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This weekend, like many weekends in September, is expected to be a hot one, which means that amid dips in
the pool and swigs of beer, somebody somewhere in Southern California will probably declare it "earthquake
weather."

The concept is simple: Earthquakes and hot days go together. It's a popular belief in California, but it's one
that's far older than the state, or even the country, according to Amanda Perez, a lecturer in American studies at
Cal State Fullerton.

"(Ancient) Greeks believed that air pressure caused earthquakes," Perez said. "It's really not a modern idea."

Tracing the superstition back to its origins in California is tricky, but writings by Bret Harte, an author who
chronicled the pioneering days of California, suggest it's been around for more than 100 years, Perez said. Back
then, the idea was different.

"In the 1880s, earthquake weather was pleasant weather - hardly any breeze, neither hot or cold," Perez said.
"(Harte) really remarks on the absence of breeze."

Even today, not everyone agrees on what exactly constitutes earthquake weather.

"It's like when it's hot and humid - when it changes back and forth," said Stacy Lee, 31, of Covina.

Susan Basgall of West Covina said she knew about the supposed link between heat and earthquakes, but had a
slightly different take on it.

"I think I've heard they happen in the morning," Basgall said.

But regardless of which forecast is considered earthquake weather, scientists say it's all bunk.

Not supported by science

"We don't really think about it too much," said Caltech seismologist Kate Hutton. "It's sort of more of joke than
a question."

Hutton said there's no way surface temperatures could affect the motion of tectonic plates.

Malcolm Johnston, a research geologist at the U.S. Geological Survey's Menlo Park Science Center, said many
earthquakes occur at a depth of six miles or greater - far below the surface weather.

"People have argued that you're heating the earth... We're talking no more than a couple of meters into the
crust," Johnston said. "Further down than that, you wouldn't even know it's a hot day outside."

A different strain of thought says that it's not the temperatures causing the earthquakes, it's that the high-
pressure system creating the heat is pushing on the ground, disturbing the underlying faults. Johnston said that's



The pressure change underground is minuscule - on the order of one part in 100 million, he said.

And he said increased downward pressure on faults would make it harder for an earthquake to occur, not easier.

Superstition rules

That didn't matter to Vince Garcia of West Covina, who insisted there is a correlation between heat and quakes.

"I have my beliefs," Garcia said. "I know what I've experienced."

Dan Wright, 68, of La Puente also wasn't convinced by science.

"They say heat has nothing to do with it," Wright said. "How do you know?"

Researchers say humans tend to hang on to beliefs like these because they help make sense out of what can be a
very random world.

"It's the basic human need for causality," said Eileen Wallis, a Cal Poly Pomona professor specializing in Los
Angeles history. "If there is something called earthquake weather, then you can be forewarned."

Lin Humphrey, a retired Citrus College professor who specialized in folklore, said American culture is rife with
beliefs and superstitions about the weather, many of which make little sense. They include the idea that fuzzy
caterpillars signal a cold winter to come and that the activities of a groundhog can predict seasons.

She said California culture is notable for being relatively free of weird weather beliefs - earthquakes being the
exception.

Earthquakes and hot weather may not be linked, but that doesn't mean earthquakes and the weather never
interact.

A 2009 study that appeared in the journal Nature, showed that typhoons over Taiwan have triggered
earthquakes there.

Johnston, the USGS geologist, said it's believed that the low-pressure system that accompanies a typhoon makes
it easier for the tectonic plates to slip past each other. The effect is extremely weak though, he said.

"The bottom line from all these multiple studies is there may be a very small effect, but it's very, very small," he
said.

And then there's the phenomenon of "earthquake lights" - glowing electrical disturbances in the atmosphere that
sometimes accompany seismic activity.

Johnston said he has "a file that's about three or four inches thick" on the topic.

"Earthquake lights almost certainly occur, but under very special conditions," he said.

To put it simply, when some types of rocks are squished, crunched or bent, they create piezoelectricity - it's
what makes the sparks in a barbecue igniter. Johnston said that can happen on a much larger scale during an
earthquake, but only if the ground is extremely dry. Water would short out the electricity.



"These guys were sitting out there right at dusk when the earthquake occurred and saw this line of light coming
up from the fault," Johnston said.

There are also theories about earthquakes being affected by the moon, or by ocean tides, but Johnston said those
don't seem to be any truer than earthquake weather.


