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[image: ] Why Is the Sky Blue?

One of the most commonly seen sights is the blue sky, yet what’s not widely known is what makes it blue.

The sun emits light that travels through space toward Earth. Because space is a vacuum (i.e., it has no atmosphere), the light remains largely undisturbed until it nears the Earth, whose atmosphere is made up of a mixture of gas molecules (mainly oxygen and nitrogen) and other materials. The closer you get to the Earth, the thicker the atmosphere.

Light from the sun appears white but is in fact a combination of colors, and the range of these colors that are visible to the human eye—from red to violet, by way of orange, yellow, green, blue and indigo—is shown when light is passed through a prism. These different colors have different wavelengths and energies, with violet having the shortest wavelength and highest energy and red having the longest wavelength and lowest energy.

As light hits the Earth’s atmosphere, the different colors react in different ways. Some of them get absorbed by the gas molecules while others do not. Most of the longer-wavelength colors (such as red and orange) pass straight through the atmosphere and are unaffected, while many of the shorter-wavelength colors (such as violet and blue) get absorbed by the gas molecules because the wavelengths (i.e., the distance between the peaks of each wave) of these colors are similar in size to the diameter of an atom of oxygen. The gas molecules then radiate these colors and scatter them across the sky, causing the sky to appear blue.

The reason why we perceive the sky as blue and not violet is because our eyes are more sensitive to blue.






[image: ] Why Are Moths Attracted to Lights?

It’s commonly known that moths are attracted to bright lightbulbs and often circle them, giving rise to the saying “like moths to a flame.” There are a number of theories as to why moths engage in this often life-threatening practice.

The traditional hypothesis is that moths mistake the light source for the moon. Moths are thought to migrate long distances, and it is believed that they use the moon to navigate on their journeys, it being a relatively stationary reference point from which to gauge direction. They can travel in straight lines by maintaining a constant angle to the moon. When the moth mistakes an artificial light source for the moon, it continues to keep a constant angle to the light. However, because of its close proximity to the light, this results in it spiraling toward it in a confused state.

While it’s accepted that moths do indeed use the moon to navigate, the problem with the idea that moths mistake lights for the moon is that they tend to fly directly to a light and then spiral around it, rather than spiraling toward it as soon as they spot it.

A second theory is that moths fly toward lights in an attempt to keep warm. However, this has been discredited because it turns out that moths are more attracted to ultraviolet lightbulbs than those emitting normal visible light, which are warmer. In fact, moths are more sensitive to certain wavelengths of light—for example, they are more attracted to the colors in white light than to yellow.

A third theory—and the most compelling—is that moths are initially attracted to a light source and will fly directly toward it, but then, once there, will try to avoid the light and seek darkness (perhaps because they’re nocturnal creatures). As a result of a peculiarity in the moths’ vision, they perceive that the darkest place in the sky is an area about one foot from the light source. As a safety mechanism, the moth seeks out this darkest place and remains there, causing it to circle the light frantically within the dark band.






[image: ] Why Do You Sometimes See a Pair of Sneakers Hanging over Power Lines?

It is a common sight in many cities around the world to see a pair of shoes, laces tied together, hanging over a power line. Known as shoe tossing, it usually involves sneakers and is most prevalent in urban areas and college neighborhoods. Despite its widespread nature, it has evoked much curiosity over the years, and there is no universal explanation for the practice. Here are a number of theories.
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Drugs. One of the prevailing theories is that the sneakers are used to pinpoint a drug-dealing zone. They act as a sign to alert prospective purchasers that drugs are available nearby, so if a person loiters near the hanging shoes, a drug dealer may approach.

	
Gang turf. The hanging sneakers may also indicate that a certain gang is claiming the territory. This is related to the drug theory; if the area is home to a gang, drugs are also likely to be available.

	
Celebration. The sneakers can indicate an act of celebration, marking a rite of passage, like a graduation from school or college. They have even been known to mark someone losing their virginity, or to mark an upcoming marriage. The custom may have originated with members of the military, who are said to have thrown their boots over power lines when they completed their basic training.

