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Preface






If you read the first volume of Imponderables, you now know why you dont ever see baby pigeons, why women open their mouths while applying mascara, and why people look up when thinking. But the last frontiers in human knowledge havent quite yet been plumbed. Thus the burning need for Why Do Clocks Run Clockwise? and Other Imponderables.


Imponderables are the everyday mysteries of life that arent very importantuntil they occur to you. Then they begin to gnaw at your brain like termites boring through wood. An Imponderable is a mystery that cannot be solved by numbers or measurements or standard reference books. You will sleep better when you find out where flies go in winter, what happens to the tread that wears off tires, and why hamburger-bun bottoms are so thin that they disintegrate under the weight of the patty. You will be a better person for knowing this stuff.


Most of the new Imponderables come from readers of the first book. It is humbling to discover that the readers of Imponderables are at least as imaginative (crazed?) as its author.


Many readers asked for a subject index in the next volume of Imponderables. Your wish is our command. Weve also added a new feature, Frustables, short for Frustrating Imponderables, a top-ten list of Imponderables whose answers eluded us. We are offering a free copy of the next edition of Imponderables to the first person who provides evidence or referrals that lead us to solutions of these ultimate mysteries.


And, of course, we still offer a free copy of the next edition of Imponderables to the first person who poses an Imponderable we answer in our next volume. The last page of the book will tell you how you can unburden your soul of the mysteries that plague you and participate in this great intellectual journey. But for now, sit back and enjoy.























What Is the Purpose of the Warning Label on a Mattress? And What Happens If I Rip It Off?
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Here is an Imponderable that happens to be one of the foremost moral issues plaguing our society today. Many transgressors are consumed with guilt over having ripped off mattress tags. Some are almost as upset about impetuously doing in pillow tags, as well.


We are here to say: do not be hard on yourself. You have done nothing legally wrong. You have not even done anything morally wrong.


Those warning labels are there to protect you, not to shackle you. If you look carefully at the language of the dire warning, there is always a proviso that the label is not to be removed except by the consumer. Labeling laws are up to the individual states. Thirty-two of the fifty states have laws requiring mattress tags, and none of the states cares whether the purchaser of a mattress rips up the tag.


So how do these warning labels protect you? Most important, they inform the consumer exactly what the filling material is made of, because the fill is not visible. The label also notifies the consumer that the manufacturer is registered with all of the appropriate government agencies and has fulfilled its obligations in complying with their regulations. There is also manufacturing information on the tag that may help the consumer when and if a warranty adjustment is desired (though this is a good argument for keeping the tag on the mattress, or at least filing it for future reference).


One of the reasons why mattress warning label laws were imposed in the first place is that some less-than-ethical merchants used to palm off secondhand mattresses as new ones. It is legal, in most states, to sell secondhand mattresses as long as they are properly sterilized. A white tag guarantees a new mattress; a sterilized secondhand mattress carries a yellow tag.




Submitted by the Reverend Ken Vogler, of Jeffersonville, Indiana. Thanks also to: Mike Dant, of Bardstown, Kentucky, and Owen Spann, of New York, New York.














Why Do Dogs Walk Around in Circles Before Lying Down?


The most common and logical explanation for the phenomenon is that in the wild, circling was a method of preparing a sleeping area or bed, particularly when it was necessary to flatten down an area among tall grass, leaves, and rocks.


Some experts also believe that circling is a way for dogs to map territory, to define an area of power. Dog writer Elizabeth Crosby Metz explains the habit this way:




I believe it also has to do with spreading their proprietary scent around their nesting site, to say: Keep away, this is MY nest!



In fact, as a breeder I know that mother dogs will circle many times before lying down to feed their sightless, deaf newborns as a way of spreading her scent and indicating to them exactly where she is and how far they have to go to reach her. Think about it: How else can blind, deaf newborns so surely find the milk bar?


Submitted by Daniel M. Keller, of Solana Beach, California. Thanks also to: Joanna Parker, of Miami, Florida.





If Nothing Sticks to Teflon, How Do They Get Teflon to Stick to the Pan?


