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BLUE SKIES SMILIN’ AT ME


Sunlight passes through the earth’s oxygen- and nitrogen-rich atmosphere on its way to the planet’s surface. Blue light— one component of the sun’s light, which looks white because it is made up of all the colors of the spectrum—has a wavelength that’s roughly the size of an atom of oxygen, and so it is continuously redistributed, or scattered, by the oxygen atoms in the atmosphere. The blue light enters our eyes from all sorts of angles, and so we see the sky as blue. (The atmosphere scatters violet light even better, but our eyes are more sensitive to blue.) If the earth had no atmosphere, light would travel directly from the sun to our eyes, and all we would see is bright white light against a black sky. And if the earth’s atmosphere contained different gases, we might be looking at a different color of sky.














POINTS OF LIGHT


He may have been gearing up to be first president of the United States, but George Washington lost his battle with Betsy Ross when it came to designing the nation’s new flag. Washington wanted a six-pointed star on the new banner, but Ross voted for a five-pointed star, knowing that it would be easier and faster to make. She won, and we have Betsy Ross to thank for the five-pointed stars on the U.S. flag today.
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The ice cream company BASKIN-ROBBINS regularly draws from its library of nearly 1,000 recipes to rotate their signature 31 flavors. Why 31? No month in the year has more than 31 days, which means Baskin-Robbins offers a new flavor for every day of the month.














IS IT A HAPPY PUPPY?


Tail wagging is not necessarily the sign of a happy dog. When standing before human beings, dogs will often keep their bodies still, their tails wagging in a rhythmic back-and-forth motion. According to many canine behavioral experts, this combination of body stance and tail motion expresses the internal conflict between dogs’ attraction to people and their instinctive caution, suggesting conflict or confusion.


Different tail-wagging and body stance patterns express other emotions: Tail wagging back and forth along with vigorous body movement signals friendly or excited behavior; a tail held high with the tip wagging in jerking movements and a taut, alert torso demonstrate aggression; a low, stiff wagging tail and crouched body represent submission and/or fear.














ORDER IN THE COURT


Oyez is a Middle English word shouted three times in succession in the United States to call a courtroom to order. Pronounced “oh-yay” or “oh-yez,” it is derived from the Latin verb audire, “to hear,” and entered our language—and our court system—through Middle English via Anglo-Norman French. It first appeared in 1425 in English, when French was used as the language of the English courts.
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The 1999 JAMES BOND movie The World Is Not Enough takes its name from the Bond family motto, Orbis non sufficit. The motto appeared in 1969’s On Her Majesty’s Secret Service, where it was seen on a plaque.














A COOLING-OFF PERIOD


One early attempt at air-conditioning worked reasonably well but was too high-maintenance, even for a world leader. In July 1881, President James Garfield, mortally wounded by an assassin’s bullet, lay in Washington, D.C.’s sweltering heat (ironically, he was shot in Union Station as he was leaving town to escape the summer’s unbearable heat and humidity). In a futile attempt to improve his condition—or at least make him comfortable—naval engineers designed a box to vent cool air, produced by suspending ice-water-saturated cloths in front of a fan, into Garfield’s room. Although it did lower the room temperature considerably, it was impractical, and in the two months Garfield lay dying, the early air conditioner used more than half a million pounds of ice.


A modern, more practical air-conditioning system didn’t appear until 1906, when Willis Carrier introduced his “apparatus for treating air,” which cooled, filtered, and redirected air. Carrier’s first system was expensive and often impractical. By 1960, technology had advanced enough to make airconditioning inexpensive, and it quickly became as important as central heating. Not surprisingly, the 1960s were also the first decade to see more people move into the South than leave since the Civil War.
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DOWN AND OUT


The most common reasons for filing for bankruptcy include:


• Extended periods of unemployment


• Large and often unanticipated medical expenses


• Overextended credit


• Marital problems leading to financial hardship














“WITH THIS GARTER . . .”


Brides throw their bouquet to all the single women at a wedding reception, the age-old belief being that the one who catches it will be the next to marry. The removal and tossing of the bride’s garter is a slyer and more lascivious reference to the groom’s good fortune, and demonstrates a bit of his generous and sharing nature.














ROAD FOOD


Even in the days of Pompeii, people were in a hurry. Or perhaps they lived in small quarters without a kitchen of their own. Believe it or not, early fast-food dining was available down at the corner thermopolium, a little neighborhood stand that served hot food and mulled wine from earthenware jars set into a counter. Food could be purchased to go or, in locations with seating, eaten there.














AUTOPILOTS


Though the majority of the world drives on the right-hand side of the road, there are countries where medieval habits die hard. Centuries ago, before the days of motorized transportation, men fought with swords and traveled on horseback. Since most people are right-handed, men would keep their scabbards to their left, drawing—and, if need be, fighting— with the sword in their right hand. Riding on the left side of a road kept their right side, and hand, free for fighting. Today, residents of 166 countries drive on the right side of the road; those in 74 nations (many of which were once colonies of European states) drive on the left.














LINCOLN ASSASSINATION THEORIES


1. Vice President Andrew Johnson—Lincoln’s nemesis—was involved with Booth’s assassination plan. Allegedly, Johnson received a note written by Booth on the day Lincoln was assassinated.


