







Why
Flamingos Are
Pink




[image: Images]


Copyright © 2007 by Valeri R. Helterbran

This Taylor Trade Publishing paperback edition of Why Flamingos Are Pink is an original publication. It is published by arrangement with the author.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

Published by Taylor Trade Publishing
An imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.
4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706

Estover Road, Plymouth PL6 7PY, United Kingdom

Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Helterbran, Valeri R.

Why flamingos are pink : and 250 other things you should know / Valeri R. Helterbran.—1st Taylor Trade Pub. ed.

p. cm.

Includes index.

ISBN-13: 978-1-58979-335-4 (pbk. : alk. paper)

1. Curiosities and wonders. 2. Handbooks, vade-mecums, etc. I. Title.

AG243.H37 2007



	031.02—dc22

	2007019339





[image: Images] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.

Manufactured in the United States of America.


To My Family

Buddy, Rob, and Ben
Anne and Richard Russell
All of whom have encouraged and supported my pursuits





Preface


This book was born from a love of learning and a love of teaching. Learners of all ages typically express a great interest—a sense of wonder and curiosity—in many areas of knowledge. Learning is an infectious condition. The more you learn, the more you want to learn! Adults, as learners themselves and as responsible parents or teachers, want to actively assist children in investigating the world around them as well as introduce new elements of wonder. All of these elements blend to create the need for a resource that can be used by learners of any age—the young, the old, and everyone in between!

Fresh topics are introduced for the readers of this book to contemplate and use as springboards for further study or contemplation. They can also be used to open doors to corollary topics or questions. While reading about a topic in this book, don’t be surprised if you hear yourself exclaim, “I never knew that!” Many topics may be familiar in some ways, yet be very unfamiliar in others. This book makes the unknown, known—the perplexing, less so—and it provides grist for the mills of the brain to provide incentives to the learner to keep on learning.

Learners exhibit great curiosity in many areas and in the world around them. However, textbooks and other forums often ignore those elements of life that add texture and interest to one’s general knowledge base. Often, those threads in the tapestry of learning and the depth of interest that they may inspire are lost.

The idea for this book is rooted in my widely read newspaper column, “Things Every Kid Should Know,” a weekly feature in my community newspaper, the Ligonier Echo (Pennsylvania). Inspiration for this work is based on numerous teacher and parent requests for a book fashioned similarly to the column for use in the classroom and at home. Furthermore, since the majority of questions and topic ideas were generated by adults to meet their own learning needs, this is truly a book for learners of any age.

Each topic is introduced in the form of a question, as questions inherently invite interest. A brief response follows each question. Some topic questions are more complex than others. Follow your interests as you select questions to read; there is no set or recommended order to follow. You will notice that each topic area is appealing and that each leads to other questions or observations. You may also notice that each topic, even if unfamiliar to you, will almost without exception pop up in your life in the near future in some form or fashion. Each is likely to be related to your life in some way and is an excellent way to make connections with knowledge, experiences, or skills that you already have.

I hope that you will have fun with this book—and learn something along the way!

—Valeri R. Helterbran

Special note for teachers and parents: Learning is a wonderful way to connect with the children in your life. It can and should be a fun prospect as we are all learning beings as surely as we live and breathe! You will likely generate your own list of questions about or related to the questions presented in the book. Your children will undoubtedly do the same, and, in fact, asking them to do this may provide you with an excellent activity related to the original question.

Every attempt has been made to craft family- and school-friendly topic discussions. Be your own guide in this respect, however, and use each topic as an opportunity and as a vehicle to introduce, guide, or expand the information presented as you see fit.
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Nature and Environment

What is a wishbone?

Furcula, taken from a Latin derivative for fork, is the scientific name for the bone most of us call a “wishbone.” It is the forked bone in a bird’s body where the two clavicles come together—what we might call a collarbone. The wishbone is perhaps most known today because of its role in family traditions at Thanksgiving. Dating back to Etruscan times, the tradition of breaking the wishbone was adopted by the Romans in 322 BC. The holder of the larger piece supposedly would be granted a wish. When the Romans conquered Britain, they brought this custom with them. Then the English, in turn, brought it with them when they colonized America. It is believed that the custom of eating turkey at Thanksgiving in America is the connection between the wishbone and the holiday. It is also believed that the practice of breaking the wishbone is the origin of phrases such as “to get a lucky break” and even “give me a break.”