	
Commemoration. People sometimes throw the shoes to commemorate the life of someone who has died. Legend has it that when the person’s spirit returns, it will be able to walk above the ground, closer to heaven. They are also sometimes thrown to signal that someone is leaving the neighborhood and moving on to better things.

	
Bullying. Many people believe that it is simply a form of bullying, the bully stealing someone’s shoes and throwing them to an irretrievable place. Others say it’s done as a practical joke played on drunkards.

	
Protest. The sneakers may be thrown as a mark of protest against the government or other authority if community members are unhappy with a law or decision.

	
Art. Yet another theory is that the thrown sneakers represent art, or a manifestation of the human instinct to leave their mark on their surroundings.



It’s likely that one or more of the above theories are correct, and the precise meaning of the hanging sneakers may vary with the individual location. But one thing is for sure, the urge in people to launch their sneakers at power lines, in the desire that they remain there for posterity, seems to be undeniable.






[image: ] Can the Great Wall of China Be Seen from Space?

It’s commonly said that the Great Wall of China is the only human structure that can be seen with the naked eye from space or the moon. This proposition has been perpetuated in many sources: it’s a question in the board game Trivial Pursuit, it has been contained in schoolbooks across the world, and it was stated as being the case by Ed Harris in the 1998 movie The Truman Show. In addition, Richard Halliburton’s Second Book of Marvels makes such a claim, despite the fact that this book was first published in 1938, before the launch of any satellites!

One school of thought is that the claim was made to convey the enormous scale of the wall and the vast achievement in building it. It is now accepted that the proposition is false, however.

Many large-scale manufactured objects, such as highways, airports, buildings, and ships, can be seen with the naked eye, as can the Great Wall itself, but only from a low Earth orbit (up to about 200 miles above sea level). The wall’s width ranges from about five to ten meters, but, when dust storms hit it, it becomes more visible at this close range. However, no human structures at all are visible with the naked eye above an altitude of a few thousand miles, and certainly not from the moon, which is about 240,000 miles away and from which entire continents and oceans are barely visible without mechanical assistance. These facts have been confirmed by a number of astronauts who have answered the question beyond any doubt.






[image: ] Why Do We Yawn and Why Is It Contagious?

It has traditionally been thought that yawning is an involuntary reflex that draws more oxygen into our bloodstream and removes a buildup of carbon dioxide. This theory was fueled by the notion that when people are bored or tired, their breathing slows, resulting in a lack of oxygen, which causes them to yawn. However, research based on exercise suggests that this theory is incorrect. In tests, it was discovered that people’s yawning rates were not altered during exercise, despite an increase in the breathing rate and levels of oxygen in the bloodstream. In addition, athletes often yawn before big events, which is unlikely to be as a result of boredom or a reduced level of breathing. It has also been found that fetuses yawn in the womb, even though they don’t breathe oxygen into their lungs until after birth.

It has been suggested that people yawn to stretch the lungs, jaw, and facial muscles, which increases the heart rate and makes a person feel more awake, although this suggestion is largely posited on the fact that a stifled yawn that does not stretch the jaw is unsatisfying. Other theories are that yawning is used to regulate body temperature or is caused by a variation in certain chemicals, such as dopamine, in the brain. It is now accepted that the exact reasons why we yawn are unknown.

It’s also not known why yawning is contagious. One theory is that we have evolved to yawn when others around us do because our early ancestors used yawning to coordinate social behavior or to build rapport in a group. When one person yawned to signal something, such as it being time to sleep, the rest of the group also yawned in agreement, and the members’ activities were synchronized.

Yawning might also have been used to bare the teeth to intimidate enemies, so that, when one member of the group yawned, the rest followed suit. This has carried through to modern times, when the suggestive power of yawning is still contagious. Lending weight to this theory is the fact that babies, who are unaware of social codes, don’t yawn contagiously until they’re about one year old.






[image: ] Is One Dog Year Equal to Seven Human Years?

