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INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOK
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This is the fifth and last book in this series. I am no longer a reader of the Daily Mail (I won’t go into the reasons, but it isn’t me, it’s them) and so I no longer have access to the questions that they ask. No questions means no answers.

I hope that regular readers have enjoyed the answers that I have provided and feel that you haven’t wasted your time in reading them. I certainly enjoyed writing them.

You are probably sick and tired of reading this introduction, so if you have read it before please feel free to jump ahead to the first answer. If this is your first experience of these books however, please read on as it contains information that is even more useless than some of the answers.

First of all, the warnings that must now (it seems) accompany everything we say, write or depict in visual form these days.

Many of the questions that are answered in this book relate to events that weren’t pleasant for the people involved and which some readers of this book may find equally traumatic, even though they weren’t actually involved. If you are of a sensitive disposition and can’t deal with real life, we suggest you don’t read this book and you hide under the bedclothes instead.

If you choose to continue reading then you will read about many subjects. Some of them are interesting, some of them not so much. I only answered the questions, I didn’t ask them. So, if the answer is boring don’t blame me. It’s the fault of the person who asked such a boring question.

It continues to amaze me that people ask questions the answers to which I learnt at school. Did these people not go to school? Or did they not pay attention? Or do they not teach this stuff anymore?

We have no idea what the answers to those questions are, but we would hazard a guess that they go no, no and no.

But it seems that there is money to be made by answering these questions and we aren’t averse to making a bit of money for answering questions that people could answer for themselves if only they read books or used the internet for something other than looking at pictures of celebrities and arguing about whether pineapple should go on pizza (the answer to which is yes).

This is not a book that is designed to be read like a novel. However, readers may find that it takes about the same amount of time to read an answer as it does to travel between two stops on the London Underground, so it makes an ideal companion for the commuter as it doesn’t require the reader to re-familiarise themselves with the plot every time they look up to identify which station or bus stop they have arrived at. It’s also quite good for a quick read during a coffee break, while waiting to see the doctor or dentist, while making the kids their tea, while waiting for a bus ... well, you get the idea.

Since 1993 the Daily Mail has run a column called Answers to Correspondents’ Questions. Regardless of what you may think of that newspaper in terms of its editorial standards, this column is both entertaining and informative. It wasn’t the first time the title had been used, as Alfred and Harold Harmsworth had first used it as a title for a weekly magazine published in the Victorian age. The questions are many and varied in nature, just as they were in the days of the Harmsworth brothers, sometimes stemming from a desire to find out about some aspect of family history, sometimes just a matter of curiosity.

Almost from the beginning, in 1993, I have contributed to the answers to the questions that are published each weekday. Many of my answers have been published, but just as many have not. Sometimes the editor would edit my answers before publication, and sometimes they were used to augment the answers of others in order to make them more complete, while answers from other contributors were edited into mine to supplement them. These were common sense editorial decisions, of course, but it did mean that some of the material I worked so hard to compile wasn’t used, wasn’t complete or wasn’t even recognisable as being mine.

Regular readers of the Daily Mail will probably recognise my name, but as more of my contributions were published the editor took the decision to publish some of my answers under pseudonyms. So, some of my work was printed under the name Dillon (my wife’s maiden name) or Sutherland (my mother’s maiden name). For a period my wife’s first name, Bernadette was used, also with the various last names. However, all the work printed here resulted from my own research.

The answers I have written have filled 4 previous books (hence the title of this one). But you don’t have to have read those to enjoy this one.

This may be seen as something of a vanity project and I plead guilty as charged, but I wanted to bring all my contributions together under a single cover That was four books ago. The answering of these questions became something of a hobby, if not an obsession, and I am proud of what I produced. In 2013 I compiled my answers up to that point into a book called “I’m So Glad You Asked Me That”. However, the urge to carry on answering the questions was not diminished and since then I have written many, many more. That resulted in volume 2 of my answers, which covered the period up until the end of 2016, volume 3 took us to February 2020, volume 4 went as far as the end of 2021 and now this volume brings us up to July 2025. It should have been published in 2024, but things got a bit complicated, so I held off and now I have decided to terminate the project by bringing you up to date with my final answer. 

(Getting bored yet? I know I am).

I must offer my thanks to the good people who run Wikipedia and those who contribute to their articles. This website is often maligned but I have found that it is usually my first port of call in answering a question and it is often the most complete source. Its reliability has been proven many times by cross referencing to other sources.

My second thank you goes to all the people who have written into the Daily Mail with their questions over the last 32 years. Without you there would be nothing for a geek like me to answer. 

Friends have often asked me what inspired me to answer a particular question. Sometimes it was a half-remembered fact from childhood, or something I learnt along the way in later life. I am an avid reader and spent a lot of my life studying for my higher qualifications and when you do that you pick up a lot of extraneous information. Professional training over three different careers has also left its mark on my memory. I also have to do research for my other books (proper novels) and that further fills up the stocks of arcane knowledge. Certainly, there was usually enough to form the basis of my answer, which was then supported and expanded upon by research on the internet. In many cases I was just interested enough in the question to want to find out the answer for myself.

There are answers which I thought I knew but which I found I was wrong about. For example, I thought that Duchies (or Dukedoms) were introduced into England by William the Conqueror. They weren’t. They didn’t appear until about 300 years later. So, I’m always learning, which is great.

(If you think this is boring, you should try reading a Dan Brown novel)

I started my RAF career as an electronics fitter, specialising in communications, so I am naturally attracted to questions relating to that topic. I then went on to become an officer in the Supply Branch of the RAF, so Logistics is also an interest. Following a change of career, I then went to work for Royal Mail, so questions related to postal services are bound to attract my attention.

I am particularly interested in the military and aviation history, as will be seen from the number of answers related to these topics, so any questions in those areas were bound to draw me in. This stems from my own 23 years of service with the RAF which followed on from my father’s 22 years in the army. My wife’s Irish ancestry has inspired me to research answers to questions related to her country of birth, which often get ignored by other regular correspondents. With an insatiable curiosity, a computer, a broadband/WiFi connection and a little time it’s possible to answer most questions.

I am also asked if there are questions that I won’t try to answer. The answer to that is yes. I usually stay clear of science and mathematics based questions as there are people far better qualified than I am to answer. The same applies to music (pop or classical) and the arts, though I will sometimes have a bash at them if I have some clue as to the answer. While I love sports I’m not a sports geek, so I will only try and answer a sports question if there is a tie into another area of interest, such as my fondness for golf and rugby. 

I’m not a train spotter and don’t possess an anorak so I don’t answer questions about trains and I’m not too great on questions about cars either. Other than that, I’m happy to fire up the computer, type a few words into the Google search bar (other search engines are available) and see what comes up. 

Have I ever been beaten and not found an answer? Yes, several times. Sometimes there just isn’t much information available on a particular subject (usually related to people’s personal history) and my own knowledge isn’t adequate to formulate a meaningful answer. Just like a fisherman, I am often taunted by “the one that got away”. I’m happy to say, though, that those occasions are rare. 

The dates shown for each answer reproduced in this book was the date on which I wrote the answer, which is not the same date as that on which it was published by the Daily Mail – if it was published at all. Answers are usually published about three weeks after the question is printed.