The bone-pulling tradition has also been nicknamed merry thoughts, as it has been used to “determine” the first to marry if the participants are not yet wed.

[image: Images]

What is the purpose of an elephant’s trunk?

The proboscis of an elephant serves several purposes. First and foremost, the trunk serves the same purpose as a nose. Elephants breathe through it—and can even sneeze through it just as humans do. The elephant can “sample” the air with its trunk which it then places in its mouth where certain odor-detecting organs are located. The fingerlike lip (or lips) located at the end of the trunk is very sensitive and can distinguish the texture, relative temperature, and shape of an object. It can also draw in water to drink which the elephant then squirts in its mouth, and it can grasp food items to eat, much like we use our hands. The trunk even comes in handy if an elephant is submerged in water, as it can function like a snorkel to assure an air supply. The trunk is strong enough to uproot trees, yet agile enough to pick up a seed or a coin. Elephants also use their trunks to spray themselves with water or dust. A female elephant can transport her newborn with her trunk if the need arises.

The trunk can also be used as a communication device. Elephants make noises with their trunks to greet one another or they can emit a loud, trumpeting sound. They may intertwine trunks as a greeting or use them to caress or discipline their young. The elephant can also thrash its trunk on the ground, sounding much like a sheet of metal rattling, to express displeasure or anger.

An elephant’s trunk can grow up to 8 feet long and can be comprised of 60,000 muscles. Elephants are not born knowing how to fully utilize their trunks and it may take many months for mastery to occur.

What is mahimahi?

Mahimahi (mah-hee mah-hee), which means “strong strong” in Hawaiian, is a fish (Coryphaena hippurus). This type of fish is also called dorado (Spanish for golden) or dolphin fish, as they are known to swim along with dolphins. Because of this association in its name and swimming habits, many people believe incorrectly that mahimahi (a fish) is a dolphin (a mammal). In other words, if you were to order mahimahi from a restaurant’s menu, you would not be eating Flipper!

Mahimahi (sometimes spelled with a hyphen or as one word) is a tropical, warm-water fish related to tuna. They range in size from 3 to 50 pounds and have long, deep, flat bodies. They are typically iridescent bluish green and gold with black speckling. They live only three to five years, which is unusually short for a fish of their general size. Mahimahi, due to its firm, light, and flavorful qualities, has become increasingly popular as an entrée in homes and in restaurants.

Why is it called a field trip when one almost never goes to see a field?

A field trip is generally considered a group activity or journey where individuals visit a place to observe or experience a certain phenomenon firsthand. This definition includes, but is certainly not limited to, visiting a museum, gallery, library, historic building, or a city of interest. Scientists or students of science may take a field trip to a cave, wetland area, woodland, or even a field (area of land) to collect specimens or data. A contemporary twist on this activity involves using the Internet to take a virtual field trip to faraway lands or other venues.

The word field, however, is also used in a variety of ways, such as a branch of knowledge. (One example is the field of astronomy.) It is also used to designate the observation or study of certain life forms in their natural or typical setting. For example, a professor might suggest that a doctoral student observe students in the field, which would mean observing them in a classroom setting. Therefore, the term field trip covers a wide variety of places or purposes which may or may not include an actual field.

Why and how do cats purr?

We are all familiar with the rhythmic, vibrating sound that domestic cats make when they are content. Purring is usually audible, but it can certainly be felt even if the sound is too soft to hear. Cats are also known to purr when they need or want attention, when they are in labor, when they are in pain, or when they are experiencing stressful, frightening, or traumatic circumstances. It is believed that purring during times of distress is the way that cats try to soothe themselves or relax. Kittens purr when nursing and the mother cat responds by purring, too. In this respect, purring is thought to be a form of communication.

