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Lighter
E L E M E N T S

Editor’s Note: In the October 2002 issue
of TCAW, we published a joke in “Lighter
Elements” that asked which of two
bears—one in Alaska and one in
Yosemite—would dissolve faster in
water. The answer was the one in Alas-
ka because it is polar. Below, you will
find the considered response of one of
your fellow readers.

Bear Solubility: A Treatise
Water temperature is critical when one
discusses the relative solubility of bears.
At certain times of the year, Alaskan
water temperature is below the crys-
tallization point. In that case, the
experimentalist will find it impossi-
ble to introduce said bear to the medi-
um under discussion. In that case, the
solute (bear) would skim along the
surface of the solvent (water) and,
conceivably, be lost from view.

Because the acquisition of this
particular solute is somewhat difficult
and safety handling procedures are very
stringent and specific, I would suggest
running a theoretical experiment using
a conceptual, or ideal, bear, and a theo-
retical water source. I have heard of the
existence of a theoretical bear, which
might be obtained from the supplier
Hanna-Barbera (H-B). Indeed, I under-
stand that they have two theoretical
bears, one larger than the other. The
smaller one, reportedly, was a boo-boo.
Nevertheless, I suggest using the small-
er because it will require less hard drive
space and because a smaller body of
water will suffice.

Although the theoretical bears are
not of the polar variety, the polariza-

tion should involve a simple comput-
er transformation. The advantage is
that one would then have matched
bears, one polar and the original brown.
This could serve to eliminate criticism
during peer review that the compari-
son being made is “bears to pears”.

If it is believed that the results will
be comparable—along with the theo-
retical bears, H-B can provide a reason-
able simulation of a park, albeit Jelly-
stone rather than Yosemite. In either
case, the experiment should not be
performed in the vicinity of a geyser,
which will not only skew the rate of
dissolution, but also (in technical
terms) “tick off” the bear.

A live study will, however, be
fraught with regulatory issues. The
EPA is sure to object to the study on
the grounds of contamination of the
water supply. If the water was bear-
free initially, introducing one would
amount to human-generated pollu-
tion. Permits are very scarce, espe-
cially on federal land.

Should you get a permit, the Endan-
gered Species Act will disallow the
dissolving of bears. If you are to proceed
with a live test, I suggest you grow
your own bear in the laboratory. Lab-

produced bears are exempt from regu-
lation. That is not as bad as it sounds.

Just as companies can supply mice
with tendencies toward developing
cancer, they also supply bears with the
tendency to dissolve. The brown bear
may be hard to find, however. Most
suppliers started out with nonpig-
mented rodents. White mice led natu-
rally to white bears. It may be that
you will have to adapt the specimen
yourself.

OSHA might be the hardest to
convince, having found that the main
path for human injury is through skin
contact with the bear. Some consid-
ered inhalation to be a major factor,
but problems of scale have precluded
definitive testing. Researchers have
been unable to convince officials that
a fur ball can be used to simulate a
bear.

I might also suggest an alternate
site than Yosemite for the southern
test. I understand that the water above
Hoover dam is ideal for such a test.
Given the choice, I say in vivo Las
Vegas! I suggest submitting to Ursus
Veritas (or the international edition,
Bear Truth).

Darrell Kirchner ◆
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Please send your work-related sto-
ries to the Editorial Office as listed
on page 3. If your humor is pub-
lished, you will receive either a
Today’s Chemist at Work T-shirt or
coffee mug.