If there is no date it means I forgot to use my own filing system properly and, while I was able to find the file, I wasn’t able to ascertain on what date it was created.

Keen observers will note that I sometimes answer several questions within a few days of each other, sometimes even two on the same day, while at other times there are lengthy gaps between answers. This is purely arbitrary and is dependent on the questions that are being sent into the Daily Mail.

When I originally wrote my answers, I didn’t include any personal opinions with regard to any of the things I discovered. It didn’t seem to be appropriate to do so and it may have resulted in my answer not being published if my opinion was contentious. However, in this book I’m not fettered by such considerations. Interspersed with the answers I have added a few opinions, anecdotes, musings and asides to break things up. If any of my opinions don’t meet with your approval then I’m unapologetic. I’m as entitled to my opinions as you are to yours. Article 10 of the European Convention on Human Rights applies, so please don’t e-mail me to tell me I’m wrong, unless I’m wrong about a point of fact rather than belief or opinion.

Now for a short health warning. Every effort was made to ensure that the answers to the questions were as accurate as possible at the time they were written. However, like all researchers, I’m at the mercy of both time and my sources. Wherever possible material was cross referred to other sources to ensure accuracy, but in some cases I was only able to find one source and so was unable to be as academically rigorous as I might have liked. So, if you intend using the contents of this book to settle pub disputes, to settle bets, or as the basis for school or college assignments then I accept no liability if it later turns out that my answer was either incomplete, incorrect or is now out of date. There is no substitute for doing one’s own research. Where possible I have provided updated information in my “Author’s notes” if I am aware of any changes since the original answer was published.

If you wish to submit your own questions as a challenge for me to answer then please e-mail them to this address: robert.cubitt@selfishgenie.com. I can’t promise I’ll come up with an answer, but will guarantee to reply to you and to do some initial research.

Finally, I hope that you find this book interesting and/or amusing. If you did, putting a review of it on Amazon will help to boost sales, which in turn will benefit Help For Heroes, so please feel free to do so. Negative reviews are not required.
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​And so, to the first question.
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​If you sent a letter in 19th century London, could you expect a reply to be delivered within 2 hours?

Myths abound about how quickly it was possible to get a letter delivered back in “the old days”. While it is theoretically possible for a letter to have been delivered within 2 hours of posting, it required a particular set of circumstances.

The only way to send a message and receive a reply within 2 hours would be to use the telegram service (an electronic signalling system), the sending of which meant a visit to a main Post Office. The delivery at the recipient’s end would be to their front door and the recipient could dispatch a reply via the delivery boy.

Prior to World War I there were several collections of mail each day from pillar boxes and also several household deliveries. As well as morning and late afternoon collections there were usually collections in the late morning and early afternoon and most towns had a late collection from the central Post Office and the sorting office. It was even possible to post a letter on a mail train at one of London’s mainline stations and this was quite common at Euston, where people would post their pools coupons to Littlewoods in Liverpool on a Friday evening.

Deliveries were made in the early morning, mid-morning and the early afternoon. So it is feasible that a letter could be posted first thing in the morning, be collected, sorted and be back out of the sorting office in time for the mid-morning delivery – providing it was being delivered within the same town or within the same postal district of a city.

Mail was transported on the railways, not by road, so it was feasible for an employee working in Central London to post a letter home when they arrived for work and for it to be delivered in the suburbs later that day. However, mail travelling between more distant towns and cities wasn’t usually delivered until the next day.

All of the above applied only to towns and cities. Rural areas have always had less frequent collections and deliveries because such large areas had to be covered.

World War I changed postal services a lot. With so many postal workers serving in the Armed Forces and women being needed to work in more important industries, the number of both collections and  deliveries were reduced and they weren’t reinstated when the war ended.

The same happened during World War II, with further erosions to mail services.

The Beeching cuts to the railways in 1963 had a major impact on postal services, requiring whole new road networks to be established for the transportation of mail because so many towns and villages lost their rail services. This added to the cost of handling mail and Royal Mail was faced with a choice of either cutting costs or raising the price of stamps. The solution was to establish two classes of post – 1st and 2nd class, with 2nd class charged at the existing price but taking longer to arrive. However, collections were cut to just 2 a day, morning and evening, except in business areas such as the City of London.

In order to automate the sorting of letters, to keep costs down, a process of centralising sorting offices began in the 1980s, with “mailcentres” being established which covered large geographic areas, at the same time as phasing out the sorting of mail at a local level. Nowadays a letter posted in, say, Windsor which is also to be delivered in Windsor will travel to Reading to be sorted before being sent back to Windsor for delivery.

During the 1990s it was realised that social change had led to the majority of houses being empty all day, so having two home deliveries a day was an expensive luxury and second deliveries ceased.

The de-regulation of the mail market in 2006 brought in private companies, which has led to Royal Mail having to increase its prices in order to maintain its universal service obligation (one doorstep delivery per address per day excluding Sundays and bank holidays), something the competitor companies don’t have to do. Only 9% of all mail is classed as “social”, eg greetings cards, personal letters etc so the priority for Royal Mail is now in servicing the business market. Collection and delivery services are therefore geared more towards business needs.

*   *   *
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Why isn’t the Irish Republic a member of NATO?

When Ireland became independent from Great Britain in 1921 it created a new constitution, which came into place in 1922. Article 49 of the constitution declared that Ireland “shall not be committed to active participation in any war without the assent of the  Oireachtas (parliament)". 

This article effectively declared Ireland to be a neutral state in any future conflict unless its parliament decided otherwise. The constitution only allowed Ireland to fight in defence of its own shores.

In 1937 the constitution was restructured, with article 29 becoming the one that covered international relations. Sub-section 1 of that confirms Ireland’s “devotion to the ideal of peace and friendly co-operation amongst nations founded on international justice and morality.”

In addition, Ireland is politically opposed to joining any mutual defence pact that involves Great Britain, because of the status of Northern Ireland, which the Republic claims as its own. In 1949 they did enter talks with the USA for the formation of a mutual defence pact, but this was turned down by the USA in preference for NATO, the treaty for which was signed in the same year.

There is nothing in Ireland’s law that prevents Ireland joining NATO, but there has never been any political will to do so. Any such proposal would have to go before Ireland’s Parliament in order for it to happen and no such proposal has been forthcoming. The status of Northern Ireland remains the main stumbling block.

However, Ireland participates in the Partnership for Peace (PfP) and the Planning and Review Process (PARP) which aims to keep Ireland in a position where membership of NATO, or participation in military operations alongside NATO, is a possibility should need arise.

Ireland does contribute to United Nations peace keeping efforts and its defence forces have operated in a number of countries around the world in a peace keeping role. These have included the former Belgian Congo, Cyprus, Lebanon, East Timor, Syria and others. Some of these missions are ongoing.

Austria, Cyprus, Finland, Malta, Serbia, Sweden and Switzerland have also maintained a neutral status and have not joined NATO.

Author’s note. Time has caught up with the author and since this answer was written, both Finland and Sweden became concerned about their security following the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 and have joined NATO. Finland became a member on 4th April 2023, and Sweden on 7th March 2024.

*   *   *
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5th January 2022

Is it correct that Captain Cook was never actually a Captain?