[image: Images]

The most widely held explanation as to how purring occurs involves an activation or stimulation of nerves in the cat’s larynx (voice box). When these nerves fire, vibration of the vocal cords occurs. The act of breathing pushes air in and out, much like a bellows, influencing the cadence and volume of purring. This explanation is challenged, however, by medical research which indicates that cats can still purr even when these nerves are severed. Another possible explanation, but not as widely believed, is that purring is the result of certain vibrating blood vessels in the larynx. Purring is believed to be a voluntary act, meaning that cats purr if and when they want to purr!


What is quicksand?


Quicksand is a natural phenomenon that occurs when sand or any type of grainy soil becomes overly saturated with water. What looks like solid ground is actually a very thick “soup” of sand or soil and water. The sand particles are no longer in stable contact with each other because they are coated with a thin film of water that reduces the friction between particles and cannot bear weight. Quicksand is more likely to occur where there is an underground spring or some other water source. Locations may include beaches, riverbanks, or marshes. Most patches of quicksand are only a few inches to a few feet in depth.

Unlike what you may have seen in the movies, quicksand is not the certain killer you may think it is. It is possible to drown in quicksand, as it is possible to drown in most liquids. However, most people who get stuck survive. The key to getting unstuck from quicksand is, first and foremost, do not panic! Wildly thrashing about will cause you to become mired more quickly. The deeper you are, the more difficult it is to get out. Because your body is less dense than the mixture, however, you will have a tendency to float. Move slowly and deliberately to bring yourself to the surface. You can then work your way to solid ground or even swim out of any danger.

What is the difference between a donkey and a mule?

A donkey (Equus assinus) is a relative of the horse and is a true species. Animals that are a true species produce babies that are just like them. In other words, donkeys that breed produce baby donkeys (foals). Donkeys have noticeably long ears; a mane that is coarse, stiff, and stands upright; and a tail that somewhat resembles that of a cow. Donkeys come in many sizes—miniature, mammoth, standard, and large standard, to name a few. They can be gray, black, brown, roan, sorrel, or cream in color and may be solid or spotted. Male (jack) and female (jennet) donkeys are known for their characteristic braying (ee-aw ee-aw), although the jack is considered to be more enthusiastic in this department! Donkeys can be ridden much like horses, with a saddle or harness. They can be used to guard livestock and as companion animals for livestock and humans. They are friendly, good-natured animals; however, they tend to do what they want, not what the owner wants. Although donkeys are often called burros in the West, this term is considered proper when referring to midsized donkeys of wild descent.

Mules, on the other hand, are not a true species. They are equine hybrids that result from the breeding of a female horse and a male donkey. A similar result, although more rare, is called a “hinny.” This occurs when a male horse breeds with a female donkey. As a rule, mules are sterile; they cannot produce baby mules or anything else for that matter. There have been a few documented exceptions to this, but this occurrence is very, very rare. Mules and hinnies (usually collectively called mules) typically show characteristics from both parents. For example, their manes are more donkeylike, whereas their tails are more horselike. Their bray is unique and usually results in a combination whinny and Aw-Aw. Mules come in most of the colors and patterns that horses and donkeys do. As with donkeys, mules can be saddled or harnessed for riding. They can carry or drag a great deal of weight and are excellent high jumpers. Intelligent animals with remarkable stamina, mules, like donkeys, are often deemed lazy or stubborn; the mule will work when the mule wants to work. Patience is a key quality for those who work with mules or donkeys.

What is a group of owls called?

Animal groups often have unusual names. A group of owls, for example, is called a “parliament” of owls. Some names seem to make sense; others are a bit of a curiosity. Group names for animals can vary with the age, gender, or stage of life of the animal involved, and for other reasons or conditions. A few examples of names of animal groups follow.



	Type of Animal

	Group Name




	hyena

	cackle or clan




	bat

	colony




	fox

	leash, skulk, or lead




	buzzard

	wake




	porcupine

	prickle




	crow

	murder, horde, or muster




	crocodile

	bask




	frog

	knot, army, or colony




	locust

	plague





For more animal group names, visit www.npwrc.usgs.gov/help/faq/animals/names.htm.

Why don’t manufacturers use #1 and #2 plastic containers for all food products?