2. A simple conspiracy, organized by John Wilkes Booth, was responsible for Lincoln’s assassination. Booth, a southern patriot and racist, led a small group by himself.


3. Lincoln’s assassination was the result of a Confederate plot— the Confederacy’s position weakened as the Civil War progressed, and assassination seemed the only resolution. This was a popular theory that arose almost immediately after the president’s death.


4. Lincoln’s assassination was the result of a conspiracy of powerful international bankers. Not only did the president turn down money from the Rothschilds to finance the war, but they and other European bankers opposed many of his policies, so they hired Booth to kill him.


5. The Roman Catholic Church was behind Lincoln’s assassination. The majority of American Catholics were in favor of slavery and opposed to a Lincoln presidency.


6. The secretary of war, Edwin Stanton, was the mastermind behind Lincoln’s assassination, as he desired much more stringent Reconstruction policies.














HOW HAPPY?


Why would anyone want to be happy as a clam? The full adage is “Happy as a clam at high tide,” and since clams are caught only at low tide—by hand, foot, or rake—it’s no wonder these tasty mollusks are indeed happiest at high tide.














WHEN PHIL SPEAKS . . .


Groundhog Day is a distinctly American holiday that arose from the influx to Pennsylvania of German settlers, who brought a Candlemas Day tradition with them to their new country. As far back as the Roman conquest, Germans believed that any animal that cast its shadow on this day signaled six more weeks of winter. With the plethora of groundhogs in the Keystone State, they—and Punxsutawney Phil in particular—got the job. Back in Europe, there was even an old English song:


If Candlemas be fair and bright,
 Come, winter, have another flight;
 If Candlemas brings clouds and rain,
 Go winter, and come not again.














THE NOT-SO-WORLDLY SERIES


Legend has it that the World Series got its name from the New York World, a newspaper that was said to have sponsored early baseball championship games. But it’s not true; the World never played such a role. By 1886, the postseason contest was called the World’s Championship (and so cited in Spalding’s Base Ball Guide for 1887), since both American and National League winners wished to call themselves “America’s Champions”; it was assumed that teams from other countries would one day enter the contest. By the time of the Red Sox–Pirates series in 1903, the playoffs were referred to as the World Championship Series, eventually shortened to World Series. To this day, only U.S. and Canadian teams have competed in the World Series.














LIGHT SHOW


The aurora borealis, or northern lights, and the aurora australis, or southern lights, are the heavenly result of the interaction between the solar wind and earth’s magnetic field. The sun emits highly charged particles, or ions, that speed through space, forming a cloud of ions called plasma. The stream of plasma coming from the sun is called solar wind. When plasma hits the earth’s magnetic field, some of the ions become trapped by the earth’s magnetic forces and follow magnetic lines into the ionosphere (more than 30 miles above the earth’s surface), where they collide with various atmospheric gases, mostly oxygen and nitrogen, generating up to 1 million megawatts of electricity and the characteristic sky glow. Generally red, green, blue, and violet in color, the aurora appears in a variety of forms, from simple patches of light to streamers, arcs, banks, rays, and curtains.














COME ’N’ GET IT


Why do mosquitoes seem to zoom in on some people while completely ignoring others? Mosquitoes have a complex set of sensors that lead them to human prey from as far as 100 feet away. These sensors can detect chemicals that both mammals and birds emit, including those in sweat. Mosquitoes can also detect movement, and they assume anything moving is alive and therefore full of blood. They can also detect heat and can find warm-blooded mammals at close range. All in all, avoiding mosquitoes might just be a losing battle.
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Our present-day usage of the word ALIBI has never changed from the Latin: it is an adverb meaning “elsewhere.”














VERY SLIPPERY


Scientists used to think that ice was slippery because the pressure exerted on it from a skate, puck, or even a pair of galoshes created friction, and the resultant heat melted a thin top layer of ice. But by examining ice crystals up close, they’ve discovered that the molecules on the surface of the ice vibrate more than usual for a solid—though they vibrate only up and down, not in all directions, as would be the case in a liquid. The result is a quasi-fluid layer on the top of the ice, making slipping and sliding practically inevitable.














THE GREAT WAR


In 1918, the Committee for Public Information, an office of the United States government whose purpose was to elicit support for World War I, published a set of official reasons why America opted to enter the war. They were:


1. Germany’s continued submarine warfare


2. Imperial Germany becoming an international outlaw


3. Prussian militancy and autocracy disturbing the balance of world power and international equilibrium


4. Autocratic nations threatening world democracy


5. Isolationism no longer being a viable option in an age of growing global interdependence


6. The threat to America’s independence
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It is not likely that you will sink in QUICKSAND unless you dive in headfirst. Your body is less dense than the quicksand; if you relax, you will eventually float to the top, as you would in water.














OW! HA HA


Not so funny, the funny bone. Frankly, it hurts when you hit it. It’s not a bone, of course—it’s the ulnar nerve, which runs down the length of the arm. It lies close to the skin’s surface, and since most of us have very little fat for cushioning at the back of the elbow, when that spot is struck just right, the ulnar nerve presses into the humerus, which is the long bone that runs from your elbow to shoulder. The result is a tingling sensation that runs down the ulnar nerve through your forearm and into your ring and little fingers.
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