James Cook, FRS, held the Royal Navy rank of Captain at the time of his death on the Hawaiian Islands on 14th February 1779. However, he wasn’t a Captain at the time of his best known discovery, that of Botany Bay.

James Cook was born on 7th November 1728 in the village of Marton in Yorkshire. He was the second of 8 sons of a Scottish farm labourer and his wife Grace Pace, who was from Thornaby on Tees.

James Cook had a rudimentary education, spending five years at a local school before going to work with his father, who had become farm manager. While Cook’s education may have been rudimentary, he continued to learn many of the skills that he would need later in life, especially mathematics.

The Royal Navy was not Cook’s initial career. First he was apprenticed to a haberdasher in the fishing village of Staithes, just 20 miles from his home. Finding he was unsuited to shop work, Cook moved to Whitby to stay with family friends, the Walkers, who were ship owners. He then became an apprentice merchant seaman, working for his benefactors. After qualifying as a seaman, he started working on trading ships operating between England and the Baltic Sea.

He quickly rose through the ranks and in 1752 passed the examinations qualifying him as a Master Mariner and became First Officer on a collier, the Friendship. Offered his own command, however, he declined and joined the Royal Navy instead. In 1755 he was recruited in the rank of Able Seaman, but because of his qualifications, he was also a Master’s Mate, assisting with the navigation of the ship. He saw action against the French and in 1757 passed the examinations that would allow him to become an officer on board one of His Majesty’s ships.

Cook then served aboard a number of ships during the Seven Years War, before undertaking his first voyage of exploration in 1868. He was placed in command of HMS Endeavour, a barque, a smaller ship that didn’t require an officer of the rank of Captain. However, Captain was also the courtesy title given to the commander of the ship. The ship was sent to the Pacific Ocean in order to observe the transit of Venus.

After completing the task, Cook opened sealed orders to find that he was required to search for a new continent, Terra Australis, which was thought to exist in the southern Pacific Ocean. After discovering and mapping the entire coastline of New Zealand, Cook headed west and arrived on the east coast of Australia, the first Europeans to do so. It was during this voyage that he discovered and mapped Botany Bay.

In 1771 Cook was promoted to the rank of Commander and commissioned to carry out a second voyage of discovery, captaining HMS Resolution., still looking for the continent of Terra Australis. On this occasion Cook sailed much further south and almost (but not quite) became the first European to discover the continent of Antarctica and he did discover several island groups much further North.

Having been promoted to the rank of Captain and given a shore assignment at the Greenwich Hospital (the Royal Navy equivalent to the Royal Hospital, Chelsea), which he didn’t enjoy, Cook was eventually given command of a third voyage of discovery, setting sail on 12th July 1776, once again in command of HMS Resolution. His secret orders were to seek out the elusive North West Passage, a route between the Pacific Ocean and the Atlantic, to the north of Alaska and Canada.

The voyage took a circuitous route, passing to the south of Africa and Australia before turning north to discover the Hawaiian Islands and then continuing to what would become the western seaboard of the USA and the west coast of Canada and Alaska. He continued through the Bering Strait until he encountered sea ice, at which point he decided he could go no further. Turning south again he sailed back to Hawaii, where the ship had previously been made welcome. 

Relationships with the Hawaiian islanders became strained due to the misbehaviour of some crewmen from the Resolution. Cook decided it was prudent to leave the islands, but shortly afterwards the foremast of his ship broke, and he returned to the islands to carry out repairs. After the theft of a ship’s boat, Cook attempted to take Kalaniʻōpuʻu, the King of Hawaii, as hostage for the boat’s return. Pursued by islanders, Cook and his men tried to return to their boats, but Cook was killed in the withdrawal, along with four Royal Marines.

Captain James Cook’s body was boiled to remove the flesh and his bones were kept by the islanders as a trophy, but after an appeal from the remaining ship’s crew, they were returned and buried at sea.

*   *   *
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6th January 2022

In military jargon, what are Bent Spears and Broken Arrows?

Bent Spear and Broken Arrow are two out of three codewords used by the United States military to identify and report incidents involving that country’s nuclear weapons during peacetime.

The most severe level of incident is called “Pinnacle”. This is an occurrence serious enough to require the involvement of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff or higher. Its hallmarks would include incidents that may affect international relationships, or which might require increased levels of military action within the USA or abroad. The loss of a nuclear weapon would be typical, as would an accidental release of a nuclear weapon, even if it didn’t activate.

Bent Spear is the next level down to Pinnacle. A Bent Spear incident may involve whole nuclear weapons, vehicles transporting them or components. Such an incident might attract media interest and therefore higher levels of command would wish to “manage” the news accordingly.

One known ”Bent Spear” incident was in August 2007 when 6 cruise missiles were accidentally transported in a B-52 bomber while fitted with live nuclear warheads. A Bent Spear incident would not be one that carried any risk of harm to the public.

Broken Arrow incidents are any loss, damage or accidental firing of a nuclear missile, warhead or component. Since 1950 the US Department of Defence has officially recognised 32 Broken Arrow incidents, most of which involved the disappearance or crash of an aircraft carrying a nuclear weapon. However, it is thought that the real number of incidents is in the hundreds.

*   *   *
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7th January 2022

Was the Duke of Wellington’s father a well known composer?

Arthur Wellesly, 1st Duke of Wellington, was the son of Garret Colley Wesley, 1st Earl of Mornington and his wife The Hon Ann Hill-Trevor. They were Anglo-Irish aristocracy, the protestant establishment that governed Ireland on behalf of the Crown.

As an Irish politician, Garret Wesley was MP for the constituency of Trim (Co Meath) in the Irish Parliament in 1757 and 1758 at the age of just 22. He had to stand down from that position when he inherited his father’s title as 2nd Baron Mornington, moving instead to the House of Lords.

But Garret Wesley was also a gifted musician. He was educated at Trinity College, Dublin and was elected its first Professor of Music in 1764, at the age of 29. Such were his musical achievements that he was created Viscount Wellesley in 1760 and then Earl of Mornington. There are four streets in Camden, London, named after him, including Mornington Crescent, whose Underground station was made famous by the panel game “I’m Sorry, I Haven’t A Clue”.

Garret Wesley wrote mainly choral works, many of them for psalms and other church music. Recordings of his music are available.

Unfortunately, Garret Wesley wasn’t good with money. When he died at the relatively young age of 41, he left his family impoverished. This was something of a handicap for his son Arthur. As the third son, Arthur couldn’t inherit his father’s title, which would smooth a path into a well-paying public position (or sinecure as they were known). Instead, he had to rely on the charity of a family friend, The Duke of Rutland, to help buy a commission in the unfashionable 73rd Regiment of Foot, a Scottish regiment which was raised in 1780 and in need of officers.

The regiment was sent to India, where the young Arthur started to make his name. The regiment later merged with the better-known 42nd Regt, The Black Watch, which became 3rd Battalion, The Royal Regiment of Scotland in 2006.

The change of the family name from Wesley (which was of Norman origin) to Wellesley seems to have happened when Garret Wesley was granted the title of Viscount. It may have been a deliberate choice, to differentiate the family from John Wesley, the preacher who founded the Methodist church.

*   *   *
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10th January 2022

Was the Emperor Constantine a Yorkshireman?

