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Disclaimer

––––––––
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I

am really sorry to have to bother you, Dear Reader, with this, but it is more than my life is worth, trolling being what it is, to leave it out. Yes, Dear Reader is an anachronism not seen in all seriousness since pretty much the time of Disraeli. That is kind of why I use it. No, I am not an expert on anything much in the practical world so if you think that I am encouraging you to, for example stick your fingers in the power socket, you have read that wrong. Take absolutely no notice of anything that sounds like advice – I know quite literally nothing about any of this shit. This book is intended as an amusing diversion into the ways in which Domestic Physics and indeed the world in general is out to getchya. And that’s all it is. Consider this a trigger warning – it’s the only one you’ll be getting. Enjoy.

Not a disclaimer as such, but this seems to be the best place to say that all illustrations are copyright M.J. Trow. If you would like to use any of them, or indeed commission an original for yourself, please contact the publisher. 
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Foreword
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Peter Maxwell

––––––––
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B

efore I begin this foreword proper, I must explain why I am even writing it at all. My old mate Manny – I promised him I wouldn’t use his nickname but it’s too late now, it’s rude to edit a foreword, or so I am told – asked me to write it some time ago when he had had a final meltdown at the failure of his umpteenth gadget and I wasn’t actually concentrating, so I said yes. I am a teacher of my word, so, here we are.

It was only when I had signed on the dotted line that I discovered that I was far from being Manny’s first choice. He had asked numerous others to contribute but for some reason, Sirs Tim Berners-Lee and James Dyson found themselves unable to fit the gig into their packed timetables. Others he would have liked to give a chance to defend themselves include but are not limited to Charles Babbage, Thomas Edison, Jeff Bezos, Archimedes (some of whom are dead) ... the usual gang. But he – and you – are stuck with me.

I first knew Manny at school. He was one of those boys whose shoes were always shiny, whose tie was always beautifully knotted and whose blazer was a stranger to hair, both boy and dog. When he popped round to ask me to write this Foreword, he looked like an unmade bed, to be generous. His trousers were wrinkled, his shirt was egg-stained, his tie looked like a shoelace and one of his shoes had velcroed itself to his trouser hem. Hardly a paragon of fashion myself, I must admit it did my heart good to see him. He explained that his iron had stopped working because the chip which decided the temperature according to the sensor which could recognise fabrics had gone on the fritz (this, by the way, is by no means a slur on our friends the Germans, whose machines work excellently). His washing machine, likewise, being of the Smart persuasion, had just ceased to function at all and just sat in the kitchen mulishly muttering that he should consult the online manual. His tie had been carefully placed in the onboard tie press in his digital wardrobe, newly fitted to his Smart bedroom and had been turned into origami. The Velcro he couldn’t understand, it just seemed to come as standard on all footwear these days.

At this point, he was beginning to look a little down in the mouth, so Jacquie offered him a restorative G&T, which he sadly declined. His car had a built in breathalyser and if he has so much as a wine gum, refuses to start. It usually refuses to start anyway, from what I could gather, but apparently the breathalyser failure to start lasted twenty-four hours and he had places to be. [image: ]The offer of a coffee just brought tears to his eyes. He hasn’t had a home brewed coffee for years, because his state-of-the-art coffee maker which cost him more than the national debt of a small coffee producing country, will only make mocha latte with coconut milk on alternate Wednesdays, assuming that there is a z in the month.

By now, Jacquie and I, along with a totally enraptured Nolan, Count and Chancellor, were beginning to wonder whether the poor chap may have parted with a few marbles too many. But no, when you get him off his own troubles and onto Domestic Physics in general, the man does seem to know his onions. 

I am however mortified that dear old Manny has said nothing about bikes in this book. I was a little surprised until I remembered his horribly embarrassing failure in the Cycling Proficiency Test at school, so I forgive him for that omission. No one wants to be reminded of something as traumatic as getting your sock caught in the chain. 

