

	
	









WHEN DO

FISH SLEEP?


An Imponderables

Book


David Feldman


Illustrated by Kassie Schwan

[image: img]









For Phil and Gilda Feldman









Contents



Preface




Why Do Roosters Crow in the Morning?




Why Do Many Hotels and Motels Fold Over the Last Piece of Toilet Paper in the Bathroom?




Why Do Gas Gauges in Automobiles Take and Eternity to Go from Registering Full to Half-full, and Then Drop to Empty in the Speed of Light?




How Is the Caloric Value of Food Measured?




Who Put E on Top of the Eye Chart? And Why?




Do the Police Really Make Chalk Outlines of Murder Victims at the Scene of the Crime? Why Do They Use Chalk?




What Do Restaurants that Specialize in Potato Skins Do with the Rest of the Potato? What Do Restaurants that Specialize in Frogs Legs Do with the Rest of the Frog?




If Water Is Heavier than Air, Why Do Clouds Stay Up in the Sky?




Why Are There More Holes in the Mouthpiece of a Telephone than in the Earpiece?




How Do Fish Return to a Lake or Pond that Has Dried Up?




Why Do We Call Our Numbering System Arabic When Arabs Dont Use Arabic Numbers Themselves?




When You Are Driving Your Car at Night and Look Up at the Sky, Why Does It Seem that the Moon Is Following You Around?




When Does a Calf Become a Cow?




When One Has a Cold, Why Does Only One Nostril at a Time Tend to Get Clogged (Even Though Which Nostril Gets Clogged Can Change at Any Time)? Come to Think of It, Why Do We Need Two Nostrils in the First Place?




Why Do New Fathers Pass Out Cigars?




What Are Dimples? And Why Do Only Some People Have Them?




Why Do Bath Towels Smell Bad After a Few Days When They Are Presumably Touching Only Clean Skin?




How Do Stamp Pads Keep Moist When They Are Constantly Exposed to the Drying Influence of Air?




Why Are Tupperware Brand Products Sold Only at Parties? Couldnt They Make More Money by Selling the Stuff in Stores Too?




Why Do Monkeys in the Zoo Pick Through Their Hair All the Time? Why Do They Pick Through One Anothers Hair?




Why Is Cheddar Cheese Orange?




What Is the Circle Adjacent to the Batters Box on Baseball Fields?




What Exactly Is One Hour Martinizing?




What Flavor Is Bubble Gum Supposed to Be? Why Is Bubble Gum Usually Pink?




Why Dont Traffic Signal Light Bulbs Ever Seem to Burn Out? Can We Buy Them?




Why Does Mickey Mouse Have Four Fingers?




Why Dont Migrating Birds Get Jet Lag? Or Do They?




Why Do Some Hard-Boiled Egg Yolks Turn Gray or Green When Soft-Boiled Eggs Dont Discolor?




Why Are Tennis Balls Fuzzy?




What Causes Floaters, or Spots, in the Eyes?




Does It Ever Really Get Too Cold to Snow?




Why Do Dogs Have Black Lips?




If Church and State Are Supposed to be Separated in the United States, Why Do We Swear On Bibles in Courts? What Happens if a Witness Doesnt Accept the Validity of the Bible?




Why Do Females Tend to Throw Like a Girl?




Given that the ZIP Code Defines the City and State, Why Do We Have to Include Both on Envelopes? Or Do We?




Why Do Telephone Cords Spontaneously Twist Up? What Can One Do About this Dreaded Affliction?




Why Do Golf Balls Have Dimples?




Why Dont Crickets Get Chapped Legs from Rubbing Their Legs Together? If Crickets Legs Are Naturally Lubricated, How Do They Make that Sound?




Why Is a Navy Captain a Much Higher Rank than an Army Captain? Has This Always Been So?




Why Do Astronomers Look at the Sky Upside Down and Reversed? Wouldnt It Be Possible to Rearrange the Mirrors on Telescopes?




Why Are the Rolls or Bread Served on Airlines Almost Always Cold While Everything Else on the Tray Is Served at the Appropriate Temperature?




Why Do Chickens and Turkeys, Unlike Other Fowl, Have White Meat and Dark Meat?




Why Havent Vending Machines Ever Accepted Pennies?




Now that Most Products Sold in Vending Machines Sell for Fifty Cents or More, Why Dont Most Vending Machines Accept Half Dollars or Dollar Bills?




Why Is a Blue Ribbon Used to Designate First Prize?




What Is the Cottage in Cottage Cheese?




Why Are There So Many Ads for the Yellow Pages in the Yellow Pages?




