck againft the wall
near which I ftood ; my body was covered with
fire, and I thought for fome time 1 thould have
been fuffocated with fmoke and the {fmell of ful«
phur; but by the blefling of Providence I efcaped
unhurt, and my houfe received no damage.

I refpe&tfully am,
S1R,
Your moft humble Servant,

Holt, Auguft 22, 1772, William Paradife.
XXX. 4



