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INTRODUCTION

Why it’s important to ask ‘why?’

AS MR SEAGULL the school maths teacher, I’m used to questions of a numerical nature being fired in my direction. And usually, I’m confident about being able to provide the answers.

However, if a student were to ask me something outside of my comfort zone, such as ‘how do you design an alien?’, or ‘how can you measure the speed of light using a chocolate bar and a microwave?’, or ‘does wearing glasses actually make you cleverer?’, I’d come a bit unstuck. I’m delighted that I now have this book I can refer my students to for … ahem … further reading.

As a child, what defined me rather than any innate intelligence was curiosity (no, I’m not referring to the 2012 NASA Mars rover called Curiosity, but my eager desire to learn about things). Curiosity might be responsible for killing the cat, but not a (Bobby) Seagull it appears.

Every Saturday, my Dad would take me and my brothers to our local library in East Ham, London. There was no objective apart from feeding our appetite to understand the world. Sprawled on the floor, I would sit there for hours with my brothers, devouring information on everything from the engineering marvels of the world to the wonders of how medicine works on our bodies. 

Having an interest in science means that you’re the kind of person who asks ‘why?’. At one stage during my school days, my friends would call me ‘why, Bobby, why’ as a nickname, because I always wanted to understand more. If we saw a David Attenborough nature documentary on TV, I might ask a question like ‘can that elephant jump?’, or ‘where are all the green mammals?’, or ‘why do tigers have stripes, not spots?’. I didn’t always get an answer, but I kept asking questions. 

So this is exactly the sort of book that childhood Bobby would have loved! If I had a Back to the Future-style DeLorean time machine, I would set the flux capacitor to the 1990s and put my foot on the accelerator to 88 mph so that I could give this book to mini Bobby (it would be totally worth the risk of causing a time paradox by meeting my younger self!).

When I’m teaching, I sometimes put key words or difficult bits on the whiteboard for my students to write down. Make sure you get your exercise book open for this. 

The Science Council defines science as ‘the pursuit and application of knowledge and understanding of the natural and social world following a systematic methodology based on evidence’. Got that? It sounds very posh, but all it’s really saying is that science is about getting as close to the real, objective truth as possible. 

As a self-confessed number nut, I’m particularly excited that this book is called Why Do Boys have Nipples? And 73 Other Weird Questions that Only Science Can Answer. Why? Because 73 is a prime number (yes, you remember, a prime is a number that can only be divided by 1 and itself). And, like atoms in chemistry, prime numbers are the building blocks of mathematics.

But it gets even better. According to Sheldon from the TV show The Big Bang Theory, 73 is ‘the best number’. This is because it is the twenty-first prime number. Its mirror, 37, is the twelfth, and its mirror, 21, is the product of multiplying 7 and 3. (Keeping up?) In binary, 73 is 1001001, which makes it a palindrome – a number that reads the same forwards and backwards. (See, maths can be fun!)

As a school teacher, I always tell my students what to expect in a lesson and it’ll be no different for this book. Expect to be bamboozled by questions about the body and animals. Feast and be merry on the topics of food and drink. Look up to the stars for answers about earth and space. Best of all, perhaps, find out what grossology is! And if you still haven’t exhausted your curiosity by then, get your hands dirty (but not too dirty!) by trying out some of the crazy experiments suggested here.

So enjoy tucking into this weird but wonderful book where science provides the answers to all those things you were wondering about, but were too shy to ask!

Bobby Seagull, 2019

About this book

THE WORLD IS full of baffling questions – and New Scientist is there to answer them. For over 20 years, readers have been submitting their everyday enigmas to the magazine’s ‘Last Word’ column – with other readers writing in to answer them. All the questions in this book were originally asked there.

You can join in the fun too! Go to www.newscientist.com/lastword/ to see the most recent questions and answers, and email your own questions (and answers!) to lastword@newscientist.com. Or read the page ‘Almost The Last Word’ at the back of the weekly magazine. Who knows, maybe your question or answer will one day feature in a book like this … 
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