The age-old adage that one dog year equals seven human years derives from the simple mathematical division of the average human life span by the average canine life span.

It’s true that dogs do age much faster than humans because of their higher metabolic rate; generally speaking, the larger the mammal, the slower the metabolism and the longer the life. However, it’s now generally accepted that the seven-to-one rule of thumb for a dog’s “realistic” age is inaccurate; for instance, it’s not uncommon for dogs to live to the age of fifteen, but very few humans live to 105.

[image: Image]

It’s believed that the seven-year rule should not be applied proportionally, and that, while it might be appropriate for the middle section of a dog’s life, the beginning and final developmental phases cannot be correlated to those of a human. A dog tends to be fully grown and sexually mature at the age of one, but the same cannot be said of a human of seven. A more accurate method of calculating a dog’s “realistic” age is to allocate twenty-one years for the first year (i.e., when dog and human both reach adulthood) and then four years for every additional year.

The size and breed of a dog are also factors that affect how fast it ages. Larger dogs age the fastest, so even the above rule cannot be applied to all breeds of dogs. In fact, the larger the dog, the more accurate the seven-to-one ratio becomes. Roughly, a large ten-year-old dog is considered to be seventy-eight, whereas a small ten-year-old dog would be fifty-six.






[image: ] Why Is a Left-Handed Athlete Called a Southpaw?

The word “southpaw” is often associated with left-handed athletes, especially boxers and baseball pitchers. It is most commonly used in the United States.

Most sports pundits agree that Finley Peter Dunne, a journalist for the Chicago News, coined the term in 1885. The Chicago Cubs’ home plate was oriented so that a right-handed batter (the most common type) would face east to avoid having the afternoon sun in his eyes. This meant that left-handed pitchers would throw from the south side of the diamond. These pitchers became known as southpaws.

Although it is generally thought that the term had its origin in baseball, the first recorded use of “southpaw” was actually in 1848, describing the punch of a left-handed boxer, who leads with the right and follows up with the more powerful left. This 1848 reference is long before the beginning of organized professional baseball and is quoted in the Oxford English Dictionary.






[image: ] Do Hair and Fingernails Continue to Grow after People Have Died?

The claim that hair and fingernails continue to grow for a period of time after a person dies is a myth. There is often the appearance that this has happened, but it is simply an optical illusion.

When death occurs, all of the cells in the body die, including those that generate hairs and nails, and the body immediately begins to dehydrate. This dehydration causes the skin around a person’s hair and fingernails to retract, and it’s this receding skin that gives the appearance that the hair and fingernails have grown, whereas in fact they remain the same length; it’s the tissues in the skin that have shrunk. People expect hair and fingernails to grow, rather than skin to shrink, and this preconception can support the illusion.

The skin decomposes and shrinks at a faster rate than hair and fingernails, which remain intact for longer and so tend to stand out more prominently. This prominence also leads some people to believe that the hair and fingernails have grown postmortem. Funeral directors sometimes apply moisturizing cream to bodies as a measure to reduce skin shrinkage.






[image: ] Why Do Quarterbacks Say “Hut!”?

The word “hut” is an interjection shouted by football quarterbacks to initiate a play. It doesn’t mean anything in English, so how did it come about?

Monosyllabic words like hip, hup, and hep have been used for centuries to issue commands to animals. Herders used them for steering sheep, and carriage drivers called them out to direct their horses. They are short, sharp words that can be heard from a distance.

Drill sergeants in the early 20th century then started using similar words in rhythmic cadences for marching their troops. From the early 1920s, “hip, 2, 3, 4” was commonly used in this regard. By World War II, the sergeants began yelling “Atten-hut!” as a call to attention. The sharp sound of “hut” at the end of the word was used to make a platoon focus and listen.

In football, “hike” was the first of these types of words to be used. Prior to this, the quarterback would usually scratch the center’s leg as a signal for the center to give the ball to the quarterback. But during the 1890–91 season, John Heisman (who later became a football coach and writer) was playing center for the University of Pennsylvania when an intentional leg scratch from an opposing player tricked him into hiking too early. To combat this scurrilous tactic, Heisman introduced the word “hike” to start the snap. The word already meant “to lift up” and had a short, sharp sound that worked well.

