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INTRODUCTION

Over the many years in which I have taken an interest in science, a ragbag of facts, anecdotes and oddities have stuck in my mind, and some of them form the substance of the short essays in this book.

Here you will read about an aircraft carrier made of ice and sawdust, a nuclear blast detector using ESP, a scientist who was strangled by his own invention, a philosopher who believes that if there were more women scientists science itself would be fundamentally different, a poor black woman whose cancer cells are now in every laboratory in the world, and a two-billion-year-old nuclear reactor. You will find the answers to questions you might never have asked, such as: Why is the sky dark at night? Why doesn’t the Earth move when we move our eyes? Is your brain really necessary? Can money bring happiness? Can the blind see? Does 1 + 1 really equal 2?

But these essays are more than amusing or intriguing curiosities. Many of them help us understand how astronomy or maths or biology or physics actually work, and the methods scientists use to verify their hypotheses.

For example, the answer to ‘Why is the sky dark at night?’, first asked hundreds of years ago, depends on knowledge acquired in the twentieth century about the expansion of the universe. Asking ‘Can the blind see?’ takes us into a pioneering area of neurophysiology. And even the existence, regrettable, perhaps, of a molecule called ‘arsole’ helps us understand the systematic way in which scientists name new biological molecules.
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