He also turns out to be quite the artist, but I should have known that. He turned in a darned effective piece of graffiti in the showers that time, I remember now. I think I could safely do him the courtesy of calling it ‘anatomically correct’, though how he knew is a mystery. Nothing of that nature in this book, of course, just some rather amusing decorations to enhance the text. 

So, there we have it. Buy this book by my old mate Manny. He knows what he is talking about, almost all of the time. 

Leighford-on-Sea, West Sussex
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Chapter 1
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In the Beginning ...

––––––––
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‘Y

e canna change the laws of physics’ was the favourite saying of Chief Engineer Scott on board the Starship Enterprise that enjoyed a long-running TV series and several movie spin-offs. It was the first and only Star Trek, the others being pale imitations.

What Scotty (aka actor James Doohan) didn’t tell you was that series creator Gene Roddenbery and the cast and crew of the Enterprise did actually change the laws of physics and they did it in every boldly-going episode.

Actual physics is what makes the world go round. The French call it physique (which really means body shape). The Germans have a suitable Teutonic Physick. The Romans, far more sensible than we are, had no word for it because their word physic meant a medical cure (more accurately, for you purists out there, medicamentum). So when classically educated Geoffrey Chaucer, Comptroller of the King’s Wines and Woollens in the 1380s, introduced a doctor of physic into his Canterbury Tales, he meant doctor in the sense we use it today – a doctor of medicine, which has nothing to do with physics at all.

The New Shorter Oxford Dictionary (1993) refers to the Greek philosopher Aristotle (who never had to worry about any of the everyday problems listed in this book) and defines physics as:


The branch of science that deals with the nature and properties of matter and energy, insofar as they are not dealt with by chemistry or biology; the science whose subject matter includes mechanics, heat, light and other radiation, sound, electricity, magnetism and the structure of atoms. Also, the physical properties of a thing.



So, there you have it. Or perhaps you don’t. The sense I have from this definition is that physics is what is left over after the purer sciences of chemistry and biology have taken precedence. It is the bits that are left over. If you believe in a literal interpretation of the Old Testament, physics occurred to God on the last day, a sort of PS of creation. And just to make life even more confusing, to the Vikings, a Thing was a sort of parliament. Complicated old world, isn’t it?

For the record, I have to declare an interest. I have done my level best to avoid physics all my life. When I had to study it (between the ages of 11 and 14) I actually quite enjoyed playing about with light sources, prisms and magnets and iron filings. But I had absolutely no idea what my science teacher (a thug we called ‘Smoky Joe’) was talking about.

Consequently, the co-efficient of linear expansion is about as clear to me as rocket science, which they didn’t teach us in school. When it came to that blessed day of choosing O level subjects (the predecessors of GCSEs, younger readers) I rejoiced in the fact that the options were Physics or History. Naturally I chose the latter, the realm of sanity and civilization and interest and the result is the author of the book you are reading today.

[image: ]

Lives of the Great Physicists

If you go online (of which much more later) you will notice how many of them there were/are. A lot of them after 1901 were working towards a Nobel prize rather than for the greater good of mankind. And on that note, the anything but noble Alfred Nobel invented dynamite in 1866 and gelignite nine years later. It seems to have escaped everybody’s attention that both of these were used to kill people.

Let’s have a look at some of the great and good and examine the downside of their achievements. In more or less chronological order:

Archimedes (c.287-22BC) Like all Greek philosophers, a polymath who (like many later philosophers, including Nobel) made a living by designing siege engines against the Romans. He memorably shouted ‘Eureka!’ (ouch, that’s hot) while having a bath and accidentally discovered the upthrust on a floating body. The last principled physicist, he discovered a different kind of upthrust when a Roman soldier killed him while he was working out a mathematical problem.*

*To those of you who persist in believing that the pen is mightier than the sword, here is historical and physical proof that it isn’t.