Many plastic products are marked with a number from 1 through 7. Each number represents a type of plastic that has particular qualities suitable for specific purposes. For example, PETE (polyethylene terephthalate, a #1 plastic) is typically transparent, a barrier to gas, and is heat resistant. PETE is often used for soft drinks, peanut butter, and salad dressing containers. HDPE (high density polyethylene, a #2 plastic) is inexpensive, more dense, easy to form into the desired shape, and more permeable to gas. HDPE is often used for milk, water, and juice containers.

Manufacturers choose food containers based on the qualities of the plastic and which type will best display or contain their food product. Since some types of plastic may leach and contaminate food, manufacturers must be careful to choose the proper type to avoid harming consumers. Furthermore, different plastics have different “cleanability” capacities and when recycled, may only be suitable for certain nonfood uses.

[image: Images]

Most communities only accept #1 and #2 plastics for recycling. According to Ellen Keefe, project director of Westmoreland (Pennsylvania) Cleanways, a nonprofit organization dedicated to keeping communities clean, the technology to recycle #1 and #2 plastics is more readily available and more economical. While the capability exists to recycle all numbered plastics, few communities in the United States do so.

Are all insects pests?

There are well over 1 million known species of insects. Nearly 100,000 species live in North America. Insects can be found in virtually every climate and habitat. According to the National Audubon Field Guide to North American Insects and Spiders, insects can be found in the air, plants, wood, soil, the bodies of other animals, and in other places. Insects are fascinating animals that exhibit an amazing degree of diversity. For example, the goliath beetle, a rain-forest insect, measures 4.5 inches long and can weigh up to 3.5 ounces. Another rain-forest insect, the rhinoceros beetle, can carry 850 times its own weight on its back; this is the same as an average-size man toting 70 or more automobiles around!

[image: Images]

It is true that some insects cause a tremendous amount of damage to crops and trees. Some insects are even dangerous to humans. In addition, some insects are relatively harmless themselves, but carry unclean materials or deadly diseases, such as locusts, termites, fleas, mosquitoes, lice, some flies, and cockroaches. Keep in mind though that most insects serve a positive purpose, often serving as a food source for other animals, including other insects. In the United States alone, we use in excess of 1 billion pounds of pesticides (chemicals used to kill insects and other real or perceived pests) every year. Some people choose to use more eco-friendly, organic approaches to exterminate or discourage certain insects.

Insects are typically harmless creatures and many are absolutely necessary to the survival of the planet. Insects are an important food source for humans in some parts of the world. They pollinate our plants, fertilize the soil, rid us of decaying plant and animal matter, consume other insects, and provide useful products such as honey, beeswax, and silk—and much more.

For more information on insects, visit www.bugwood.org/entomology.html.

What is the difference between a turtle, a terrapin, and a tortoise?

Turtles, terrapins, and tortoises are all reptiles and belong to the order Testudines. In the United States, the word “turtle” is often used interchangeably for terrapins, tortoises, and sea turtles. In fact, all of these animals are turtles, but they are different in several distinguishable ways. An important distinction is where these animals live. Tortoises are a land-dwelling (terrestrial) subgroup of turtles. They use water for drinking and bathing only. They have high, domed shells and have trunklike legs with stumpy, clawed feet. Testudines found in coastal, brackish waters are called terrapins. They are sometimes called “diamondbacks” due to the unique, angular designs on their shells. They have webbed feet with claws. Other turtles are marine or freshwater dwellers. These aquatic turtles have longer toes that are webbed or limbs that look like flippers to help with swimming, and they typically have a more flattened, streamlined shell. About 70% of all turtles live in freshwater.

[image: Images]

A group of turtles is called a bale. The largest turtle living today is the leatherback. These rare sea turtles can weigh 1,500 pounds. The largest tortoise, the giant tortoise, is found on the Galapagos Islands off the coast of Ecuador. Weighing up to 500 pounds, these tortoises can live to be about 200 years old.

Why are flamingos pink?

Flamingos are beautiful, easily recognizable birds. They prefer to live in the warm, shallow, salty lagoons and lakes of Africa, Asia, Europe, and the Americas. One species, however, lives in the cold lakes of the Andes Mountains. One of the most obvious characteristics of flamingos is their reddish or pink coloration. Interestingly, many of the foods that they eat are rich in carotenoid pigment, much like the pigment in carrots. They eat shrimp and other crustaceans, algae, aquatic insects, and plankton. Without this diet, the flamingos’ feathers would become grayish white. Zookeepers are careful to supplement flamingo food with special pigments to maintain their birds’ beautiful color.