They, of course, is Du Pont, which owns the registered trademark for Teflon and its younger and now more popular cousin, Silverstone. G. A. Quinn, of Du Pont, told Imponderables that the application of both is similar:




When applying Silverstone to a metal frypan, the interior of the pan is first grit-blasted, then a primer coat is sprayed on and baked. A second layer of Polytetrafluoroethylene (PTFE) is applied, baked and dried again. A third coat of PFTE is applied, baked and dried.


About the only thing that sticks to PTFE is PTFE. So, the 3-coat process used in Silverstone forms an inseparable bond between the PTFE layers and the primer coat bonds to the rough, grit-blasted metal surface.




Du Pont has recently introduced Silverstone Supra, also a three-layer coating that is twice as durable as conventional Silverstone.




Submitted by Anthony Virga, of Yonkers, New York.





Why Is the Scoring System in Tennis So Weird?


Tennis as we know it today is barely over a hundred years old. A Welshman, Major Walter Clopton Wingfield, devised the game as a diversion for his guests to play on his lawn before the real purpose for the get-togethera pheasant shoot. Very quickly, however, the members of the Wimbledon Cricket Club adopted Wingfields game for use on their own underutilized lawns, empty since croquet had waned in popularity in the late eighteenth century.


Long before Wingfield, however, there were other forms of tennis. The word tennis first appeared in a poem by John Gower in 1399, and Chaucers characters spoke of playing rackets in 1380. Court tennis (also known as real tennis) dates back to the Middle Ages. That great athlete, Henry VIII, was a devotee of the game. Court tennis was an indoor game featuring an asymmetrical rectangular cement court with a sloping roof, a hard ball, a lopsided racket, and windows on the walls that came into play. Very much a gentlemans sport, the game is still played by a few diehards, though only a handful of courts currently exist in the United States.


Lawn tenniss strange scoring system was clearly borrowed from court tennis. Although court tennis used a fifteen-point system, the scoring system was a little different from modern scoring. Each point in a game was worth fifteen points (while modern tennis progresses 15-30-40-game, court tennis progressed 15-30-45-game). Instead of the current three or five sets of six games each, court tennis matches were six sets of four games each.


The most accepted theory for explaining the strange scoring system is that it reflected Europeans preoccupation with astronomy, and particularly with the sextant (one-sixth of a circle). One-sixth of a circle is, of course, 60 degrees (the number of points in a game). Because the victor would have to win six sets of four games each, or 24 points, and each point was worth 15 points, the game concluded when the winner had completed a circle of 360 degrees (2415).


Writings by Italian Antonio Scaino indicate that the sextant scoring system was firmly in place as early as 1555. When the score of a game is tied after six points in modern tennis, we call it deucethe Italians already had an equivalent in the sixteenth century, a due (in other words, two points were needed to win).


Somewhere along the line, however, the geometric progression of individual game points was dropped. Instead of the third point scoring 45, it became worth 40. According to the Official Encyclopedia of Tennis, it was most likely dropped to the lower number for the ease of announcing scores out loud, because forty could not be confused with any other number. In the early 1700s, the court tennis set was extended to six games, obscuring the astronomical origins of the scoring system.


When lawn tennis began to surpass court tennis in popularity, there was a mad scramble to codify rules and scoring procedures. The first tennis body in this country, the U.S. National Lawn Tennis Association, first met in 1881 to establish national standards. Prior to the formation of the USNLTA, each tennis club selected its own scoring system. Many local tennis clubs simply credited a player with one point for each rally won. Silly concept. Luckily, the USNLTA stepped into the breach and immediately adopted the English scoring system, thus ensuring generations of confused and intimidated tennis spectators.


There have been many attempts to simplify the scoring system in order to entice new fans. The World Pro Championship League tried the table-tennis scoring system of twenty-onepoint matches, but neither the scoring system nor the League survived.


Perhaps the most profound scoring change in this century has been the tie breaker. The U.S. Tennis Associations Middle States section, in 1968, experimented with sudden-death play-offs, which for the first time in modern tennis history allowed a player who won all of his regulation service games to lose a set. The professionals adopted the tie breaker in 1970, and it is used in almost every tournament today.




Submitted by Charles F. Myers, of Los Altos, California.






Why Have Humans Lost Most of Their Body Hair?