The Emperor Constantine wasn’t a Yorkshireman as such, in that he wasn’t a native of the county. Nor were any of his ancestors. However, he did spend a short period of his life in the Roman city of Eboracum, which we now call York.

Constantine was born in Naissus (circa 272 AD) in the Roman province of Moesia, now known as Serbia. His father was Flavius Constantius, a high-ranking officer in the Roman army and his mother was a local woman, possibly of lowly birth. She would later become an early Roman Saint, St Helen.

Constantius rose through the ranks of the court of the Emperor Aurelianus and his successor Diocletian, to become governor of Dalmatia (Croatia). It is likely that Constantine didn’t see much of his father during this period because of his mother’s lowly status. Diocletian split the Roman Empire in two, appointing Maximian to rule in the west while he ruled in the east. Constantine remained in the eastern half of the Empire as a sort of hostage for his father’s loyalty. During this period, Diocletian persecuted the Christian church and seized its treasures, though there is no evidence that Constantine played any part in this.

Following the resignations of Diocletian and Miximian, civil war broke out to decide their successors. Constantine participated in that as a soldier but made an enemy of the successor in the east, Galerius. Aided by his father in the west, who had been declared “Augusta” or Emperor, Constantine made his way to Eboracum, arriving around 305 AD. He spent about a year in Britain, campaigning against the Picts (a Scottish tribe) along Hadrian’s Wall.

On the death of his father, Constantine was acclaimed “Augustus” by his troops, essentially declaring him Emperor in the west, something that Galerius opposed. To avoid another civil war, Galerius appointed him “Caesar” instead, a more junior title. Instead, Flavius Valerius Severus was appointed Augustus. Constantine was given rule over Britain, Gaul (France and Germany as far as the Rhein frontier) and Spain, which included command of a large part of the Roman army. His seat of government was Trier on the River Moselle in south west Germany

Following the death of Severus in a civil war against Marcus Aurelius Valerius Maxentius, Constantine entered Rome after defeating Maxentius in 312 AD and declared himself Emperor. He would later re-combine the eastern and western halves of the Empire under his own rule and established Constantinople (Istanbul) as his capital in the east. He was heavily influenced by his mother and took a favourable view of the emerging Christian religion but didn’t convert to Christianity until he lay on his deathbed.

Unusually amongst Emperors, Constantine died peacefully after an illness in 337 AD. He was buried in the Church of the Holy Apostles in Constantinople, in a place of his own design.  The church fell into decay in the 15th century and was superseded by a mosque.

*   *   *
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11th January 2022

Where does the saying “strike while the iron is hot” originate?

The origin of this phrase, or proverb, is in the blacksmith’s forge. Hot iron is easier to shape when struck with a hammer than cold iron. The hotter the iron, the easier it is to shape. Hence the advice to strike while the iron is hot. In other words, take the opportunity when it is present.

It is theoretically possible that the phrase has been in use ever since people started to work with iron, several thousand years ago. However, the first written use appears in 1566. In his work “The excellent comedie of two the moste faithfullest freendes, Damon and Pithias,” Richard Edwards writes the line “I haue plied the Haruest, and stroke when the Yron was hotte.” (I have gathered the harvest and struck while the iron was hot.).

A phrase with a similar meaning is the Latin “Carpe Diem” (Seize the day). In other words, take action now. This was first recorded by the Roman poet Horace in 23 BC, in his Odes. It didn’t appear in English until 1938. American poet Robert Frost (1874 – 1963) entitled a poem "Carpe Diem". The poem is about not allowing opportunities to pass, though the Latin phrase isn’t actually used in the poem itself. Instead, he advises two children to “Seize the day of pleasure”.

*   *   *
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12th January 2022

What became of the Rangitata passenger liner? My father sailed on her when she operated as a troop ship in World War II. 

The RMS Rangitata was bult by John Brown and Son on Clydeside, for the New Zealand Shipping Company. She was launched on 26th March 1929 and remained in service until she was scrapped in 1962. She had two sister ships, the Rangitiki and the Rangitane. The three ships ran regular passenger and freight services from UK ports to Wellington and Auckland via the Panama Canal, taking around 35 days to complete the voyage.

Unlike the modern cruise ships of today, she was mainly designed to carry freight and had capacity for only 120 passengers, but they travelled in relative comfort.

The ship was 553 ft long and 70 ft at her widest, having a displacement of 16,737 tons and a draft of 33 ft. She was powered by two diesel engines, giving her a top speed of 15 kts up until 1949. When she was refitted with new engines, her speed increased marginally to 16 kts.

On the outbreak of war, the Rangitata was taken into war service. Her first voyage was to transport 113 child evacuees from Liverpool to New Zealand. After that she was converted into a troopship, carrying as many as 2,600 men at a time. Hold space was converted to accommodate the soldiers, with officers using the passenger cabins. She travelled in convoys between the UK and the USA, the Mediterranean Sea and, via Cape Town, to Suez. 

The Rangitata was returned to civilian work in 1947 and one of her first voyages conveyed 118 “Assisted Passage” migrants to New Zealand. These were programmes introduced by both New Zealand and Australia which encouraged Europeans, particularly British and Irish, to emigrate to those countries for just £10 per person (equivalent to about £400 now), with children travelling free. New Zealand ended its scheme in 1953, but the Australian one continued until 1981.

Having been in service for 35 years the Rangintata was sold to Dutch breakers, who then sold her on to a Yugoslav company and she ended her days in a breakers yard in Split. The Rangitiki had a similar fate, ending up in Valencia, Spain.

The Rangitane had a much worse ending. On 27th November 1940 she was sunk by German surface raiders, the Komet and the Orion (armed merchants ships), off East Cape, New Zealand. Five passengers and five crew died in the attack and a further six would die later from their wounds. She had been carrying 200 passengers, well above her rated limit. The Komet was sunk by naval gunfire in 1942 and the Orion was sunk by bombing in 1945.

*   *   *
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13th January 2022

Was soap rationed during World War II?

In February 1942, soap was put on ration in the UK.

There were three main reasons for rationing in the UK. The first was that the commodity was grown or produced overseas and therefore had to be imported. The second was limited production capacity within the UK and the third was competition with military needs.

When it came to importation, there were two issues. The first was that non-essential commodities took up valuable cargo space that could be better used for the transportation of war materials and the second was the sinking of ships, which left some commodities in short supply. Certain products became unobtainable because the countries in which they were grown or made had been occupied by the Axis powers.

If an item was grown or manufactured within the UK it might still be rationed. With a lot of farmland converted for the growing of wheat and vegetables it left less room for rearing animals for meat and the continental sources for ham, bacon, butter, cheese and milk were occupied by Germany in 1940. Huge quantities of frozen lamb and beef had to be imported from Australia and New Zealand. Grain was imported from Canada and the USA.

Sugar was imported from the Caribbean and many types of fruit came from abroad. Children born during the war wouldn’t see their first orange, banana or pineapple until after the war was over. The shortage of sugar made sweets an occasional treat because they were also rationed, as was chocolate because it required cocoa, sugar and milk to make it. Tea and coffee both came from abroad and both were rationed.

