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“Stealing God’s Thunder: Benjamin Franklin’s Lightning Rod and the Invention of America.” Physics Today. September 2006
LT: Identify static electricity as a set of charges using the thought process of Benjamin Franklin.

1. French naturalist spent time analyzing the sparks he drew from an insulated iron rod that he had left outdoors during a thunderstorm. What conclusion did he draw from this observation?
2. In one of his earliest letters, Ben Franklin wrote about “the wonderful Effect of Points.” To what is Benjamin Franklin referring? Describe how “drawing off” of electrical fire occurs, using modern terminology (i.e. charges, induction, conduction, etc.)
3. Benjamin Franklin was very interested in the discharge of electrical fire at a distance. In particular, he was fascinated by the fact that a person who is wearing wet clothing is more likely to survive a lightning strike than one wearing dry clothing. Why is this the case? (Use the words conductor and insulator in your explanation).
4. During Benjamin Franklin’s experiments, he determined that thunder clouds are almost always negatively charged. How did this observation affect his view of the direction that lightning strikes took during their strike? Why did he conclude this?
5. After watching the video on lightning, do you think that Benjamin Franklin was correct about the direction lightning goes during its strike? Explain.