Galileo Galilei (1564-1642) So good they almost named him twice. He clearly had the most unimaginative parents in history. He made a name for himself in various Italian universities at a time when Italian universities were pretty good but fell foul of the Catholic Church when he had the brass neck (see Tycho Brahe) to challenge the concept of Copernicus, that the earth was not at the centre of the universe. Obviously, the Pope didn’t like physicists either.

Johann Kepler (1571-1630) German astronomer and student of Tycho Brahe (see Galileo Galilei) who became court astronomer to the emperor Rudolf II. Kepler and His Imperial Majesty were almost certainly at cross purposes. Kepler was interested in planetary orbits while Rudolf wanted to know when the stars looked favourably on him bashing the Turks and Bohemian protestants in his own domain.

Blaise Pascal (1623-62) A child prodigy who had worked out twenty-three of Euclid’s Propositions by the time he was eleven. (I was taking the 11+ exam at the time, including a mastery of the arcane language of Outlandish, so I consider myself Pascal’s equal). Later in life he got bogged down in religious controversies, gave up drinking and had two revelations just before midnight on 23 November 1654 which ought to have raised doubts about any/all of his physics. 

Michael Faraday (1791-1867) Both a chemist and physicist, Faraday, who, having been born in Newington Butts, London, must have had a Cockney accent (think Del Boy with a brain) is usually regarded as the greatest of all experimental physicists. To which I reply, from a position of intellectual fairness, never mind the experiments, Faraday, get it right. I quite unfairly blame him for the feeble life of batteries and the tendency of electrical cables to tangle themselves without reason or purpose.

Max Planck (1858-1947) The formulator of quantum physics which gave rise to one of the titles in the James Bond franchise. There is no truth in the rumour that he is the origin of the immortal phrase ‘thick as a Planck’. 

Guglielmo Marconi (1874-1937) Italian inventor of the radio, or so it is generally believed. In fact, he pinched other people’s ideas (see Isaac Newton) and presented them as his own. He also supported the Fascist thug Benito Mussolini.

There are also some physicists whose names have entered the domestic (or, more accurately, school curriculum) world – Joule, Volta, Fahrenheit, Hertz and Celsius, for example. I have left a special place for Erwin Schrödinger (1887-1961), he of the wave mechanics schtick. His convoluted philosophical discussion of whether a cat is alive or dead at any given moment is as tortuous and nonsensical as phlogiston, an eighteenth-century chemists’ belief that such a substance was created during a chemical reaction (see Spirit Photography, Ectoplasm and the Turin Shroud). Schrödinger wrote What is Life? in 1946 to which I reply ‘Something that is made all the more unpleasant and annoying by Domestic Physics’ (see below for several pages).
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Chapter 2
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What is Domestic Physics?

––––––––
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T

o paraphrase the dictionary definition in Chapter 1, domestic physics is:


The branch of science that deals with the nature and properties of matter used routinely in a household, insofar as they are not dealt with by chemistry or biology; the science whose subject matter includes appalling design, inferior packaging and the contrariness of inanimate objects. Also, the profusion of such failures that man unwittingly invites into his home.



Let me illustrate the problem(s) by talking you through a typical day for many.


8 a.m. Rise at approximately the usual time to find that my bedroom clock is at least ten minutes slow, having been totally accurate the night before.

Descend staircase, remembering that one banister is slightly loose due to failure of screws, Rawl plugs and brickwork to hold together (needs work, Mr Rawl).

8.10 a.m.  Feed cat, having to negotiate badly-fitting cupboard drawer and tear open sachet. Impossible to empty sachet completely so resort to use of cutlery – hence more washing up (see later) and the need to buy yet more cat food.

8.15 a.m. Switch on kettle, of the type that needs temperature and volume setting depending on the type of cup/mug and beverage being used. This was once done with a simple on/off switch. Or, going further back still, swinging the kettle nearer to the fire.

8.20 a.m. Open daily paper on iPad to be informed that (for the fourth morning running) the download has not completed properly. Read
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