Clothing went on ration in June 1941, mainly because of competition with military needs, and petrol rationing had started in 1939. Most people with cars put them up on bricks for the duration of the war, relying on public transport instead. Only doctors, vets and farmers got a regular supply of fuel, along with the haulage industry. Coal was rationed from July 1941, partly because it was needed for industrial use and partly because of labour shortages in the mining industry. As coal fires were the major heating source in people’s homes, it meant for cold winters. The rafters and floorboards from bombed out buildings quickly disappeared, and children made pocket money by selling scrap wood door to door.

The raw materials for soap were mainly imported, putting them in short supply. The use of many of those ingredients in other products, such as lubricants, created competition and the military took priority. Out of habits learned during the war, my mother saved every sliver of old soap (which we would now throw away) and pressed it together to make larger bars. Because it was in such short supply, it became acceptable to give soap as a Christmas or birthday gift and wasn’t regarded as a comment on personal hygiene.

Contrary to popular belief, bread wasn’t rationed during World War II. However, following a poor grain harvest it was rationed in 1946. Potatoes and root vegetables were never rationed and made up much of people’s daily diet. Rationing had ceased for most items by 1950, with the sweet ration being the last to be ended, in 1951. 

*   *   *
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15th January 2022

Was polystyrene used in the manufacture of Spitfires?

Polystyrene is a hydrocarbon polymer (a type of plastic) with a relatively low melting point and forms a poor barrier for water. It would have no use in the manufacture of aircraft structures and its flammable nature would make it dangerous as a filler in combat aircraft. It is manufactured in pellet form and the pellets are then reformed into sheets or mouldings.

The product was originally discovered by a German scientist, Eduard Simon, in 1839. Commercial manufacturing, however, didn’t begin until 1931, by the German chemical giant I G Farben. Dow Chemical, an American company, started manufacture using a Swedish process during World War II (when German intellectual property rights were a moot point), selling it to the marine market where its buoyancy was of use in floating docks and small boats. It was Dow who invented the spin off product, Styrofoam, in 1949, which is used in disposable coffee cups, amongst other things, and is responsible for a lot of litter pollution.

Polystyrene is used in aircraft manufacturing, however, but only of toy gliders. Its light weight made it suitable for gliders as a substitute for balsa wood. Sold under the brand name “Power Prop”, both Supermarine Spitfire and Hawker Hurricane models are available, along with many other World War II aircraft types.

The artwork on the packaging is gaudy and lacks authenticity and one model displayed the spelling mistake Eocke-Wulf (Focke Wulf), which remained uncorrected for many years. Generally, the models are poorly made, intended only as a child’s toy. While the models have a propellor, it usually breaks off after a few flights and this tends to improve the glider’s performance.

Power Prop gliders are still available today through mail-order and internet outlets.

Polystyrene and Styrofoam are non-biodegradable and so are very environmentally unfriendly. They aren’t accepted for recycling and the only way to get rid of them is by incineration, which releases highly toxic compounds unless it is burnt at temperatures in excess of 1,000 ̊C.  Most users are replacing these products wherever possible.

*   *   *
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17th January 2022

Who are the oldest people in the Bible? How can their extreme ages be explained?

The oldest man named in the Bible is Methuselah, hence the expression “as old as Methuselah”. According to the Book of Genesis he was the son of Enoch (365), father of Lamech (777) and Genesis 5:27 states that he died when he was 969 years old. Nothing else is known about him and his name is included mainly to form part of the father to son lineage aimed at establishing the Jewish religion as being the ‘true’ religion, descended from Adam.

Book 5 of Genesis describes this lineage of Adam’s descendants, with several of those named living to 800 years and longer. The book ends with the Noah and his three sons, Ham, Shem and Japeth who Noah supposedly fathered at the age of 500, before the story moves onto the building of the Ark and the Great Flood.

In Genesis 6:3, God then limits the lifespan of man to 120 years, despite greater longevity being described later.

The founder of the Jewish religion is generally accepted as being Abraham, who was descended from the line of Noah’s son Shem, which is told in Genesis Book 11. That makes Abraham a direct descendent of Adam, who was created by God (Genesis 2:5). That lineage also includes men who lived to unlikely ages.

The other part of the answer to this question is contentious and open to other explanations dependent upon religious beliefs. However, it is highly unlikely that any of those named lived to the ages given, if they lived at all. 

The Bible contains no formal method of worship until the time of Moses. After Moses destroyed the tablets on which were written the Ten Commandments, he then laid out the laws for religious worship for the Jewish people, which are recorded in the Book of Leviticus. This governs the behaviour of Jews pretty much from cradle to grave. These laws were told to Moses by God while he and Aaron, who Moses had declared to be Chief Priest, were praying inside a tent.

That much is recorded in the Bible. What follows is speculation.

Moses had led the Hebrew slaves out of Egypt where they had been exposed to the worship of the Egyptian Gods and he needed to persuade them to adhere to Judaism as the true religion. In order to do that, he needed to demonstrate to his people that Judaism predated the Egyptian religion, making the Egyptian Gods false. Egyptian religious history was described in hieroglyphs on the walls of its temples, tombs and palaces. A lot of it can still be seen today. It meant it was possible to date how long the Egyptians had been worshiping their Gods. Having been slaves, the Jews had no such written history, only an oral one.

The easiest way to make Judaism appear to be older than the Gods of Egypt, and therefore the ‘true’ religion, was to exaggerate the ages of the ancestors named in the oral history. Once recorded, they became “the truth”.

Modern day “Young Earth Creationist” Christians who believe that the world was created by God between 6,000 and 10,000 years ago, date the creation by adding together the ages of all those mentioned in the Old Testament of the Bible, plus the years that have passed since the birth of Jesus. The lengthy lives mentioned in Genesis provide the foundation for this belief. 

Author’s note: My answer was published in the Daily Mail, but my explanation for the longevity of the people named in the Bible was omitted. Presumably the Daily Mail doesn’t want to be associated with views that may be controversial. I make no claim as to the truth of my speculation, only that it is one possible explanation.

*   *   *
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10th February 2022

Why do politicians ‘draw a line under it’ when they want to remove attention from an issue?

The term “To draw a line” under something means to conclude it or close it off for further discussion. It isn’t just used in politics but is also in business and in everyday conversation.

The origins are in accounting. By drawing a line under a set of accounts, it signifies that the accounting period is closed and no further additions or deletions can be made. This is usually after the accounts have been audited and found to be a true and accurate representation of the state of an organisation’s finances on a certain date.

However, drawing a line under a set of accounts doesn’t mean they can’t be subjected to further examination. If evidence of theft or fraud, for example, were to be found it would be legitimate to re-open the accounts to see if any illegal transactions had been made. So, the finality hoped for by politicians might not be achieved. It is also not the politician who decides when the line should be drawn, it is the people to whom the politician is accountable.

Which is us.

The use of the term goes back at least as far as the 18th century.

*   *   *
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10th February 2022

February 22, 2022, can be expressed as 22/02/2022. What other palindromic dates have there been? Has anything significant happened on those dates?

Palindromic dates in the UK are relatively rare because we place the month in the middle of the date sequence. In the USA they are more common because the month is placed first. It also depends if the full year eg 2022, is used, or just the last two digits. The inclusion of an initial 0 in the month or day eg 02, also makes a difference. This is normal when entering a date on a form on a computer but isn’t as common when handwritten.