With the success of “hike,” the similar sounding “hut” was introduced by the 1950s for the quarterback’s cadence in calling the snap count: “Hut 1, hut 2, hut 3.” Hut is short and sharp and can be heard clearly over a distance, making it perfect for football. Coming so soon after the war, it is almost certainly derived from the military drill sergeants.






[image: ] Why Is New York City Called “The Big Apple”?

The origin of New York City’s most famous nickname has been the subject of conjecture for many years. One view is that one New York guidebook to the houses of ill repute in the 19th century referred to New York as having the best “apples” (in this usage, a euphemism for prostitutes) in the world. Given that New York claimed to have the most and best brothels, it was inevitably called “the Big Apple.” A second view is that the name was derived from a 1909 book by Edward S. Martin entitled The Wayfarer in New York, which made a reference to New York being the big apple and receiving more than its share of the “national sap.” However, there is no evidence to suggest that either of these two sources had any influence on the popularity or spread of the term.

Many people believe that the name stems from a term used by jazz musicians to refer to New York, although it is thought that they did not begin the trend. That honor is believed to fall to John Fitzgerald, a horse-racing journalist for the New York Morning Telegraph, who in 1921 wrote an article in which he referred to New York races around “the Big Apple.” Fitzgerald claimed that he overheard the term being used by some African American stable hands in New Orleans, who referred to every jockey’s dream being to race in New York because, “There’s only one Big Apple. That’s New York.” The name was then popularized by jazz musicians in the 1930s because New York—and, in particular, Harlem—was the best place to perform and thought to be the jazz capital of the world.
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In 1971, a New York advertising campaign adopted the name “The Big Apple” (using a logo featuring red apples) in an attempt to increase tourism to the city by portraying it as a bright and lively place rather than an urban netherworld rife with crime. Since then, the city has officially been known as the Big Apple throughout the world. In 1997, the corner of Fifty-fourth Street and Broadway, where John Fitzgerald lived for twenty-nine years, was named Big Apple Corner as a tribute to the man.






[image: ] Why Are Mosquitoes More Attracted to Certain People?

Picture the scenario: You’re at an outdoor barbecue, you decided to wear shorts, you don’t have any insect repellent on, the sun has just set, and though nobody else seems affected, you’re being eaten alive by mosquitoes. There is nothing more annoying! In between slapping your legs and clapping the air in frustration, you ponder, “Why am I being singled out?”

Around one in ten people are highly attractive to mosquitoes, and a lot of research has been done to find out why. Mosquitoes use smell to identify their prey, and they can detect human scents from up to 160 feet away.

Mosquitoes are particularly attracted to the carbon dioxide that we exhale. In addition to carbon dioxide, every time we exhale, we also release uric acid, octenol, and lactic acid. The specific combination of these chemicals in certain people makes them more attractive to mosquitoes. And it’s not just the scent of this unique cocktail that mosquitoes are keen on; it’s the quantity, too. Large people tend to exhale more, so they are prime targets, as are pregnant women, who exhale above-average amounts.

Besides this carbon dioxide concoction, mosquitoes like sweat, especially sweat that has combined with bacteria, also known as body odor. Everybody’s odor is different and depends on the acids, ammonia, and other compounds emitted with the sweat. Mosquitoes prefer some mixtures to others. They also like heat, so a hot and sweaty person is perfect.

Blood type is the other key determinant of whether you’ll be bitten more often. People with different blood types secrete different scents, and mosquitoes have been found to be twice as attracted to people with type O blood compared to those with type A blood, while those with type B blood fall somewhere in between.

And then there’s this weird finding. A study found that significantly more mosquitoes landed on people after they had been drinking beer, although scientists could not fathom why. And it was only one study. One study isn’t conclusive, is it?