[image: Images]

Flamingos have unusual, boomerang-like bills. To eat, the flamingo immerses its bill upside down in the water so that its head is actually facing backward. In that position, it uses its fleshy tongue to pump water through its bill, which acts like a strainer or filter to catch food items.

Here are a few more interesting flamingo facts:

[image: Images] Flamingos live in large colonies called pats.

[image: Images] What looks like the flamingo’s knee is actually its ankle.

[image: Images] Roman emperors considered flamingo tongue to be a delicacy.


What is fog?


Fog is basically a cloud that has formed at ground level. Clouds, however, are formed differently than fog. Although fog looks like smoke, it is actually made up of billions of tiny water droplets. Fog can be formed in several ways. For example, when it is cold and clear with little wind at night, the ground releases some of the heat that it absorbed during the day. As the ground cools, it subsequently cools the air near the surface to what we call the dew point. The dew point is the temperature at which water droplets will condense out of the air. In other words, the air is so saturated with moisture that it can no longer hold all of it. This type of ground-hugging fog is called radiation fog. Pilots, truck drivers, and other people who must travel in all sorts of weather use this “formula” to determine conditions. If the dew-point temperature is within 5°F (3°C) of the actual temperature, and the temperature is getting colder, the formation of fog is likely. The dew point is generally reported during most weather forecasts. Night rain can also enhance the formation of fog, but fortunately the morning sun typically evaporates or “burns it off.”

Fog can also form when warm, moist air passes over colder portions of the ground especially if ice or snow is present. The cold causes the moisture in the air to condense and form fog; this is known as advection fog. Other types of fog include precipitation fog, upslope fog, and valley fog.

Does an ostrich really bury its head in the sand?

The ostrich (Struthio camelus) is the largest bird living today. Until the 1940s, this flightless bird could be found in the wild in Africa, Syria, and Saudi Arabia, but it can only be found in Central Africa now. Ostrich fossil remains, some dating back over 120 million years, have been found in Asia and Europe. An adult male (rooster) can stand from 8 to 10 feet tall and weigh from 350 to 400 pounds; the adult female (hen) is smaller. Ostriches are considered to be herbivores (plant eaters), although in the wild they have been known on occasion to also eat animal remains or insects.

Ostriches are commercially farmed in the United States and many other countries. Ostrich hide is made into fine leather and ostrich feathers are used for decoration and for cleaning materials. Ostriches are also valued for their red meat, which is often described as similar to beef, but with two-thirds less fat content.

Although they cannot fly, ostriches can run at speeds of over 40 miles per hour. Their powerful legs can deliver a formidable blow to predators. Occasionally, to avoid detection, an ostrich will lie on the ground with its neck outstretched. This behavior may have led to the belief that ostriches stick their heads in the sand when scared. In fact, they do not bury their heads in the sand! This is a myth. Interestingly, people often refer to this myth when speaking of someone who is in denial. For example, “Jerry is just burying his head in the sand if he thinks he can write a term paper the day before it is due.”

What does Indian summer mean?

Indian summer is a period of unusually warm and dry weather with light or calm winds that occurs in autumn. Although the term is often applied to any period of warm autumnal weather, by definition a true Indian summer follows a killing freeze or frost. Autumn may host several Indian summers or none at all. Periods of Indian summer may last from a few days to more than a week.

The origin of the term is undetermined. One theory is that North American Native Americans would use these periods of warm weather to harvest late crops and to prepare for the winter months ahead. Some speculate that this time was a favored hunting season. Other sources cite the custom of early English-speaking settlers to use the word “Indian” for things that were similar to familiar items or for things not true or that were an imitation—hence, an Indian summer was a false summer.

The first known usage of the term was by French-American farmer St. John de Crèvecoeur, in a letter dated January 17, 1778. Indian summer is a term typically used (although certainly not exclusively) in the middle-Atlantic and New England states. It is occasionally called “goose summer,” and in England, “Saint Martin’s summer.” Interestingly, the term “Indian summer” is also sometimes used quite differently to describe success found late in life!