Using only the last 2 digits of the year under the American dating convention, there were 10 palindromic dates in 2021 alone: 1-20-21 to 1-29-21 inclusive. 20th January 2021 was also a palindromic date in the USA using the full date sequence, 1-20-2021. 2nd February 2022 is a palindromic date in both the UK and the USA when written as 2-2-22 (which was nicknamed Twosday, even though it fell on a Wednesday). 

Using the UK dating convention, there will be 60 palindromic dates in the current millennium. The first was 10th February 2001 when written as 10/02/01 and the last will be 29-12-2192.

While it would be untrue to say that there was ‘no news’ on 10/02/2001, there were no significant events on the scale of, say, a volcanic eruption, the outbreak of war or a major famine. The biggest story of the day in the Daily Mail was a switch in pension policy by the Conservatives and it was revealed that the politician, Keith Vaz owned 5 homes. In newspaper parlance, this would be regarded as a ‘slow news day’.

While some superstitious people have a belief that some dates are likely to herald significant events, the reality is that our calendar was established using a start date originally suggested by Julius Caesar and the new year started on the Winter Solstice (now 21st December) which was also the festival of Saturnalia, honouring the God Saturn who was associated with the sowing of seeds and growth.

While the Julian calendar was reasonably accurate, by the 16th century it had drifted by 10 days and was replaced by the Gregorian calendar approved by Pope Gregory XIII which reset the start of the new year to 1st January. This is why New Year’s Eve no longer takes place on the Winter Solstice. 

This calendar is more accurate, but still requires the addition of an extra day in February every 4 years to keep it aligned to the solar calendar. The length of months are a matter of convenience, to divide the year into 12 bits, and there is no actual need for months at all. We could keep track of the passage of the year simply by numbering the days 1 to 365 or 366. 

*   *   *
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11th February 2022

Is any of the Sun’s heat reflected from the Moon?

Although the Sun is a huge burning ball of gas, the heat we feel on a sunny day isn’t the result of that burning, at least, not directly.

Heat energy requires a medium through which to travel. Heat excites the electrons in an atom, which in turn excite the electrons next to them and so on. This is most evident with solid objects, such as metal, which are good conductors of heat. The medium through which we feel most heat is the air.

Space is a vacuum, so there are no atoms which can be excited. Instead, the heat reaches us as electromagnetic waves, also known as radiation. Light is a visible electromagnetic wave but there are others, such as X-Rays and Ultraviolet (UV) rays, which are invisible. Heat lamps produce electromagnetic waves of this sort, which is how they give us a suntan.

Some of these electromagnetic waves produced by the Sun still reach us, which is why it is possible to get sunburnt on a cloudy day, but this isn’t the consequence of heat, it is the consequence of UV radiation.

When the electromagnetic waves strike the Earth’s atmosphere, they excite the electrons, to be converted from electromagnetic energy into heat energy. That heat then warms the rest of the atmosphere and wind action spreads it around the globe.

You would think, therefore, that the higher you are the warmer it would be, but it’s the opposite that’s true. This is because the higher you are, the thinner the atmosphere and the further apart the individual atoms that make it up, making them more difficult to excite.

The Moon acts as a mirror for electromagnetic waves, which is why we are able to see it. Therefore, some of the electromagnetic waves produced by the Sun are reflected towards the Earth. When they arrive at our atmosphere they, too, will be converted into heat.

However, the Moon’s surface absorbs so much of the radiation that there is little left by the time it reaches us, so the heating effect is minimal. There is a belief that people can become “Moonburnt” by the reflected radiation, but there are no documented cases.

We are fortunate to have an atmosphere, because many of the electromagnetic waves produced by the Sun are harmful to us and if the atmosphere didn’t convert the electromagnetic waves to heat, the radiation would render our planet uninhabitable.

In the 1990s there were noticeable rises in the incidences of skin cancer which were related to UV light passing through holes in the ozone layer, which acts as one of the screening layers of the atmosphere. The cause of the holes was the release of gases, known as CFCs and HCFCs, into the atmosphere from industrial and domestic sources. This resulted in the use of those gases being banned.

*   *   *
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15th February 2022

Who was the first scallywag?

Scallywag (originally scalawag) is used to describe people of disrepute and is often associated with pirates, where the word appeared in late 19th century stories about them. However, that usage is later than the original.

Scalawag emerged in the 1830s in the USA as a word used to describe trades unionists, then post-Civil War anti-Confederates from the southern states and it was also used to refer to Shetland Ponies.

It’s first use in writing to describe pirates, dates from novels of the end of the 19th century and doesn’t appear in contemporary stories written during the “Golden Age of Piracy”, the mid-17th to 18th centuries. Pirate stories were very popular in the late 1800s.

The origin of the term isn’t clear and appears to be a portmanteau word, combining the English “wag”, meaning an habitual joker and the Scottish word “scalag”. Scalags were people from Scalloway in the Shetland Islands who emigrated to America as farm labourers, where they became part of the early trade union movement, which made them very unpopular in the home of “free enterprise”.

The word “wag” goes back to the 13th century when it meant to waver or to lack steadfastness. It probably originated in the Scandinavian languages as “vagga”, which meant to move back and forth. The term may have taken a darker turn with “waghalter” meaning a gallows bird, someone destined to hang. How it became associated with joking isn’t clear, but perhaps from the use of gallows humour.

The application to Anti-Confederate white southern Americans arose from their association with freed black slaves, with whom they formed coalitions, earning them the epithet that had already been coined for trades unionists.

The association with Shetland Ponies is probably through connections back to the home of the original Scalags. Shetland Ponies lived wild on the island of Scalloway and were notably irritable in nature, unlike their modern descendants which are known to be docile, making them suitable for young children to ride.

The first known written use of scalawag is on 3rd August 1839 in the Maumee City Express, “Judge Lynch passed through town on Saturday night last. He remained here long enough to give a worthless scalawag a genteel suit, from "head to heels" of tar and feathers.” That nameless scalawag was probably the first person to be described as such in writing.

*   *   *
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17th February 2022

When Texas gained independence in 1836, did it apply to become part of the British Empire?

The first Europeans to settle in Texas were Spanish, having migrated north from Mexico. In 1690 Alonso de Leon established a mission in East Texas near a native American village called Nabedaches. Mexico appointed a governor to Texas soon afterwards, in 1691.

The fledgling colony spread along the Gulf of Mexico as far as the Mississippi river and in 1762 that portion of French owned Louisiana was ceded to Spain as part of the settlement treaty to end the Seven Years War.

As colonisation increased from the more northerly states of what was British America, the fertile lands of Texas proved to be an attraction and non-Spanish speaking Americans began to encroach on Mexican lands. That encroachment increased when the newly formed United States purchased Louisiana from the French, making them a major competitor with Mexico along the coast of the Gulf of Mexico.

Revolution in Mexico, which ended Spanish colonial rule in 1821, weakened its control over Texas and permitted increasing influence over the area from the north and increased the arrival of migrants. Many of these migrants were from Germany. Mexico was also unable to protect its citizens from native American raids, particularly by the Comanches and Apaches.