Why Is Flour Bleached?




What Is Goofy?




How Did the Toque Become the Traditional Chefs Hat? Does It Serve Any Functional Purpose?




When and Where Do Police Dogs Urinate and Defecate?




How Can Hurricanes Destroy Big Buildings But Leave Trees Unscathed?




Why Are Downhill Ski Poles Bent?




Why Do So Many Mail-Order Ads Say to Allow Six to Eight Weeks for Delivery? Does It Really Take that Long for Companies to Process Orders?




Why Are Silos Round?




Why Does Dialing 9 Usually Get You an Outside Line in a Hotel? And Why Does 8 Open a Long-Distance Line?




Why Cant (Or Wont) Western Union Transmit an Exclamation Mark in a Telegram?




Why Do Telegrams End Sentences with STOP Rather than with a Period?




Why Are Most Snack-Food Items, Such as Chips, Cakes, and Popcorn, Prepriced (on the Package) by the Manufacturers?




Why Are the Commercials Louder than the Programming on Television?




Why Is U.S. Paper Money Green When Most Countries Color-Code Their Currency?




Why Do We Have to Close Our Eyes When We Sneeze?




Why Dont Grazing Animals that Roll in or Eat Poison Ivy Ever Seem to Get Blisters or Itching in Their Mouths?




Why Dont Queen-Sized Sheets Fit My Queen-Sized Bed?




Why Is There Cotton Stuffed in Prescription and Over-the-Counter Medicine Bottles? What Happens If I Take Out the Cotton? Why Arent Alka-Seltzer Containers Stuffed with Cotton?




Why Do Bagels Have Holes?




Do the Digits in a Social Security Number Have Any Particular Meaning?




Why Do the Light Bulbs in My Lamps Loosen After Ive Put Them in Place?




How Are Olives Pitted? How Do They Stuff Olives?




Why Is One Side of a Halibut Dark and the Other Side Light?




What Is the Difference Between a Mountain and a Hill?




Why Arent There License Plates on the Back of Many Big Trucks on the Highway?




Why Do Mayors Hand Out Keys to Their City?




What Is the Purpose of the Beard on a Turkey?




WHY Are Banking Hours So Short?




Speaking of ATMsWhen They Were Introduced, ATMs Were Supposed to Save Labor Costs for the Banks and Ultimately Save Money for the Customers. Now My Bank Is Charging Money for Each ATM Transaction. What Gives?




Why Does Granulated Sugar Tend to Clump Together?




Why Do Two Horses in an Open Field Always Seem to Stand Head to Tail?




Why Does Your Whole Body Ache When You Get a Cold or Flu?




How Did Romans Do the Calculations Necessary for Construction and Other Purposes Using Roman Numerals?




Why Do Some Ice Cubes Come Out Cloudy and Others Come Out Clear?




Why Are Most Pencils Painted Yellow?




Why Do You Have to Use #2 Pencils on Standardized Tests? What Happens If You Use a #1 Pencil? What Is a #2 Pencil?




Why Do Fish Eat Earthworms? Do They Crave Worms or Will Fish Eat Anything that Is Thrust upon Them?




Why Are Stock Prices Generally Quoted in Eighths?




Why Are Socks Angled at Approximately 115 to 125 Degrees When the Human Foot Is Angled at About 90 Degrees?




Why Do Cattle Guards Work?




Why Are There No A- or B-Sized Batteries?




What Are Those Little Plastic Circles (that Sometimes Have Rubber in the Middle) Found on the Walls of Hotels?




Why Does Starch Make Our Shirts Stiff?




How Does the Campbell Soup Company Determine Which Letters to Put in Their Alphabet Soup? Are There an Equal Number of Each Letter? Or Are the Letters Randomly Inserted in the Can?




What Is the Purpose of Corn Silk?




Why Are U.S. Government Department Heads Called Secretaries Instead of Ministers, as in Most Other Countries?




Why Is Prepackaged Chocolate Milk Thicker in Consistency than the Chocolate Milk You Make at Home?




Why Do Fingernails Grow Faster than Toenails?




Why Do We Dream More Profusely When We Nap than We Do Overnight?




Why Do Place Kickers and Field-Goal Kickers Get Yardage Credit from Where the Ball Is Kicked and Yet Punters Only Get Credit from the Line of Scrimmage?




How Does a Gas Pump Know When to Shut Off When the Fuel Tank Is Full?




How Does the Treasury Know When to Print New Bills or Mint New Coins? How Does it Calculate How Much Money Is Lost or Destroyed by the Public?