In the end, our genetic makeup accounts for 85 percent of our susceptibility to mosquito bites, but to minimize your risk of being bitten, here’s what to do: let everybody else do the running around, because their movement will attract mosquitoes, as will the excess carbon dioxide they expel by panting and the acids they exude by sweating. Your best bet is to lean back in a nice, comfortable chair and, after warning everybody else that beer attracts the little cretins, take the risk and drink it all yourself.






[image: ] Why Does Touching Metal Sometimes Cause an Electrical Shock?

On a cold winter’s day, you might experience an electrical shock upon touching a piece of metal. This type of shock is due to static electricity.

When two different insulating surfaces are touched together, opposite charges within the two surfaces are separated. Walking on a rug while wearing shoes is often enough to separate the negative from the positive charges, creating a surface charge imbalance on your shoes and in your body—the shoes pick up additional negative charges and leave positive ones behind, creating the imbalance. This rubbing of two nonconductive objects against each other generates static electricity, which you feel when you touch a metal object. This often occurs when a car door is opened.

Static electricity is more prevalent in environments with little humidity. This is why more electrical shocks are felt during winter, when humidity is lower. There are a number of items that, when rubbed together, typically create static electricity, but common ones are shoes rubbing against a floor and clothes rubbing against skin.

You can reduce the number of electrical shocks you receive. Increasing the humidity in the air is one way. Or ground yourself: touch the metal with something else first, such as car keys, which will receive the shock instead. Dry skin is also more susceptible to accumulating the electrical charges, so using moisturizer can minimize the shocks.






[image: ] What Causes “Pins and Needles” in the Feet?

Commonly referred to as “pins and needles,” paresthesia is the abnormal burning, prickling, or numbing sensation sometimes felt in the feet, legs, arms, or hands. It is not normally painful and usually lasts only a short while, with symptoms reducing once the affected limb is moved around. Some people say that the particular limb has “gone to sleep.”

Paresthesia is generally caused by placing pressure on a nerve through lying on it awkwardly. This blocks the sensory messages sent to the brain, and the result is numbness. The tingling sensation occurs when the pressure is released and the nerves begin sending signals to the brain again. Pinched nerves that are compressed can have the same effect. Lying on a limb can also reduce the blood supply by compressing the arteries, and this can also produce “pins and needles.” This is more common in the elderly, who sometimes have poor blood supply to the limbs because of hardened arteries or arthritis.

Certain medications, excessive alcohol intake, vitamin deficiencies, and diseases such as diabetes or multiple sclerosis can also cause the condition. Nerve damage can result in chronic cases of paresthesia, which can sometimes be relieved by physiotherapy or surgery.






[image: ] Why Do Phone Numbers in Movies All Start with 555?

Phone numbers in movies and television shows usually begin with the fictional prefix 555. The reason why a fictional prefix was chosen for all on-screen phone calls is one of privacy.

A few decades ago, the first letters of exchange names were used as part of telephone numbers in the US, followed by numbers. The number five on the dial corresponded with the letters J, K, and L, but no exchange-name abbreviation could be made with any combination of these three letters. Instead, the 555 prefix was allocated to service providers’ numbers, such as the directory assistance number, which is 555-1212. Anyone attempting to call a number used in a movie or television show would therefore be able to contact only a service provider, not a registered phone customer, which removed the potential for viewers to harass other customers. (There have been instances where 555 numbers were not used on television and a multitude of crank calls have been made to the number.)

In order to stop any further confusion from disrupting service providers, the numbers 555-0100 to 555-0199 are now specifically reserved for fictional use.






[image: ] What Is the Origin of the Handshake?

Handshaking is a common method of greeting used across the world and is prevalent in both social and business settings.

Although most experts agree that handshaking is an ancient ritual, reported as far back as 2800 BCE in Egypt, there is some argument as to its exact origin.

Some say the handshake evolved from the practice of Egyptian kings shaking the hand of a deity’s statue to transfer the god’s power to the king. The Egyptian hieroglyph for the word “give” was an outstretched hand.