What is the eye of a hurricane?

A hurricane is a powerful tropical weather system with a well-defined circulation pattern that has developed a constant wind speed of 74 miles per hour or more. Hurricanes can range in size from 300 to 500 miles in diameter. It is believed that the term “hurricane” comes from the Mayan storm god, Hunraken, or perhaps, Huracan, a god considered evil by the Taino people of the Caribbean.

Hurricanes have an “eye.” This is located at or near the center of the storm and is an area of relative calm with a warmer temperature, light winds, little or no precipitation, and fair skies. The eye typically measures 20 to 30 miles wide. The top of the eye may be 50,000 feet above ground. However, the eye is bound by the eye wall, a ring of thunderstorms with dramatic updrafts and down-drafts that produce some of the most violent weather associated with the hurricane. More intense hurricanes may have concentric eye walls which help maintain the storm’s structure and intensity.

Hurricane damage is typically caused by high winds, torrential rain, storm surge, and/or flooding. Tornadoes and severe thunderstorms are often spawned from hurricanes, causing additional hazards. Billions of dollars in property damage and loss of life can result if the storm reaches land. Approximately 100 tropical disturbances occur in the Atlantic Ocean every year between May and November. Of these, six become hurricanes, with an average of two making landfall in the United States. Fortunately, improvements in weather predicting have enabled us to better prepare for these weather events.

Can humans live on Mars?

Mars, the “Red Planet,” is named for Mars, the Roman god of war, and has historically been a topic of great speculation, fantasy, and interest. It is easy to see how fictional visions of Martians have endured as Mars and earth do share certain similarities. For starters, Mars has two polar caps, a day of 24.6 hours, an atmosphere of gases that includes some oxygen and water vapor, an equatorial temperature at or near 72°F in the summer, distinct seasons, and certain terrain (volcanoes and canyons, for example) resembling, in some ways, that of earth.

However, the differences in the two planets far outweigh these similar characteristics when considering the possibility of humans living on Mars. Scientists believe that Mars may have once been a warm, watery, earth-like planet. Fossil evidence suggesting microscopic life has been found in a Martian meteorite, but scientists debate whether or not clear proof exists. A vast, frozen desert in large measure, Mars’ average temperature is about −67°F, but ranges from below –194°F to the aforementioned 72°F. No surface water is present on Mars. Although NASA reports evidence that suggests that a small amount of liquid water may exist on Mars, scientists also hotly debate this issue! Mars has a thin atmosphere composed of about 95% carbon dioxide (the waste gas that we exhale) and has no ozone layer to filter out damaging ultraviolet light from the sun. In addition, the weather includes blinding storms of rust-colored (iron oxide) dust with gusts up to 100 miles per hour. For these reasons alone, it is plain to see that dramatic accommodations would need to be made for human beings to actually live on Mars!

What is brackish water?

Brackish water results from the natural mixing of seawater (salt) and freshwater where these types of water bodies meet. When this occurs, one resulting habitat is called an estuary. Estuaries are vitally important to us as they serve as an environment for many living things to breed, be sheltered, or to live out their lives. Brackish water can also be found in some aquifers, according to certain fossil deposits.

Estuary areas provide us with recreational opportunities, food, and other products. Brackish water is generally undrinkable, but if its salt content (salinity) is low enough, some communities are able to purify it. The saline content typically varies in brackish water depending on the amount of freshwater and saltwater mixing and the rate of evaporation. Plants and animals that live in brackish water must be highly adaptable to survive.

The largest brackish estuary in the United States is the watershed of the Chesapeake Bay. Thanks to agreements between Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Virginia, this estuary is healthier due to tighter regulations on sewage treatment, chemical and industrial waste disposal, and other sources of pollution. Pennsylvania plays an important role in this as the Susquehanna River is the Chesapeake Bay’s largest tributary and provides it with 90% of the freshwater that empties into it. It is the freshwater from Pennsylvania that mixes with the saltwater to make brackish water farther downstream. According to the Pennsylvania Department of Conservation and Natural Resources (DCNR), true brackish water reaches into Pennsylvania from the Delaware Bay, creating a small estuary.
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