What Is the Purpose of that Piece of Skin Hanging from the Back of Our Throat?




Why Dont Birds Tip Over When They Sleep on a Telephone Wire?




Why Is It Sometimes Necessary to Stroke a Fluorescent Lamp to Get It to Light?




Why Is There an Expiration Date on Sour Cream? Whats the Matter, Is It Going to Get More Sour?




Who Translates the Mail When a Letter Is Sent to the United States from a Foreign Country that Uses a Different Alphabet?




Why Do Roaches Always Die on Their Backs?




Why Does Warmth Alleviate Pain?




Why Cant We Use Both Sides of a Videotape like We Do with an Audio Tape?




Why Are the Toilet Seats in Public Restrooms Usually Split Open in the Front?




How Are the First Days of Winter and Summer Chosen?




Why Do Most Cars Have Separate Keys for the Ignition and Doors? Doesnt This Policy Increase the Chances of Locking Yourself Out of the Car?




Whats the Difference Between Popcorn and Other Corn? Can Regular Corn Be Popped?




What Does It Mean When We Have 20-20 or 20-40 Vision?




How Does Yeast Make Bread Rise? Why Do We Need to Knead Most Breads?




Why Do Doctors Tap on Our Backs During Physical Exams?




Why Do Military Personnel Salute One Another?




Why Do Recipes Warn Us Not to Use Fresh Pineapple or Kiwifruit in Gelatin? Why Can We Use Canned Pineapple in Gelatin?




Where Is Donald Ducks Brother?




What causes Bags Under the Eyes?




How Do Blind People Discriminate Between Different Denominations of Paper Money?




When Not Flying, Why Do Some Birds Walk and Others Hop?




Why Does String Cheese String When Torn Apart?




Who Got the Idea of Making Horseshoes? Why are Horseshoes Necessary? What Would Happen If Horses Werent Shod?




Why Are Tattoos Usually Blue (With an Occasional Touch of Red)?




Why Is the Width of Standard Gauge Railroads Four Feet Eight-and-One-Half Inches?




Why Is the Bathtub Drain Right Below the Faucet? Why Isnt the Bathtub Drain on the Opposite Side of the Bathtub from the Faucet?




Do Fish Sleep? If So, When Do Fish Sleep?




Why Do We Seem to Feel Worse at Night When We Have a Cold?




Why Do Many Dry Cleaning Stores Advertise Themselves as French Dry Cleaners? Is There Any Difference Between a French Dry Cleaner and a Regular Dry Cleaner?




Why Do Kelloggs Rice Krispies Snap! Crackle! and Pop!?




Why Do So Many Cough Medicines Contain Alcohol?




Why Do Letters Sent First Class Usually Arrive at Their Destination Sooner than Packages Sent by Priority Mail?




Why Isnt There a Holiday to Commemorate the End of the Civil War?




Is It True that Permanents Dont Work Effectively on Pregnant Women?




Why Do Some Escalator Rails Run at a Different Speed from the Steps Alongside Them?




Why Are There Lights Underneath the Bottom Steps of Escalators and Why Are They Green?




Why Are Rented Bowling Shoes So Ugly?




Whats the Difference Between Virgin Olive Oil and Extra Virgin Olive Oil?




Why Are There Cracks on Sidewalks at Regular Intervals? What Causes the Irregular Cracking on Sidewalks?




Why Do We Have to Shake Deodorant and Other Aerosol Cans Before Using?




Why Do Airlines Use Red Carbons on Their Tickets?




I Have a Dollar Bill with an Asterisk After the Serial Number: Is It Counterfeit?




To What Do the Numbers Assigned to Automotive Oil Refer?




When I Put One Slice of Bread in My Toaster, the Heating Element in the Adjacent Slot Heats Up as Well. So Why Does My Toaster Specify Which Slot to Place the Bread in If I Am Toasting Only One Slice?




Why Are Almost All Cameras Black?




Why Is There a Permanent Press Setting on Irons?




What Causes Double-Yolk Eggs? Why Do Egg Yolks Sometimes Have Red Spots on Them?




Why Are Barns Red?




Why Are Manhole Covers Round?




10 New Frustables




Frustables Update




Letters




Acknowledgments




Searchable Terms




Master Index of Imponderability




Help!




About the Author




Other Books by David Feldman




Credits





Copyright




About the Publisher










Preface






Imponderables are mysteries that cant be answered by numbers, measurements, or a trip to the reference section of your library. If you worry about why the carbons on airplane tickets are red, or why tennis balls are fuzzy, or why yawning is contagious, you have been struck by the dread malady of Imponderability.