Most historians now, however, agree that the handshake’s origin lies in fighting between men. The right hand of a man was the one that traditionally carried a weapon, such as a sword or dagger. By presenting the right hand openly, it showed that the man was not carrying a weapon and that he meant no harm to the other man.

Because women did not usually carry weapons, they did not partake in handshaking. The custom has evolved, and handshaking is now common for both sexes. As in ancient times, the modern handshake is a symbol of peace and acceptance, along with equality and openness.
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[image: ] What Is the Big Bang Theory?

For many years, scientists have pondered how the universe was created. The most commonly held theory is the big bang theory. Its premise is that the universe began around 14 billion years ago as a huge dense and hot mass. From this original state, according to certain technical laws and models (Lemaitre’s, Hubble’s, and Friedmann’s, to name a few), the universe has expanded over time.

The theory is based on observations as well as theories, and in 1927 it was first proposed by Georges Lemaitre that the universe began with an enormous explosion of a “primeval atom.” In 1929, Edwin Hubble corroborated this when he observed that the galaxies are moving away from Earth in every direction at speeds relative to their distance from Earth.

Further research, based on the measurements of cosmic microwave background and the correlation function of galaxies, led cosmologists to agree that the universe does have a finite age. Improvements in telescopes in recent years have led to findings that also indicate that the universe is expanding. In fact, it appears to be expanding at an accelerating rate. Recent measured abundances of light elements (such as baryons and photons) also suggest that the big bang theory is correct, as it is thought that the abundances could not otherwise exist.

Skeptics of the theory cite three main technical issues for their disbelief: the horizon problem, the flatness problem, and the magnetic monopole problem. Despite this criticism, the big bang theory is now well established in cosmology, and its credibility is thought by many to be limited only by the power of current technology. A number of major Christian churches accept the big bang theory of the creation of the universe.






[image: ] Is Breakfast Really the Most Important Meal of the Day?

For generations, people have been told that breakfast is the most important meal of the day. Breakfast like a king, lunch like a prince, and dine like a pauper, as the saying goes. But this mandate has been brought into question in recent times, creating a nutritional controversy. So, is breakfast the cornerstone of a healthy diet, or is it an optional morning meal?

Does skipping breakfast make you fatter? While skipping breakfast may make people eat more for lunch, studies have shown that it results in a lower calorie intake over the course of the day. A 2013 study conducted at Cornell University found that college students ate about 145 calories more at lunch when they skipped breakfast, but given that their breakfasts averaged 625 calories, this resulted in a daily saving of 450 calories, as their evening meal usually remained the same regardless of whether breakfast was eaten or not. Another study from the University of Alabama found no difference after sixteen weeks in weight loss between people who were randomly assigned to eat breakfast and people who were randomly assigned to skip it. Despite the common association between skipping breakfast and weight gain, there is no evidence to support this.

Does breakfast kick-start your metabolism? It has long been said that eating breakfast sets a variety of biological processes associated with digestion into motion; that is, breakfast kick-starts your metabolism and makes you lose weight as a result. A 2014 study from the University of Bath in England looked at this issue by monitoring thirty-three volunteers, some who ate breakfast and some who didn’t. After six weeks, the resting metabolic rates, cholesterol levels, and blood sugar levels of the subjects were largely unchanged. However, the breakfast-eaters burned around 500 more calories per day in physical activity, but also ate an additional 500 calories each day. So, while eating breakfast provided more energy, the net caloric effect was the same.

Does eating breakfast make you smarter? There is evidence to support the fact that eating breakfast is important for brain development in growing children. In a 2013 study of a group of Chinese kindergarten students that was published in the Elsevier journal Early Human Development, it was found that those who regularly ate breakfast had higher IQ scores than those who didn’t. These results held even after accounting for other factors, such as their parents’ occupations and education.

Does eating breakfast keep the doctor away? A number of 2012 and 2013 studies reported in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition and in Circulation found that breakfast-eaters had a lower risk of type 2 diabetes, as well as heart disease. Further study is needed to substantiate these findings, but they do suggest that eating breakfast is beneficial to well-being.