[image: 1]

Anthropologists have debated this issue for a long time. Hair on most creatures is an important means of maintaining heat in the body, so the reasons for humans losing this valuable form of insulation are unlikely to be trivial. Here are some of the more logical theories advanced about why hair loss made sense for humans, along with the opinions of Desmond Morris, whose book The Naked Ape derives its title from this very Imponderable.




1. Hair loss allowed primitive people to cope better with the myriad of skin parasites, such as ticks, mites, and vermin, that bothered them. Parasites were more than a nuisance; they spread many potentially fatal infectious diseases. Although this theory makes sense, it doesnt explain why other relatives of man, equally bothered by parasites, have not evolved similarly.


2. Naked skin could have been a social rather than a functional change. Most species have a few arbitrarily selected characteristics that differentiate them from other specieswhat Desmond Morris calls recognition marks. Morris doubts the validity of the recognition mark theory, for hair loss is a far more drastic step than is necessary to differentiate humans from other primates.


3. Hair loss might have had a sexual and reproductive basis. Male mammals generally are hairier than their female counterparts. This type of sex-based physiological difference helps make one sex more attractive to the other. Morris also mentions that hair loss served to heighten the excitement of sexthere is simply more tactile sensation without fur. Now that we are in the midst of a worldwide population explosion and trying to slow the birth rate, it is easy to forget that nature has built into our species characteristics to help increase our numbers.


4. Some anthropologists believe that before humans became hunting animals, stalking the savannas of East Africa, we went through a phase as an aquatic animal, seeking food at tropical seashores rather than on the more arid open plains. Without hairy bodies, humans became more streamlined in the water, able to swim and wade effectively. This is also a possible explanation for our hair being so plentiful on the head: if we spent much of our time wading in the water, only the top of the head need be covered, as protection against the sun. According to this theory, man left the water only after he developed the tools necessary to hunt.


5. Even if the aquatic phase never existed, hair loss helped humans regulate their body temperature after they moved from the forests to a plains-based hunting culture. Morris questions this theory: after all, other mammals, such as lions and jackals, made a similar switch of terrains without accompanying hair loss. Furthermore, the loss of body hair had a negative effect in that it subjected humans to dangerous ultraviolet radiation from the sun.


6. Hair loss kept primitive humans from overheating during the chase when hunting. This is Morriss pet theory. When our ancestors became hunters, their level of physical activity increased enormously. By losing their heavy coat of hair, and by increasing the number of fat and sweat glands all over the body, humans could cool off faster and more efficiently. Sweat glands could not could not deliver their cooling effect nearly as effectively if fur trapped perspiration.



As divorced as we are from the problems of our primate forebears, Morris believes that human genetics will always countermand our attempts to elevate our culture. [Mans] genes will lag behind, and he will be constantly reminded that, for all his environment-moulding achievements, he is still at heart a very naked ape.




Submitted by Sean S. Gayle, of Slidell, Louisiana.





Why Dont People Get Goosebumps on Their Faces?


Be proud of the fact that you dont get goosebumps on your face. Its one of the few things that separate you from chimpanzees.


We get goosebumps only on parts of our bodies that have hair. As you have learned from the exciting previous entry, the purpose of body hair is to protect us from the cold. But when our hair doesnt provide enough insulation, the small muscles at the bottom of each hair tighten, so that the hair stands up.


In animals covered with fur, the risen strands form a protective nest of hairs. Cold air is trapped in the hair instead of bouncing against delicate skin. The hair thus insulates the animals against the cold.


Although humans have lost most of their body hair, the same muscular contractions occur to defend against the cold. Instead of a mat of hair, all we have to face the elements are a few wispy tufts and a multitude of mounds of skin, which used to support an erect hair and now must go it alone. When a male lion gets goosebumps, his erect hair makes him ferocious; our goosebumps only make us look vulnerable.




Submitted by Pam Cicero, of Madison, Ohio.





Why Doesnt Countdown Leader on Films Count All the Way to One?


Remember watching the leader on sixteen-millimeter films in school, waiting for the countdown to go 10-9-8-7-6-5-4-3-2-whoops? It never got down to one.