When we wrote the first volume of Imponderables, we werent sure that there were others like us, who were committed to cogitating about the everyday mysteries of life. We neednt have worried. Most of the Imponderables in this book were submitted by readers of the first two volumes of Imponderables.


In Why Do Clocks Run Clockwise?, we introduced a new section, Frustables (short for frustrating Imponderables) and asked for your help in solving them. Your response was terrific, but we dont want you to get complacent. Weve got ten new Imponderables that we havent been able to solve.


And because so many readers offered corrections and caustically constructive comments, weve added a letter sectionwe couldnt shut you up anymore even if we wanted to.


Would you like to win a free copy of the next volume of Imponderables? If you are the first to submit an Imponderable that we use in the next book, you will not only have the relief of finally having the answer to your mystery, but also a free, autographed copy of the book (along with, of course, an acknowledgment).


The last page of the book tells you how to get in touch with us. But for now, sit back and enjoy. You are about to enter the wonderful world of Imponderability.




















[image: img]

















[image: img]


Why Do Roosters Crow in the Morning?


Because there are humans around to be awakened, of course. Does anyone really believe that roosters crow when they are by themselves? Nah! Actually, they speak perfectly good English.


Ornithologists dont buy our common-sense answer. They insist that crowing maps territory (a euphemism for Get the hell out of my way and dont mess with my womenthis is my coop). In the spirit of fair play, well give the last world to one of those nasty ornithologist types (but dont believe a word she says), Janet Hinshaw, of the Wilson Ornithological Society:




Most of the crowing takes place in the morning, as does most singing, because that is when the birds are most active, and most of the territorial advertising takes place then. Many of the other vocalizations heard throughout the day are for other types of communication, including flocking calls, which serve to keep members of a flock together and in touch if they are out of sight from one another.


Submitted by Rowena Nocom of North Hollywood, California.












Why Do Many Hotels and Motels Fold Over the Last Piece of Toilet Paper in the Bathroom?


This Imponderable was sent in by reader Jane W. Brown in a letter dated May 12, 1986. Jane was clearly a discerning seer of emergent popular culture trends:




Staying in less than deluxe lodgings has led me to wonder why, and how, the custom of folding under the two outside corners on a roll of bathroom paper was begun. This operation creates a V on the last exposed edge of the tissue. I first noticed this bizarre sight in a LaQuinta Motor Inn. Then I stayed in some Holiday Inns while on a business trip. There, too, the bathroom paper had been tediously tucked in on the outside edges, the large V standing out, begging for attention. Recently, I upgraded my accommodations and spent several nights in a Marriott and an Intercontinental. Right: the bathroom paper was also arranged in this contorted fashion. Why?




Jane, enterprisingly, included an audiovisual aid along with her letter, as if to prove she wasnt crazy: a specimen of the mysterious V toilet paper. Since Jane wrote her letter, the folded toilet paper trick has run rampant in the lodging industry.


We contacted most of the largest chains of innkeepers in the country and received the same answer from all. Perhaps James P. McCauley, executive director of the International Association of Holiday Inns, stated it best:




Hotels want to give their guests the confidence that the bathroom has been cleaned since the last guest has used the room. To accomplish this, the maid will fold over the last piece of toilet paper to assure that no one has used the toilet paper since the room was cleaned. It is subtle but effective.




Maybe too subtle for us. Call us sentimental old fools, but we still like the old Sanitized for Your Protection strips across the toilet seat.




Submitted by Jane W. Brown of Giddings, Texas.









Why Do Gas Gauges in Automobiles Take and Eternity to Go from Registering Full to Half-full, and Then Drop to Empty in the Speed of Light?


On a long trek down our illustrious interstate highway system, we will do anything to alleviate boredom. The roadway equivalent of reading cereal boxes at breakfast is obsessing about odometers and fuel gauges.


Nothing is more dispiriting after a fill-up at the service station than traveling sixty miles and watching the gas gauge stand still. Although part of us longs to believe that our car is registering phenomenal mileage records, the other part of us wants the gauge to move to prove to ourselves that we are actually making decent time and have not, through some kind of Twilight Zone alternate reality, actually been riding on a treadmill for the last hour. Our gas gauge becomes the arbiter of our progress. Even when the needle starts to move, and the gauge registers three-quarters full, we sometimes feel as if we have been traveling for days.


