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Introduction

The Last Word column in New Scientist magazine – the publication in which most of the questions and answers in this book began life – has traditionally devoted itself to the trivial. That’s why we know why hair turns grey, why snot is green, and how fat you need to be in order to be bulletproof. And it’s why this book’s predecessors have proved to be such a hit with readers. It’s our stock-in-trade: finding out how and why the things surrounding our everyday lives do what they do.

But every so often we look at the bigger picture. We’ll get a question about stuff in the sky, stuff in the outer reaches of the universe or stuff at the atomic level. Not so much trivia as the stories behind why our planet, our solar system and our universe are like they are. Just why is the night sky black even though it’s full of stars pumping out more light than our sun? Why does Earth rotate? And why is the Large Hadron Collider so, er, large? You can find out all about these and other mega-quandaries in the pages that follow.

Obviously, we also have lots of the usual stuff in here about our bodies, our dinners and the various living things we share the planet with, to keep regular readers happy. You can find out why your legs feel wobbly when you are standing on the top of a cliff or how flies can fly into a window pane without damaging themselves. And there’s a lot about booze, of course. Why does ice in whisky create such lovely swirling patterns? Does drinking absinthe make you hallucinate? As we say on the cover: ‘Question Everything’.

But this time we set out to make people think a little more about our universe and what’s in it, and the physics, chemistry and biology that keep it all on the move.

So, with a big bang, here we go… and remember, you can follow the Last Word online at www.newscientist.com/lastword or in print by buying the weekly New Scientist magazine. Questions (and answers) always welcome!

Mick O’Hare

Special thanks – in no particular order – to the following: Melanie Green, the New Scientist subs and art teams, Jeremy Webb, Beverley De Valmency, Paul Forty, Andrew Franklin, Eleanor Harris, Drew Jerrison, Nick Heidfeld, Harold Wagstaff, Felipe Massa, Sally and Thomas.
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