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ST ELMO'S FIRE, the glow accompanying the slow discharge of electricity to earth from the
atmosphere. This discharge, which is identical with the " brush " discharge of laboratory experiments,
usually appears as a tip of light on the extremities of pointed objects such as church towers, the masts
of ships, or even the fingers of the outstretched hand: it is commonly accompanied by a crackling or
fizzing noise. St Elmo's fire is most frequently observed at low levels through the winter season during
and after snowstorms.

The name St Elmo is an Italian corruption through Sant Ermo of St Erasmus, a bishop, during the reign
of Domitian, of Formiae, Italy, who was broken on the wheel about the 2nd of June 304. He has ever
been the patron saint of Mediterranean sailors, who regard St Elmo's fire as the visible sign of his
guardianship. The phenomenon was known to the ancient Greeks, and Pliny in his Natural History
states that when there were two lights sailors called them Castor and Pollux and invoked them as gods.
To English sailors St EImo's fires were known as "corposants” (Ital. corpo sanlo).

See Hazlitt's edition of Brand's Antiquities (1905) under " Castor and Pollux."
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37. St Elmo's Fire. — Luminous discharges from masts, lightning conductors, and other pointed
objects are not very infrequent, especially during thunderstorms. On the Sonnblick, where the
phenomenon is common, Elster and Geitel (87) have found St Elmo's fire to answer to a discharge
sometimes of positive sometimes of negative electricity. The colour and appearance differ in the two
cases, red predominating in a positive, blue in a negative discharge. The differences characteristic of
the two forms of discharge are described and illustrated in Gockel's Das Gewittcr. Gockel states (/.c.
p. 74) that during snowfall the sign is positive or negative according as the flakes are large or are small
and powdery. The discharge is not infrequently accompanied by a sizzling sound.
*
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" I do remember that in the great and boysterous storme of this foule weather, in the night there came
upon the top of our maine yard and maine mast a certaine little light, much like unto the light of a little
candle, which the Spaniards call the Cuerpo Santo, This light continued aboord our ship about three
houres, flying from maste to maste, and from top to top; and sometimes it would be in two or three

places at once."

*
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¢ When thin clammy vapours, arising from the salt water and ugly slime, hover over the sea, they, by
the motion in the winds and hot blasts, are often fired ; these impressions will oftemtimes cleave to
the masts and ropes of ships by reason of their clamminess and glutinous substance and the mariners
by experience find that when but one flame appears it is the forerunner of a storm ; but when two are
seen near together, they betoken fair weather and good lucke in a voyage. The naturall cause why these
may foretell fair or foul weather, is, that one flame alone may forewarn a tempest, forasmuch as the
matter being joyn'd and not dissolved, so it is like that the matter of the tempest, which never wanteth,
as winds and clouds” is still together™ and not dissipate, so it IS likely a storm is engendering ; but
two flames appearing together, denote that the exhalation is divided, which is very thick, and so the

thick matter of the tempest is dissolved and scattered abroad by the same cause that the flame is

divided : therefore no violent storm can ensue, but rather a calme is promised." History of Stormes,

1704, p. 22.
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