How nice it would be to have a gauge move steadily down toward empty. Just as we are about to give in to despair, though, after the gauge hits half-full, the needle starts darting toward empty as if it had just discovered the principle of gravity. Whereas it seemed that we had to pass time zones before the needle would move to the left at all, suddenly we are afraid that we are going to run out of gas. Where is that next rest station?


There must be a better way. Why dont fuel gauges actually register what proportion of the tank is filled with gasoline? The automakers and gauge manufacturers are well aware that a half-full reading on a gas gauge is really closer to one-third full, and they have reasons for preserving this inaccuracy.


The gauge relies upon a sensor in the tank to relay the fuel level. The sensor consists of a float and linkage connected to a variable resistor. The resistance value fluctuates as the float moves up and down.


If a gas tank is filled to capacity, the liquid is filled higher than the float has the physical ability to rise. When the float is at the top of its stroke, the gauge will always register as full, even though the tank can hold more gasoline. The gauge will register full until this extra gasoline is consumed and the float starts its descent in the tank. At the other end of the floats stroke, the gauge will register as empty when the float can no longer move further downward, even though liquid is present below the float.


We asked Anthony H. Siegel, of Ameteks U.S. Gauge Division, why sensors arent developed that can measure the actual status of gasoline more accurately. We learned, much as we expected, that more precise measurements easily could be produced, but the automakers are using the current technology for our own good:




Vehicle makers are very concerned that their customers do not run out of fuel before the gauge reads empty. That could lead to stranded, unhappy motorists, so they compensate in the design of the float/gauge system. Their choice of tolerances and calibration procedures guarantees that slight variations during the manufacturing of these components will always produce a combination of parts which falls on the safe side. The gauge is thus designed to read empty when there is still fuel left.




Tens of millions of motorists have suspected there is fuel left even when the gauge says empty, but few have been brave enough to test the hypothesis. Perhaps there are gallons and gallons of fuel left when the gauge registers empty, and this is all a plot by Stuckeys and Howard Johnsons to make us take unnecessary pit stops on interstates.




Submitted by Jack Belck of Lansing, Michigan.
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How Is the Caloric Value of Food Measured?


Imponderables is on record as doubting the validity of caloric measurements. It defies belief that the caloric value of vegetables such as potato chips and onion rings, full of nutrients, could possibly be higher than greasy tuna fish or eggplant. Still, with an open mind, we sought to track down the answer to this Imponderable.


Calories are measured by an apparatus called a calorimeter. The piece of food to be measured is placed inside a chamber, sealed, and then ignited and burned. The energy released from the food heats water surrounding the chamber. By weighing the amount of water heated, noting the increase in the waters temperature and multiplying the two, the energy capacity of the food can be measured. A calorie is nothing more than the measurement of the ability of a particular nutrient to raise the temperature of one gram of water one degree Centigrade. For example, if ten thousand grams of water (the equivalent of ten liters or ten thousand cubic centimeters) surrounding the chamber is 20 degrees Centigrade before combustion and then is measured at 25 degrees after combustion, the difference in temperature (five degrees) is multiplied by the volume of water (ten thousand grams) to arrive at the caloric value (fifty thousand calories of energy).


If fifty thousand calories sounds like too high a number to describe heating ten liters of water five degrees, your instincts are sound. One calorie is too small a unit of measurement to be of practical use, so the popular press uses Calories, really kilocalories, one thousand times as much energy as the lowercase calorie.


The calorimeter is a crude but reasonable model for how our body stores and burns energy sources. The calorimeter slightly overstates the number of calories our body can use from each foodstuff. In the calorimeter, foods burn completely, with only some ashes (containing minerals) left in the chamber. In our body, small portions of food are indigestible, and are excreted before they break down to provide energy. The rules of thumb are that two percent of fat, five percent of carbohydrates, and eight percent of proteins will not be converted to energy by the body.


Food scientists have long known the caloric count for each food group. One gram of fat contains more than twice the number of calories (nine).


Scientists can easily ascertain the proportion of fat to carbohydrates or proteins, so it might seem that calories could be measured simply by weighing the food. When a food consists exclusively of proteins and carbohydrates, for example, one could simply multiply the weight of the food by four to discover the calorie count.


But complications arise. Certain ingredients in natural or processed foods contain no caloric value whatsoever, such as water, fiber, and minerals. Foods that contain a mixture, say, of water (zero calories), fiber (zero calories), proteins (four calories per gram), fats (nine calories per gram), and carbohydrates (four calories per gram), along with some trace minerals (zero calories), are simply harder to calculate with a scale than a calorimeter.




Submitted by Jill Palmer of Leverett, Massachusetts.
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Who Put E on Top of the Eye Chart? And Why?


