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Kekulé’s Dreams
The discrepancy between Paul Board’s state-
ment that Kekulé’s idea of the self-link-
ing of carbon atoms into chains occurred
to him on a London bus (“Lighter
Elements”, September 2002, p 48) and
Herman M. Curtis’s letter (December 2002,
p 9) stating that the idea of the benzene
ring occurred to Kekulé while dozing before
a fireplace is due to the “fact” that alleged-
ly these were two different dreams. The
first (1854) referred to aliphatic compounds,
while the second (1865) referred to aromat-
ic compounds (Benfey, O. T. J. Chem. Educ.
1958, 35, 21). Because it was only many
years later (1890, at the Benzolfest cele-
brating the 25th anniversary of the benzene
ring) that the 61-year-old Kekulé claimed
that the ideas occurred to him in dreams,
the entire account of their origin has recent-
ly been questioned by historians.

George B. Kauffman
California State University, Fresno

Sound Check
While reading “The Latest Buzz on Gas
Separation” (December 2002, p 15), which
discussed Greg Swift and his colleagues’
work separating gas mixtures using acoustic
waves, I wondered about the statement
that only 10 milliwatts of acoustic power
was used. Acoustics is a field where I
have done a great deal of work (my train-
ing is classical physics), and 10 milliwatts
of acoustic power has a sound-pressure
level of 110 dB, which is not all that
loud. That is what I measured 20 feet in
front of the conductor’s podium for the
Boston Symphony Orchestra at the conclu-
sion of a piece with a cymbal “crash”. It

would seem that much higher sound-pres-
sure levels would be required. A jet engine
at approximately 10 feet is about 150–160
dB sound-pressure level. Cavitation in air
(making bubbles of vacuum) at normal
conditions occurs at about a 194-dB sound-
pressure level. One acoustic watt is a 130-
dB sound-pressure level. Wouldn’t “watts”
of acoustic power be required?

Dale Blackwell

Greg Swift’s Response:
The disconnect between your experience
with powers and decibels and what we’re
doing is mostly in the small size of the
duct we work with. The He–Ar duct was
about 1 cm in diameter, and the neon duct
is much smaller. In our work, the intensi-
ty (power per unit area) is high, but the
power is small.

Preservationists
I read Harold T. McKone’s article “Embalm-
ing: A ‘Living’ Rite” (December 2002, p 33)
with interest. It was wonderful and quite
informative. One thing that was left out,
however, was that embalming in the
United States caught on during the Civil
War. Embalming became a must when the
war dead were shipped home via train. If
the corpses were not embalmed before ship-
ment, they were quite “aromatic” once they
reached their destination, necessitating
embalming before shipment.

Glenn Allen
Easton, PA

Author’s Response:
Indeed, the use of embalming fluid did
catch on in the United States during the
Civil War. Thomas Holmes, a surgeon,
embalmed Col. Elmer Ellsworth, a former
clerk in President Lincoln’s law office. The
embalming took place in Washington, DC,
and was so successful that Holmes and
other surgeon embalmers were greatly in
demand as casualties increased. After the
war, surgeons embalmed fewer and fewer
bodies and undertakers took over the job.

After reading the article on embalming, I
wonder if Carbowax (polyethylene glycol
polymer) has been considered for use in

embalming. PEG 400 has been routinely
used to coat human organs removed for
transplant. Organs typically have a mini-
mal timeframe (6–12 hours) before they
must either be surgically implanted or
discarded. The effect of the PEG 400 increas-
es the window of opportunity by as much
as 8 hours. I have seen a tape where a local
physician from Mexico has used PEG 400
as a medium to store organs and other
human biological specimens. Some of these
have remained almost pristine after sever-
al years in jars. With these events in
mind, I wondered: Might Carbowax PEG 400
have a future in embalming?

Steven L. Marcum
South Charleston, WV

Author’s Response:
I do not know if this polymer has been
considered for embalming, but it is worth
investigating for several reasons, not the
least of which is that used embalming fluids
are increasingly popular as illicit recre-
ational drugs in the United States (BBC
News, July 28, 2001). Smoking a ciga-
rette previously soaked in embalming fluids
produces a high. Side effects of this include
kidney failure, stroke, and coma.

True Blue?
In response to the article “Micro-Raman
Reveals ‘True Blue’” (January 2003, p 17),
a plausible explanation for the “Egyptian
blue” composition can be found in the book
The Pyramids: An Enigma Solved by Joseph
Davidovits and Margie Morris (Hippo-
crene Books, New York, 1988). Davidovits
explains how the ancient Egyptian
alchemists probably prepared a powder
mixture of chrysocolla (hydrous copper sili-
cate), natron (Na2CO3·10H2O), and calcined



limestone (CaO). They heated the mixture
to the melting point and then allowed it
to cool. The enamel-like material was
then ground into a blue pigment. In support
of Davidovits’s theory, chrysocolla is a miner-
al that occurs naturally in copper deposits
found in the Sinai Peninsula. Natron occurs
naturally in Egypt, but it contains signif-
icant amounts of sodium sulfate and sodi-
um chloride. The presence of sodium sulfate
and sodium chloride caused the formation

of a low-melting-point (612–650 °C) eutec-
tic. This could explain how the Egyptian
blue chemical composition (CaCuSi4O10)
could be a rare mineral and yet be found
in many ancient artifacts.

Michael Kelly
Memphis, TN

Author’s Response:
I think that the given way of preparing
Egyptian blue should work. I never tried

it with the given starting materials, but
my experience is that almost any set of
starting components would be fine if
they provide copper, calcium, silicon, and
oxygen. However, my guess is that to
produce a greater amount of material, you
need a higher temperature, say 750–800
°C. Whether or not this synthesis was used
in ancient times is a matter of speculation,
because its characteristic feature would be
traced by analyzing the sulfur and chlo-
rine content. This would nevertheless still
be debatable evidence. Sulfur and chlorine
could also be brought in by trona, a
frequent additive of original Egyptian blue.
What can be stated safely is that other
ways of preparation were pursued. We
and others found no trace of sulfur or chlo-
rine in many original samples.

Heinz Berke
Anorg. Chemisches Institut

Universitat Zurich, Switzerland

Insurance for All?
Mr. Zall’s article on long-term care insur-
ance (February, p 59) was interesting, but
he forgot to mention a long list of condi-
tions that will disqualify an applicant. LTCI
companies base their policies on the “cher-
ry picking” principle, not insurance for
anyone who wishes it. And as regards
LTCI as an ACS benefit—notice that
members and affiliates are “eligible to
apply”. Acceptance is a different matter.

Walter S. Creasy
Bridgewater, NJ

Oop(p)s!
The past tense of show is shown. The
past tense of shine is shone, which is what
you needed in the article “Developing the
Ultracentrifuge” (February, p 65). While
you’re at it, check the name of the town
where Svedberg worked. It is Uppsala,
not Upsalla.

Gil Sloan

Editors’ Response:
These corrections have been made in the
Web version of the article.

Correction
In the February 2003 “For Openers” (p 7),
Nobel laureate John Fenn’s title was misstat-
ed. Dr. Fenn is currently Research Profes-
sor in the chemistry department at Virginia
Commonwealth University; he is also Profes-
sor Emeritus at Yale University. A correc-
tion has been made in the Web version of
the editorial. ◆
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