Countdown leader, of course, is there to help the projectionist time when a film is going to start. Each number is timed to appear precisely one second after the other. The projectionist usually uses the number two as the cue to allow the projector light to hit the screen and begin the show. What would be number one is simply the start of the picture.


Wouldnt it work just as well to have zero represent the beginning of the movie, so that frustrated audiences could have the satisfaction of counting down from ten to one? Of course it would. But as in most areas, tradition and inertia rule. As Bob Dylan wrote, Dont follow leaders.




Submitted by Ronald C. Semone, of Washington, D.C.





When a Company Sells Lobster Tails to Restaurants and Stores, What Do They Do with the Rest of the Lobster?


The American or Maine lobster is usually delivered to stores and restaurants whole and served in the shell. The claws, legs, and body all contain good lobster meat, and aficionados covet the green tomalley or liver and the red roe often found in female lobsters. As Richard B. Allen, vice-president of the Atlantic Offshore Fishermens Association, put it, If they are not eating almost everything except the shell, they are missing a fine eating experience.


If you find lobster tails listed on a restaurant menu, chances are you are ordering rock or spiny lobsters. Unlike Maine lobsters, spiny lobsters do not have big claws, but rather two large antennas. We spoke to Red Lobsters purchaser, Bob Joseph, who told us that most of Red Lobsters tails come from Brazil, Honduras, and the Bahamas. Red Lobster buys about two million pounds of spiny lobster a year (as well as a similar poundage of Maine lobster). The nontail meat of the spiny lobster is stringy and watery compared to the tails, and not as good-looking. Consumers seem to prefer the big, steaklike chunks of the tail rather than the shreds of meat found on other parts of the crustacean.


Although some restaurants and fish stores will buy the relatively small claws of spiny (and rock) lobsters, what happens to the nontail meat that isnt in demand? The claw, thorax, and head meat is sold as meat packs, which are used for soups (lobster bisque, gumbos) and reconstituted for seafood salads. Seafood and Italian restaurants often use meat-pack lobster for pastas. And, surprisingly, one of the biggest users of lobster meat pack is egg-roll makers.




Submitted by Claudia Wiehl, of North Charleroi, Pennsylvania.








Why Do They Need Twenty Mikes at Press Conferences?
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If you look carefully at a presidential press conference, youll see two microphones. But at other press conferences, you may find many more. Why the difference?

Obviously, all the networks have access to the presidents statements. How can they each obtain a tape when there are only a couple of microphones? They use a device called a mult box (short for multiple outlet device). The mult box contains one input jack but numerous output jacks (usually at least eight outputs, but sixteen-and thirty-two-output mult boxes are common). Each station or network simply plugs its recording equipment into an available output jack and makes its own copy. The second microphone is used only as a backup, in case the other malfunctions. The Signal Corps, which runs presidential news conferences, provides the mult boxes at the White House.


Its more likely, though, that a press conference will be arranged hastily or conducted at a site without sophisticated electronics equipment. It is at such occasions that youll see multiple microphones, with each news team forced to install its own equipment if it wants its own tape.


All networks and most local television stations own mult boxes. Of course, the whole purpose of the mult box is to promote pooling of resources, so the networks, on the national level, and the local stations, in a particular market, alternate providing mult boxes. There usually isnt a formal arrangement for who will bring the mult box; in practice, there are few hassles.


Some media consultants like the look of scores of microphones, believing it makes the press conference seem important. A more savvy expert will usually ask for a mult box, so that the viewing audience wont be distracted by the blaring call letters on the microphones from a single pearl of wisdom uttered by the politician he works for.




Why Do Some Localities Use Salt and Others Use Sand to Treat Icy Roads?


Gabriel Daniel Fahrenheit, creator of the Fahrenheit temperature scale, discovered that salt mixed with ice (at a temperature slightly below the freezing point) creates a solution with a lower freezing point than water alone. Thus, salt causes snow and ice to melt.


Most localities havent found a better way to de-ice roadways and sidewalks than salt. Salt is also effective in keeping hard packs of ice from forming in the first place. While a number of chemicals have been developed to melt ice, salt remains a much cheaper alternative.


So why dont all localities use salt to treat icy roads? Ecological problems have led some municipalities to ban the use of salt outright. Salt causes corrosion of vehicles, pavement, bridges, and any unprotected steel in surrounding structures. Salt also harms many kinds of vegetation.