Professor Hermann Snellen, a Dutch professor of ophthalmology, put the E on top of the eye chart in 1862. Although his very first chart was headed by an A, Snellen quickly composed another chart with E on top.


Snellen succeeded Dr. Frans Cornelis Donders as the director of the Netherlands Hospital for Eye Patients. Donders was then the worlds foremost authority on geometric optics. Snellen was trying to standardize a test to diagnose visual acuity, to measure how small an image an eye can accept while still detecting the detail of that image. Dr. Donders complicated formulas were based on three parallel lines; of all the letters of the alphabet, the capital E most closely resembled the lines that Dr. Donders had studied so intensively. Because Donders had earlier determined how the eye perceives the E, Snellen based much of his mathematical work on the fifth letter.


The three horizontal limbs of the E are separated by an equal amount of white space. In Snellens original chart, there was a one-to-one ratio between the height and width of the letters, and the gaps and bars were all the same length (in some modern eye charts, the middle bar is shorter).


Louanne Gould, of Cambridge Instruments, says that the E, unlike more open letters like L or U, forces the observer to distinguish between white and black, an important consitituent of good vision. Without this ability, Es begin to like Bs, Fs, Ps or many other letters.


Of course, Snellen couldnt make an eye chart full of only Es, or else all his patients would have 20-10 vision. But Snellen realized that it was important to use the same letters many times on the eye charts, to insure that the failure of an observer to identify a letter was based on a visual problem rather than the relative difficulty of a set of letters. Ian Bailey, professor of optometry and director of the Low Vision Clinic at the University of California at Berkeley, says that it isnt so important whether an eye chart uses the easiest or most difficult letters. Most eye charts incorporate only ten different letters, ones that have the smallest range of difficulty.


Today, many eye charts do not start with an Eand there is no technical reason why they have tobut most still do. Dr. Stephen C. Miller, of the American Optometric Association, suggests that the desire of optical companies to have a standardized approach to the production of eye charts probably accounts for the preponderance of E charts. And were happy about it. Its a nice feeling to know that even if our vision is failing us miserably, well always get the top row right.




Submitted by Merry Phillips of Menlo Park, California.








Do the Police Really Make Chalk Outlines of Murder Victims at the Scene of the Crime? Why Do They Use Chalk?


As soon as law enforcement officials descend upon a murder scene, a police photographer takes pictures of the corpse, making certain that the deceaseds position is established by the photographs. The medical examiner usually wants the body as soon as possible after the murder; the sooner an autopsy is conducted, the more valuable the information the police are likely to obtain.


Right before the body is removed, the police do indeed make an outline of the position of the victim. More often than not the body is outlined in chalk, including a notation of whether the body was found in a prone or supine posture.


A police investigation of a murder can take a long time, too long to maintain the murder site as it appeared after the murder. Forensic specialists cannot rely on photographs alone. Often, the exact position of the victim can be of vital importance in an investigation. By making an outline, the police can return to the murder scene and take measurements which might quash or corroborate a new theory on the case. Outline drawings may also be used in the courtroom to explain wound locations, bullet trajectories, and blood trails.


Herbert H. Buzbee, of the International Association of Coroners and Medical Examiners, told Imponderables that chalk is not always used to make outlines. Stick-em paper or string are often used on carpets, for example, where chalk might be obscured by the fabric. Carl Harbaugh, of the International Chiefs of Police, says that many departments once experimented with spray paint to make outlines, but found that paint traces were occasionally found on the victim, confusing the forensic analysis.


The ideal outline ingredient would be one that would show up, stay put, and do no permanent damage to any surface. Unfortunately, no such ingredient exists. Chalk gets high marks for leaving no permanent markings, but is not easily visible on many surfaces. Tape and string (which has to be fastened with tape) have a tendency to mysteriously twist out of shape, especially if they get wet.


None of these flaws in the markers would matter if murder victims were considerate enough to die in sites convenient to the police. Harbaugh says that on a street or highway any kind of outline will do. But what good is a chalk outline on a bed covered with linens and blankets?




Submitted by Pat OConner of Forest Hills, New York.







What Do Restaurants that Specialize in Potato Skins Do with the Rest of the Potato? What Do Restaurants that Specialize in Frogs Legs Do with the Rest of the Frog?


In most restaurants, potato skins are a waste product, served as the casing of a baked potato or not at all. So we assumed that restaurants that specialized in potato skins used the rest of the potato to make mashed potatoes, boiled potatoes, or soups.