The bottom line? Nobody is quite sure. Eating breakfast is unlikely to make you lose weight; however, it may make you inclined to do more exercise but at the same time eat more calories. It may help prevent certain diseases, and it may make your kids smarter. But if you don’t like eating breakfast, the scientific evidence that we currently have indicates that you can feel more justified in skipping it.






[image: ] Why Is Friday the 13th Thought to Be Unlucky?

It is a common superstition in Western society that the thirteenth day of any month is unlucky if it falls on a Friday. An irrationally morbid fear of such a date is known as paraskevi dekatriaphobia, deriving from the Greek words paraskevi (Friday), dekatria (thirteen) and phobos (fear).

There is an array of explanations for the origin of the superstition. For instance, it was on Friday, October 13, 1307, that the Grand Master of the Knights Templar and his senior knights were arrested by the king of France, tortured, and killed, while another suggestion has it that it originated from Scandinavia, where twelve feasting gods were joined by Loki, an evil god, and, as a result of his actions, misfortune occurred on Earth. Meanwhile, a common Christian belief of its origins derives from the Last Supper in the Bible, where the traitor Judas was the thirteenth disciple, and Jesus was executed on a Friday.

Despite the origins of the superstition, there is existing evidence suggesting that the date is actually unlucky for some people. Studies have shown that a greater number of car accidents and other sorts of mishaps happen on Friday the 13th than on other Fridays. However, psychologists think that this might be a result of people having an increased sense of anxiety because of the date.

The date also has an effect on society as a whole. For example, it is thought that many people do not travel to work on Friday the 13th because of their fear, while many of the world’s office buildings contain no floor thirteen. It is also considered by many to be unlucky for thirteen people to have dinner together.

As mentioned earlier, however, fear of Friday the 13th is a purely Western phenomenon; certain other cultures consider alternate dates to be unlucky.






[image: ] What’s on the Rags That Villains Use to Make People Pass Out?

A villain sneaks up behind an unsuspecting target, places a rag over their mouth, and almost instantaneously the victim goes weak at the knees and falls to the ground unconscious—we’ve all seen it many times in movies. But what’s on the rag, and is this even possible?

The rag is doused with chloroform, a colorless, sweet-smelling liquid that has been used for its anesthetic properties for years. It was first used in this way by James Young Simpson in 1847, when he administered it to two friends for entertainment purposes. After that, it quickly became a common anesthetic agent.

While it can be used as an anesthetic, the way it is used in the movies is flawed. A chloroform-soaked rag could render a victim unconscious, but it would take far longer than portrayed in fiction. Even with a perfectly measured dose, it would take at least a few minutes. And even then, a continuous volume of chloroform would need to be administered to keep the person under.

There are other issues with the rag method, making it implausible. Chloroform is a highly volatile liquid that loses concentration very rapidly when it is exposed to oxygen. By the time the rag is pressed to the victim’s face, it is likely that the chemical would have dissipated and become ineffective.

So, what you see in the movies is completely unrealistic, but let’s hope no Hollywood producers read this book. If they do, it might lead to some pretty boring scenes as we sit through five minutes of a villain holding a rag to his victim’s face, and then administering more chloroform to make sure it works.






[image: ] Why Does Sweat Smell?

When people are exposed to heat, through experiencing elevated air temperature, exercise, or emotional stress, they often sweat. The perspiration produced is a healthy and natural part of the body’s thermostatic mechanism; when it evaporates from the skin, this process cools the body. However, the degree to which people sweat and the resulting smell that is produced vary greatly.

The skin has two types of sweat glands: eccrine and apocrine. The skin contains millions of eccrine glands, distributed all over the body, and the fluid that they produce consists mainly of salt and water and has no smell. Apocrine glands, meanwhile, tend to be located in areas where there are a lot of hair follicles, such as under the arms, around the genitals and on the head, and the sweat that they produce is fatty. While the sweat from apocrine glands also has no smell, it is a source of nutrition for bacteria on the skin, which break it down, releasing natural chemicals and excrement that produce the unpleasant smell of body odor. This process is particularly noticeable on the feet. Each foot generally contains 250,000 sweat glands and tends to sweat more than other parts of the body. Compounding this are the socks and shoes that provide the feeding bacteria with ideal warm and damp conditions, which also trap the sweat and the resultant odor from the feeding bacteria.