Another issue was that of slavery. American settlers brought slaves with them, despite a ban on the practice by the Mexicans. In 1830 Mexico banned the further migration of people from the USA, which triggered a war between Texas and Mexico, led by the President of Mexico, Antonio Lopez Santa Anna and by Sam Houston for Texas. 

Mexico declared that no prisoners were to be taken in the war. In a march eastward along the Gulf of Mexico, 300 Texian prisoners were massacred at Golland and the 200 strong garrison at the Alamo mission station were massacred when they were overwhelmed. However, in 1836 the Texian Army defeated Santa Anna’s poorly trained force and declared the independent republic of Texas. Sam Houston was its first and only President. The city of Houston is named after him.

Because Britain had outlawed slavery in 1807, including all its overseas colonies, there was no possibility of Texas ever applying to become a British protectorate. Given the nature of the declaration of Texian independence it is unlikely that the idea was ever raised. While it wished to remain an independent republic, it was firmly aligned with the government of the USA in Washington, where slavery was still legal. It remained a republic until 1845. 

In 1845, worried about new Mexican aggression towards Texas, the US Congress narrowly passed a Bill to annex Texas and bring it under American protection, making it a state within the union and ending the republic.

During the American Civil War, Texas was officially neutral, while providing food, horses and access to its ports to the Confederate government.

*   *   *
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19th February 2022

Is the largest single piece of pure gold the 410lb block placed in Central Park, New York, by a German artist?

The largest ever object made entirely of gold is the 3 metre tall Golden Buddha. It weighs around 5 tonnes and its bullion is valued at around £220 million. However, its artistic and spiritual value makes it priceless.

The Phra Phuttha Maha Suwanna Patimakon, to give the Golden Buddha its proper name, is located in the temple of Wat Tramit in Bangkok (which I have been privileged enough to visit).

The origins of the Buddha are unknown, but it is thought to have been created in the 13th or 14th century. It may have originated in Sukhothai in central Thailand and was moved to Ayuthay in southern Thailand in the 15th century. It was moved again, to Bangkok, in the 19th century when it was established as the capital city and new temples were built alongside the royal palace. Other Buddha statues were moved to Bangkok at the same time. At some point the statue was plastered over to hide its value and prevent it being stolen.

Following a fashion for small tungsten cubes in New York, related to enthusiasm for crypto currencies, the 410lb gold “Castello Cube” appeared in Central Park in February 2022, complete with security personnel to prevent it being stolen.

The cube was created by 43 year old German artist Niclas Castello. Prior to the day he had promoted the event by using advertising trucks to tour the city displaying the geographic co-ordinates at which it would be placed, but no other information. The cube was displayed for only one day before being removed.

However, the cube is not a solid block, but hollow. Each side is about a quarter of an inch thick. Each side is 16 in long. However, the gold content still makes it worth around £8.6 million ($11.7 million).

Using the publicity surrounding the work of art, the artist has launched his own crypto currency, the Castello Coin ($CAST).

An auction is to be held to sell a digital image of the cube, what is known as a “non-fungible token” or NFT. These have a value on the digital art market but don’t exist in tangible form. The future of the cube itself is unknown, but the artist has said it wouldn’t be sold. With a price tag for the metal alone in 7 figures, that isn’t surprising.

*   *   *
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21st February 2022

Did banging on a TV when it was ‘on the blink’ ever work?

Before the invention of the semiconductor transistor (in 1947), and its derivative, the microchip (1958), television sets used to work using thermionic valves. The ‘thermionic’ part meant that the valves were heated.

The most basic valve was made up of two parts: a cathode, which generated electrons, and an anode, to which the electrons were attracted by a positive voltage. As can be deduced from the term ‘valve’, the electrons flowed in only one direction, so a diode valve (meaning two electrodes or plates) was used to convert alternating current (a/c) into direct current (d/c) as the electrons only flowed when the voltage at the anode was on the positive half of its alternating cycle. The cathode and anodes were actually arranged as cylinders, one inside the other, in order to provide the maximum plate area for their size.

The whole assembly was contained in a glass tube from which the air had been extracted to create a vacuum, as air interfered with the flow of electrons across the gap between the two electrodes.

Early valve designers discovered that if the cathode was heated, the electrons in it became excited and were more easily released, allowing for a better flow of current. The cathode was heated by a filament, just like that in an old-fashioned light bulb. It was this filament that was most likely to break and cause a TV to stop working, just as it does in a light bulb. This was also why TV sets had to ‘warm up’ before they started to show a picture. 

Early valves had tungsten filaments which were heated to around 2,200 degrees C, but later models operated at a cooler 1,600 degrees. However, the filaments were very thin, less than the thickness of dressmaking thread, and therefore very fragile.

The cathode ray tube, which made up the screen of the TV, also had a heated cathode. The screen itself was the anode, being coated with phosphorous which glowed when struck by electrons, to provide the picture.

Over time the phosphorescence on the TVs screen would reduce, gradually reducing picture quality until the variations in colour could barely be discerned. Either the tube had to be replaced or a new TV set had to be purchased.

Theoretically it was possible that a sharp bang on a TV’s casing might cause the broken filament in a valve or a cathode ray tube to reconnect, but wear and tear on the remains of the filament would make sure it was only ever a temporary fix. However, this banging on the side of a TV set has become a comedy trope in films and TV shows set before the age of semiconductor sets. It was most famously used in the series “Keeping Up Appearances” when Onslow (actor Geoffrey Hughes) always activated his TV by banging on it.

In reality, banging on a TV set was more likely to cause a valve filament to break and would be counterproductive.

*   *   *
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22nd February 2022

Why does a Lieutenant General outrank a Major General if a Major is more senior than a Lieutenant?

This is an historical oddity that came about because of the way that ranks developed in the British Army and other armies in the western world.

Originally, Monarchs raised armies under the feudal system that demanded that land holders provide soldiers to serve the Monarch at time of need. The army was commanded by the Monarch themselves, with subdivisions (called battels – the origin of ‘battalion’) commanded by Princes, Dukes and Earls, Small standing forces, such as personal bodyguards and the garrisons of castles, were commanded by lesser aristocrats and Knights.

The earliest recognisable rank, in present day terms, was Captain, denoting someone who was the leader. It originated in late Roman times from a word meaning ‘chief’ or ‘prominent’. It is used in terms such as “Captain of the Guard”.

However, as the feudal system died out following the Black Death, Monarchs started to sell the rights to command forces, with the cost being recouped by the purchaser from plunder or the award of lands in conquered territory. An officer granted a ‘commission’ to raise an armed force in this way was known as a Colonel, from the Spanish Coronel (meaning ‘from the Crown’), and the regiment carried his name.

To co-ordinate the activities of the various regiments and to plan the campaign, officers from the nobility were still appointed and given the title of General, which had originated from Colonel General.

A Colonel would split his command down into ‘companies’ of men and place an officer in charge of each, who was titled Captain. The Captain might then appoint his own deputy, called a Lieutenant. This is taken from the word ‘lieu’, meaning ‘instead of’. We still use the term ‘in lieu of’ in some legal terminology. A Colonel might also appoint a deputy, making him a Lieutenant Colonel. This rank now commands a battalion, which is the largest subdivision of a regiment.