Our assumption was correct, but our correspondent mentions that potato skins are often served in bars that do not serve potatoes in any other form. Is it cost-effective for these establishments to serve the skins and dump the potato filling?


Most restaurants that serve potato skins buy the skins only, usually in frozen form. Linda Smith, of the National Restaurant Association, sent us a list of the biggest suppliers of potato skins. Most of these companies, not at all coincidentally, also supply restaurants with pre-cut cottage fries, hash browns, and OBrien potatoes, among others. Ore-Ida isnt about to sell the skin and throw away the potato.


Anyone who has ever dissected a frog in biology class does not want to contemplate the idea of chefs picking apart an entire frog to get at its legs. Suffice it to say that restaurants buy only the legs of frogs. What suppliers of frogs legs do with the rest of the frog is too gruesome for even us to contemplate.




Submitted by Myrna S. Gordon of Scotch Plains, New Jersey. Thanks also to Sharon Michele Burke of Menlo Park, California.







If Water Is Heavier than Air, Why Do Clouds Stay Up in the Sky?


What makes you think that clouds arent dropping? They are. Constantly.


Luckily, cloud drops do not fall at the same velocity as a water balloon. In fact, cloud drops are downright sluggards: They drop at a measly 0.3 centimeters per second. And cloud drops are so tiny, about 0.01 centimeters in diameter, that their descent is not even noticeable to the human eye.




Submitted by Ronald C. Semone of Washington, D.C.
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Why Are There More Holes in the Mouthpiece of a Telephone than in the Earpiece?


We just checked the telephone closest to us and were shocked. There are thirty-six holes on our mouthpiece, and a measly seven on the earpiece. What gives?


Tucked underneath the mouthpiece is a tiny transmitter that duplicates our voices, and underneath the earpiece is a receiver. Those old enough to remember telephones that constantly howled will appreciate the problems inherent in having a receiver and transmitter close together enough to produce audible transmission without creating feedback.


Before the handset, deskstand telephones were not portable, and the speaker had to talk into a stationary transmitter. Handsets added convenience to the user but potential pitfalls in transmission. While developing the telephone handset, engineers were aware that it was imperative for the lips of a speaker to be as close as possible to the transmitter. If a caller increases the distance between his lips and the transmitter from half an inch to one inch, the output volume will be reduced by three decibels. According to AT&T, in 1919 more than four thousand measurements of head dimensions were made to determine the proper dimensions of the handset. The goal, of course, was to design a headset that would best cup the ear and bring the transmitter close to the lips.


One of the realities that the Bell engineers faced was that there was no way to force customers to talk directly into the mouthpiece. Watch most people talking on the phone and you will see their ears virtually covered by the receiver. But most people do not hold their mouths as close to the transmitter. This is the real reason why there are usually more holes in the mouthpiece than in the earpiece. The more holes there are, the more sensitive to sound the transmitter is, and the more likely that a mumbled aside will be heard three thousand miles away.




Submitted by Tammy Madill of Millington, Tennessee.







How Do Fish Return to a Lake or Pond that Has Dried Up?


Our correspondent, Michael J. Catalana, rightfully wonders how even a small pond replenishes itself with fish after it has totally dried up. Is there a Johnny Fishseed who roams around the world restocking ponds and lakes with fish?


We contacted several experts on fish to solve this mystery, and they wouldnt answer until we cross-examined you a little bit, Michael. How carefully did you look at that supposedly dried-up pond? they wanted to know. Many species, such as the appropriately named mudminnows, can survive in mud. R. Bruce Gebhardt, of the North American Native Fishes Association, suggested that perhaps your eyesight was misdirected: If there are small pools, fish may be able to hide in mud or weeds while youre standing there looking into the pool. When you leave, they re-emerge. Some tropical fish lay eggs that develop while the pond is dry; when rain comes and the pond is refilled with water, the eggs hatch quickly.


For the sake of argument, Michael, well assume that you communed with nature, getting down on your hands and knees to squeeze the mud searching for fish or eggs. You found no evidence of marine life. How can fish appear from out of thin air? We return to R. Bruce Gebhardt for the explanation:




There are ways in which fish can return to a pond after total elimination. The most common is that most ponds or lakes have outlets and inlets; fish just swim back into the formerly hostile area. They are able to traverse and circumvent small rivulets, waterfalls, and pollution sources with surprising efficiency. If they find a pond with no fish in it, they may stay just because theres a lot of food with no competition for it.


Submitted by Michael J. Catalana of Ben Lomond, California.







Why Do We Call Our Numbering System Arabic When Arabs Dont Use Arabic Numbers Themselves?


