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Lighter
E L E M E N T S

Proof Positive
A scientist has come up with proof
of something students have known
for years—chemistry lectures are
boring. In an article published in a
1995 issue of Chemistry in Britain, a
university chemistry professor intro-
duced a guest lecturer to a class of 50
graduate students. Then, he and his
colleagues studied variations in the
HTFDR—head-to-floor distance reduc-
tion. After about an hour, the aver-
age HTFDR dropped from 135 cm to
121 cm, said the author of the study,
who preferred to remain anonymous.
The HTFDR immediately bounced back
to normal, however, when the speak-
er uttered those magic words: “And
in conclusion, . . .”

Adapted from the Science Jokes
website, www.xs4all.nl/

~jcdverha/scijokes.

Bad Line Breaks
In one of my undergraduate labs, we
were performing an exercise in which
we oxidized ethanol to ethanoic acid.
If I remember correctly, you reflux it
for 20 min with dilute HCl to gener-
ate the aldehyde and then hit it
with concentrated sulfuric acid and
sodium dichromate for another 20 min
to finish the reaction.

I was carefully following the
instructions in the textbook and got
as far as the aldehyde. At this point,
the book said something like “Add 5 g
of Na2Cr2O7”, which I did. Then it said
“Using a dropper pipet, add 10 mL of
concentrated sulphuric acid . . .”, so
I did. Then I read the rest of the

line, which read, “CAREFULLY, drop
by drop, over 10 minutes.” 

I lifted my head to see evil-look-
ing bubbles spewing forth from my
pear-shaped flask beneath a growing
tower of thick orange fumes. It looked
like something out of The Strange Case
of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. I have to
confess, I was quite pleased with
myself.

Pavel Goudochnikov
Adapted from the Science Jokes

website, www.xs4all.nl/
~jcdverha/scijokes.

Quickies
Have you heard what happens when
you read a laboratory manual about
helium?
You just can’t put it down.

If both a bear in Yosemite and one
in Alaska fall into the water, which
one dissolves faster?
The one in Alaska, because it is a polar
bear. ◆

Please send your work-related sto-
ries to the Editorial Office as listed
on page 6. If your humor is pub-
lished, you will receive either a
Today’s Chemist at Work T-shirt or
coffee mug.
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NEW! THIS SPRING!

21ST CENTURY FLUX

brings you scientific intrigue 
set in exotic India 

with the new phi-psi thriller

THE RAMACHANDRAN PLOT
Watch as superspy Peptide Bond
travels the globe looking for clues 

to the whereabouts of his archrival, 
Zn-Finger, who has threatened 

to release his private horde 
of guanidine, turning the Earth 
into a giant molten globule.

Can Bond stop this madman 
in time?

Are we doomed to endless sequels?

Why don’t we get therapy?

Look for the answers 
to these questions in

THE RAMACHANDRAN PLOT

(based on the book 
by Random Coil Publishing)