Levels and intensity of body odor vary between different people because some have larger and more active apocrine glands and more aggressive skin bacteria than others. In addition, the nature of the sweat generated by the apocrine glands can be influenced by mood, the consumption of certain foods and drink (such as spicy food, alcohol, and caffeine), the use of drugs, hormone levels, and medical and hereditary conditions.

Body odor from sweat can be reduced by washing regularly with soap, wearing clean clothes, and using a deodorant (which kills bacteria) or antiperspirant (which blocks the pores of the skin, preventing the release of sweat).






[image: ] How Did the Word “Cocktail” Originate for Some Alcoholic Drinks?

A cocktail is an alcoholic drink with a number of ingredients that are mixed or shaken together. There are hundreds of different concoctions and they are often sweet, colorful, and interestingly named, such as the Grass hopper, the Rusty Nail, Sex on the Beach, and the Hummingbird.

Like many words and phrases, there are a number of explanations for the origins of the word “cocktail.” While it’s likely that the correct one will never be known, it’s commonly believed that the first written reference to the word was in an 1806 edition of The Balance, and Columbian Repository, published in New York, which provided a description of a cocktail.

[image: Image]

Some think that the word derived from a drink known as “cock-ale,” which in the 18th century was given to anger fighting cocks or to the patrons who attended the cockfights. Others believe it is a compound deriving from a name for an old American tap (a cock) and the dregs of a barrel (known as the tail). Another explanation is that publicans customarily placed a feather from a cock’s tail into alcoholic drinks to warn of their alcoholic content, while yet another is that the word may have come from the French word coquetel, which was a mixed drink served to French officers during the American Revolution. It’s also said that the name is derived from a particular bar in America where drinks were served out of a ceramic container shaped like a rooster (cock) that had a tap in the tail.

Other theories are that the word derives from a term used in 2nd-century Rome, or from an old medical practice of using a cock’s tail to apply throat medicine. There is also a reference to an alcoholic drink being strong enough to “cock the tail” of a bobtailed horse, known as a “cocktailed horse.”

Probably the best-known origin story, however, involves an 18th-century innkeeper named Betsy Flanagan who stole chickens from her neighbor and cooked them for her patrons. After the meal, she would mix some drinks and place a feather in each of them. At this display, one French customer yelled in delight, “Vive le cocktail!”






[image: ] Why Did Pirates Make People Walk the Plank Instead of Just Throwing Them Overboard?

According to Hollywood, the standard way to kill anyone on a pirate ship was to make them walk the plank. But given that it would be far quicker to just throw the victim overboard, did this really happen, or is it cinematic sensationalism?

There is some evidence that this barbaric practice did exist. Before his execution in 1769, a seafarer named George Wood confessed to forcing a prisoner to walk the plank. Then, in 1829, the Dutch ship Vhan Fredericka was boarded by pirates near the Virgin Islands. The crew members were killed by having cannonballs tied to their feet and being made to walk overboard.

While there are not many other cases that are backed by historical records, the idea gained significant traction with the public in the 1800s, when writers began referring to the practice in literature. Robert Louis Stevenson’s 1883 novel Treasure Island has a number of references to walking the plank.

It does seem that some pirates did engage in this method of prisoner disposal, but why?

Some say they did it to avoid the murder penalty, the idea being that the prisoner had killed themself. This is highly unlikely, as forcing a person to kill themself would be considered murder, and given that piracy was also a capital crime, what difference did it make, anyway?

Most historians agree that walking the plank was used for two reasons. It was done primarily as a sadistic form of entertainment for the pirates and, secondly, in order to inflict psychological torture on their prisoners, especially in cases where the victim was a disloyal crew member who was guilty of mutiny.
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