The effectiveness of salt as an ice remover also has distinct limitations. Salt is best used in high-traffic areas; without enough traffic to stimulate a thorough mixing of ice and salt, hard packs can still develop. Below approximately 25 F, salt isnt too effective, because ice forms so fast that the salt doesnt have a chance to lower the freezing point. And salt applied on top of ice doesnt provide traction for drivers or pedestrians.


Sand, by contrast, provides excellent traction for vehicles when grit comes in contact with tires, whether the sand is exposed on top of the surface of the ice or mixed in with slush or snow. Sand doesnt require high-volume traffic areas to work effectively, it does little or no harm to vegetation, vehicles, or road, and is (pardon the expression) dirt cheap.


There is only one problem with sand: it doesnt melt snow or ice. Salt tries to cure the problem. Sand attempts to treat the symptoms.


Some localities have experimented with sand-salt combinations. Actually, most sand spread on pavements already contains some salt, used to keep the sand from freezing into clumps when mixed with the snow.


While salt is considerable more expensive than sand, cost is rarely the main criterion for choosing sand over salt. Joseph DiFabio, of the New York State Department of Transportation, told Imponderables that salt costs approximately twenty dollars per ton, compared to five dollars per ton for sand. In fact, sand must be applied in a greater concentration than salt, about three times as much. Because maintenance crews must use three times as much sand to treat the same mileage of roadway, they must return to reload their trucks with sand three times as often as with salt. The eventual cost differential, therefore, is negligible.




Submitted by Daniel A. Placko, Jr., of Chicago, Illinois.







Why Is the Telephone Touch-Tone Key Pad Arranged Differently from the Calculator Key Pad?


Conspiracy theories abound, but the explanation for this Imponderable reinforces one of the great tenets of Imponderability: when in doubt, almost any manmade phenomenon can be explained by tradition, inertia, or both. A theory we have often heard is that the phone company intentionally reversed the calculator configuration so that people who were already fast at operating calculators would slow down enough to allow the signals of the phone to register. Its a neat theory, but it isnt true. Even today, fast punchers can render a touch-tone phone worthless.


Both the touch-tone key pad and the all-transistor calculator were made available to the general public in the early 1960s. Calculators were arranged from the beginning so that the lowest digits were on the bottom. Telephone keypads put the 1-2-3 on the top row. Both configurations descended directly from earlier prototypes.


Before 1964, calculators were either mechanical or electronic devices with heavy tubes. The key pads on the first calculators actually resembled old cash registers, with the left row of keys numbering 9 on top down to 0 at the bottom. The next row to the right had 90 on top and 10 on the bottom, the next row to the right 900 on top, 100 on the bottom, and so on. All of the early calculators were ten rows high, and most were nine rows wide. From the beginning, hand-held calculators placed 7-8-9 on the top row, from left to right.


Before the touch-tone phone, of course, rotary dials were the rule. There is no doubt that the touch-tone key pad was designed to mimic the rotary dial, with the 1 on top and the 7-8-9 on the bottom. According to Bob Ford, of AT&Ts Bell Laboratories, a second reason was that some phone-company research concluded that this configuration helped eliminate dialing errors. Ford related the story, which may or may not be apocryphal, that when AT&T contemplated the design of their key pad, they called several calculator companies, hoping they would share the research that led them to the opposite configuration. Much to their chagrin, AT&T discovered that the calculator companies had conducted no research at all. From our contacts with Sharp and Texas Instruments, two pioneers in the calculator field, it seems that this story could easily be true.


Terry L. Stibal, one of several readers who posed this Imponderable, suggested that if the lower numbers were on the bottom, the alphabet would then start on the bottom and be in reverse alphabetical order, a confusing setup. This might have entered AT&Ts thinking, particularly in the old days when phone numbers contained only five digits, along with two exchange letters.




Submitted by Jill Gernand, of Oakland, California. Thanks also to: Lori Bending, of Des Plaines, Illinois, and Terry L. Stibal, of Belleville, Illinois.






What Is the Difference Between a Kit and a Caboodle?