A hard worked General would also appoint  deputies, given the rank of Lieutenant General. For a time there were also Captain Generals, but these disappeared.

By the time of the English Civil War, Generals started to appoint very experienced Sergeants into command positions to assist less experienced senior officers, who had gained their rank through favouritism rather military merit. These held the title of Sergeant Major and were more senior than a Captain. A Sergeant Major General was appointed to assist a Lieutenant General.

Over time the ‘Sergeant’ prefix was dropped leaving us with the modern ranks of Major and Major General, and with the anomaly that a Major General is junior to a Lieutenant General.

In terms of structure, a Lieutenant or Captain will command a platoon, a Major commands a company, a Lieutenant Colonel commands a battalion, a Colonel commands a regiment, a Brigadier commands a brigade, A Major General commands a division, a Lieutenant General commands a Corps, a General commands an Army and a Field Marshall commands an Army Group. Brittan currently has no serving Field Marshalls.

Later, the rank of Warrant Officer was created for the most senior Sergeants in the army, through the issue of a Royal Warrant, hence its name. These resurrected the rank of Sergeant Major, but strictly for the use of senior non-commissioned officers.

Author’s note: Recycling doesn’t just apply to paper and tin cans. This question had been asked several years previously, so I recycled my answer from that occasion (fortunately I never delete stuff in case I might need it). My answer was published on both occasions, meaning I may be the only person ever to have the same answer published twice. A small, claim to fame, but ‘tis mine own.

*   *   *
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25th February 2022

Did Mayonnaise originate in Co Mayo, Ireland?

Mayonnaise has no connection to the county of Mayo in Ireland, other than the fact that the people who live in that beautiful place probably apply it to their food, just as so many other people do.

Legend has it that mayonnaise was created by the personal chef of the Duke de Richelieu in 1756, during the Seven Years War. The Duke’s army was in the process of defeating the British at Port Mahon, Menorca, and the chef was supposedly creating a special victory dinner for his employer. The first part of the word mayonnaise is thought to refer to Mahon, with the y being inserted as an anglicised version of the port’s name. The ‘aise’ part just means ‘in the style of’, as in bolognaise and milanaise.

Mayonnaise is based on the much older allioli food dressings which date back to the Romans. These were made of eggs, olive oil and vinegar, which are also the basic ingredients of mayonnaise, with the addition of cream to make it thicker.

Modern versions of the dressing include stabilisers and preservatives to prevent the growth of salmonella bacteria in the eggy content. This makes it longer lasting than the traditional allioli, which use only fresh ingredients. 

However, the name mayonnaise didn’t appear until 1806 and this has given rise to other theories about its origins. It may be that while its name may refer to Port Mahon, the actual recipe may be older. In 1750 a Valencian Friar by the name of Francesco Roger Gomila published a recipe similar to that for mayonnaise in The Art de la Cuin (The Art of Cooking.) and it is clear that similar recipes had spread throughout the Kingdom of Aragon (North East Spain) from around the 14th century.

*   *   *
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28th February 2022

Was ‘Ahoy!’ once the way to answer a phone call?

Ahoy is a nautical greeting derived from the Middle English “Hoy”. It fell out of use at one point and was revived not by professional sailors, but by amateurs who took up sailing as a hobby or sport.

Although often used in films set aboard ships, its use is incorrect in those settings, unless the action takes place earlier than the 20th century.

Hoy does have a certain amount of use today, usually in the plural on a ‘lads night out’, as in the shouted greeting ’oy, oy!’.

It is true that Alexander Graham Bell, the inventor of the telephone, suggested that ahoy be adopted as the standard greeting when answering the telephone. However, Thomas Edison suggested the more commonplace “hello” and this was the one that gained favour.

*   *   *
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1st March 2022

How does a thermocouple in a portable heater turn the gas on and off when it only generates millivolts?

The tiny variations in voltage produced by the thermocouple are fed through amplifiers to increase them to the point where they can do meaningful work.

Semiconductor devices called “Operational Amplifiers” (Op Amps) are capable of converting very low voltages into higher ones, within limits, to allow a system to function. Usually, an external electrical supply is also required in order to power the Op Amps, but this can be obtained from batteries.

A thermocouple is an electronic device that converts heat energy into electrical energy. It is made up of two dissimilar metals which produce a low electrical voltage when heated. When the heat reduces, the voltage is reduced.

The electrical voltage is fed to an Op Amp, which increases it considerably to allow it to do more meaningful work. Sometimes several Op Amps are connected “in series” (one after another). This amplified voltage is fed to a “relay” which converts electrical voltage into mechanical movement.

A relay functions by passing a current through a coil to produce a magnetic field, which operates a metal armature – a moving lever or arm. That movement will either open or close a valve which controls the flow of gas through the system.

As a ‘failsafe’, if the power source to the controlling relay fails, the relay will close the gas valve to prevent the system from overheating. If the gas is ignited by an electric spark powered from the same source, then this also prevents unburnt gas being released into the atmosphere to create a hazard.

Many pieces of equipment use relays of that sort. The electric locks on a car are operated in a similar way and relays also operate the valves on washing machines to control the flow of water.

*   *   *
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2nd March 2022

Other than the gods having different names, is there a difference between Greek and Roman mythology?

For the most part, the Greek gods and the Roman gods are the same, but with their names changed. Zeus became Jupiter, Zeus’s wife Hera became Juno, Ares, God of war, became Mars etc. For each of the Greek gods there is a Roman equivalent. The only exception to this is Apollo, God of the Sun. The Romans added the word Phoebus to his name but kept the Apollo part. In translation this means that Apollo personified as the Sun, rather than just being the god one prayed to in order to ask for the Sun to shine.

Beyond that the Romans didn’t have much in terms of mythological figures. In terms of its folklore they mainly draw on the same heroes as the Greeks: Hercules, Achilles, etc and refer to the same stories. Perhaps their most famous mythical heroes are Romulus and Remus, the joint founders of the city of Rome. Their story didn’t emerge until the 4th century BC, when Rome was already established and it was the scholar Marcus Terentius Varro who dated the founding of Rome to precisely 753 BC, but he lived in the 1st century BC and had no historical record with which to verify it.

However, the nature of religious belief and philosophy in the worship of the gods was different in to the two civilisations. The Greeks believed that goodness in life was its own reward, while the Romans believed more in an afterlife where goodness while alive would be rewarded after death.

The Greeks believed that humans were the playthings of the gods and didn’t pray to them for divine intervention. When they made sacrifices and prayed, it was mainly in the hope that the Gods would treat them kindly. The Romans, on the other hand, believed that they could ask favours of the gods by making sacrifices and praying. Both civilisations believed that they would be protected by the gods from non-believing enemies. And if their enemies flourished, it was because the gods were displeased.

The stories of the Greek Gods mainly originated from Homer’s Iliad, written sometime during the 8th century BC, before the founding of the Roman civilisation. How those stories originated to be recorded by Homer is lost in the mists of time and were probably passed down through the generations by oral story telling.

The Greeks were great travellers and colonisers and so their religious beliefs, myths and legends travelled with them and were adopted by people living in the areas around new colonies. It is likely that this is how the Greek pantheon entered into the Roman civilisation, with the Romans changing the names to make the gods appear more Roman and therefore superior to the Greek versions.
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