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Introduction

‘The Last Word’ is all about following your curiosity, wherever it leads. For over a decade, this column has made its home on the final page of New Scientist magazine, dedicated to an endless quest for answers. Every week, the New Scientist inbox overflows with questions from readers on things that have left them puzzled, and every week we publish the best answers, as supplied by other readers. The fruits of this perennial vine of inquiry have been picked, polished and packed together into the book you now hold in your hands.

Most of the time, the mysteries confounding our readers are drawn from everyday experience: why do wind turbines have three blades? Why does a towel dried on a washing line become stiff? And what causes a hungry stomach to gurgle? Other times, these enquiring minds are focused on more exotic horizons: why do zebras have stripes? Can the sun be extinguished? And what would happen if one black hole swallowed another? Just occasionally, we receive a question that borders on the philosophical: does the sky ever end? And does the sea smell of fish, or do fish smell of the sea?

Our readers are not alone in their search for answers. In this book, you will also find questions that New Scientist staff have grappled with in the course of their work, on topics both profound and mundane. If you’ve ever wondered why ice is slippery, why pollen turns some people into sniffling wrecks but not others, or how life started on Earth, so have we, and our best explanations can be found inside this book. In fact, this quest to entertain life’s most thought-provoking questions is a cornerstone of New Scientist magazine itself.

No doubt there will be some questions in here that have crossed your minds at one time or another. Others may take you entirely by surprise. But big or small, there’s an answer to every question, and sometimes there are even a few. Stay curious.

Frank Swain

July 2016
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