Anyone who thinks that changes in the English language are orderly and logical should take a look at the expression kit and caboodle. Both words, separately, have distinct meanings, but the two have been lumped together for so long that each has taken on much of the others meaning.


Both words have Dutch origins: Kit originally meant tankard, or drinking cup, while Boedel meant property or household stuff. By the eighteenth century, kit had become a synonym for tool kit. For example, the knapsacks carried by soldiers that held their eating utensils and nonmilitary necessities were often called kits. Boodle became slang for money, especially tainted money. By the nineteenth century, caboodle had taken on connotations of crowds, or large numbers.

[image: 1]


Yet the slurring of meanings occurred even before the two terms became inseparable. The Oxford English Dictionary quotes from Shelleys 1785 Oedipus Tyrannus, Ill sell you in a lump the whole kit of them. In this context, caboodle would seem more appropriate than kit.


By the mid-nineteenth century, kit had found many companion words in expressions that meant essentially the same thing: kit and biling; whole kit and tuck; whole kit and boodle and whole kit and caboodle were all used to mean a whole lot or everything and everyone. The Dictionary of Americanisms cities a 1948 Ohio State Journal that stated: The whole caboodle will act upon the recommendation of the Ohio Sun.


The expression kit and caboodle was popularized in the United States during the Civil War. The slang term was equally popular among the Blue and the Gray. Although the expression isnt as popular as it used to be, its comforting to know that old-fashioned slang made no more sense than the modern variety.




What Is the Purpose of the Ball on Top of a Flagpole?


We were asked this Imponderable on a television talk show in Los Angeles. Frankly, we were stumped. Perhaps they were installed to make the jobs of flagpole sitters more difficult, we ventured. Or to make flagpole sitting more enjoyable, countered host Tom Snyder. By turns frustrated by our ignorance and outwitted by Mr. Snyder, we resolved to find the solution.


According to Dr. Whitney Smith, executive director of the Flag Research Center in Winchester, Massachusetts, the ball may occasionally be combined with a mechanism involved with the halyards that raise and lower a flag, but this juxtaposition is only coincidental. Much to our surprise, we learned that the ball on top of a flagpole is purely decorative.


Actually, the earliest flaglike objects were emblemsan animal or other carved figureplaced atop a pole. Ribbons beneath these insignia served as decoration. According to Dr. Smith, the importance of the two was later reversed so that the design of the flag on a piece of cloth (replacing the ribbons) conveyed the message while the finial of the pole became ornamental, either in the form of a sphere or, as the most common alternatives, a spear or (especially in the United States) an eagle.


George F. Cahill, of the National Flag Foundation, believes that a pole just isnt as pleasing to the eye without something on top. Spears dont look good on stationary poles, and eagles, while visually appealing, are more expensive than balls or spears. Cahill adds another advantage of the ball: On poles that are carried, a spear can be a hazard, not only to individuals, but to woodwork and plaster, and eagles are cumbersome and easily breakable. So, the ball gives the pole a safe and rather attractive topping and finish.


We speculated that perhaps birds were less likely to perch on a sphere than a flat surface, thus saving the flag from a less welcome form of decoration. But Cahill assures us that birds love to perch on flagpole balls.


We may never have thought of these balls as aesthetic objects, but objets dart they are.



Why Does Wayne Gretzky Wear a Ripped Uniform?


Hockey players dont tend to make as much money as, say, top basketball players, but surely the biggest star in hockey can afford an unmangled uniform. Cant he?


Actually, Gretzkys uniform isnt ripped, and he is not trying to affect a punk look. Gretzky always tucks one corner of his shirt into the back of his pants, which only makes his shirt appear to be torn. The story of how Gretzky started this practice is a fascinating one, told to us by the National Hockey Leagues Belinda Lerner:




It began when Wayne was a young hockey player competing with older boys. His uniform shirt, if left out of his pants, would hang down to his knees. Wayne tucked the shirt inside his pants to give a taller appearance. Now Wayne, who is six feet tall, tucks in the corner of his shirt out of habit and superstition. Bill Tuele, Public Relations Director for the Edmonton Oilers, tells me Wayne has a piece of Velcro sewn into his pants so the shirt is securely fastened throughout the game.


Submitted by Lorin Henner, of New York, New York.
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