The first numbering system was probably developed by the Egyptians, but ancient Sumeria, Babylonia, and India used numerals in business transactions. All of the earliest number systems used some variation of 1 to denote one, probably because the numeral resembled a single finger. Historians suggest that our Arabic 2 and 3 are corruptions of two and three slash marks written hurriedly.


Most students in Europe, Australia, and the Americas learn to calculate with Arabic numbers, even though these numerals were never used by Arabs. Arabic numbers were actually developed in India, long before the invention of the printing press (probably in the tenth century), but were subsequently translated into Arabic. European merchants who brought back treatises to their continent mistakenly assumed that Arabs had invented the system, and proceeded to translate the texts from Arabic.


True Arabic numerals look little like ours. From one to ten, this is how they look:

[image: img]




Submitted by Dr. Bruce Carter of Fort Ord, California.
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When You Are Driving Your Car at Night and Look Up at the Sky, Why Does It Seem that the Moon Is Following You Around?


If you, like every other literate human being, have read Why Do Clocks Run Clockwise? and Other Imponderables, then you know why the moon looks larger on the horizon than up in the sky, even though the moon remains the same size. Clearly, our eyes can play tricks on us.


Without reference points to guide us, the moon doesnt seem to be far away. When you are driving on a highway, the objects closest to your car go whirring by. Barriers dividing the lanes become a blur. You can discern individual houses or trees by the side of the road, but, depending upon your speed, it might be painful to watch them go by. Distant trees and houses move by much more slowly, even though you are driving at the same speed. And distant mountains seem mammoth and motionless. Eventually, as you travel far enough down the highway, you will pass the mountains, and they will appear smaller.


If you think the mountain range off the highway is large or far away, consider the moon, which is 240,000 miles away and bigger than any mountain range (more than 2,100 miles in diameter). We already know that our eyes are playing tricks with our perception of how big and far away the moon is. You would have to be traveling awfully far to make the moon appear to move at all. Astronomy editor Jeff Kanipe concludes that without a highway or expanse of landscape to give us reference points this illusion of nearness coupled with its actual size and distance makes the moon appear to follow us wherever we go.


This phenomenon, much discussed in physics and astronomy textbooks, is called the parallax and is used to determine how the apparent change in the position of an object or heavenly body may be influenced by the changing position of the observer. Astronomers can determine the distance between a body in space and the observer by measuring the magnitude of the parallax effect.


And then again, Elizabeth, maybe the moon really is following you.




Submitted by Elizabeth Bogart of Glenview, Illinois.







When Does a Calf Become a Cow?


The calfs equivalent of a bar mitzvah occurs after it stops nursing, usually at about seven to eight months of age. After they are weaned and/or when they reach twelve months, they are referred to as yearling bulls or yearling calves.


According to Richard L. Spader, executive vice president of the American Angus Association, calves dont achieve full-fledged bullhood or cowhood until theyre in production. We normally refer to a first calf heifer at, say, twenty-four months of age or older, as just that, and after her second calf as a three-year-old, she becomes a cow.


Bulls dont usually reach maturity until they are three. After they wean from their mothers, they are referred to as yearling bulls, or two-year-old bulls. Are we now all totally confused?




Submitted by Herbert Kraut of Forest Hills, New York.







When One Has a Cold, Why Does Only One Nostril at a Time Tend to Get Clogged (Even Though Which Nostril Gets Clogged Can Change at Any Time)? Come to Think of It, Why Do We Need Two Nostrils in the First Place?


The shifting of clogged nostrils is a protective effort of your nasal reflex system. Although the nose was probably most important to prehistoric man as a smelling organ, modern humans sense of smell has steadily decreased over time. The nose is now much more important in respiration, breathing in O2 to the nose, trachea, bronchi, lungs, heart, and blood, and ultimately the exchange of oxygen and carbon dioxide. As rhinologist Dr. Pat Barelli explains:




A fantastic system of reflexes which originate in the inner nose sends impulses to the heart and indirectly to every cell in the body. These reflexes, coupled with the resistance of the nose, increase the efficiency of the lungs and improve the effectiveness of the heart action.




The most common reason for congested nostril switching is the sleep process. When we sleep, our body functions at a greatly reduced rate. The heart beats slower and the lungs require less air. Rhinologist Dr. Zanzibar notes that patients




commonly complain that at night when they lie on one side, the dependent side of the nose becomes obstructed and they find it necessary to roll over in bed to make that side open. Then the other side becomes obstructed, and they roll over again.




When the
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