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The old joke about the differ-
ence between men and boys
being only the cost of their toys

is a not-so-subtle reference to the
rationale that some of us have for
buying exotic electronic, sports, or
automobile equipment. The recent
opening of a national-chain electron-
ics store in my neighborhood has
caused an influx of
people, me included, who
look longingly at 60-in.
flat-screen, high-defini-
tion televisions where
every hair on a Discov-
ery Channel elephant has
a tactile presence. This
and similar toys I have
reluctantly foregone—for
now—as I watch neigh-
borhood children playing with side-
walk chalk and basketballs.

This juxtaposition of age and toy
cost came to mind as we were putting
this issue of Today’s Chemist at Work
together. In the middle of our produc-
tion efforts, the ACS staff was treated
to 8- to 12-year-old children walking
the halls, seeing where their parents go
to work each day. To tell the truth, I
think most of the kids were probably
bored. After all, most ACS staff work
in offices with desks, chairs, comput-
er screens, and keyboards. But that
changed when the kids gathered in a
conference room to play with chem-
istry. In one demonstration, each child
covered paper with a universal pH
indicator solution and then used
cotton swabs dipped in household
vinegar or baking soda or ascorbic acid
from an orange to paint a picture of a
trout. The resulting colors, each
dependent on the pH of the material
on the swab, seemed to the adults pres-
ent to genuinely delight the children.
Chemistry can be fun.

However, I would argue that you
don’t have to be a kid to enjoy chem-
istry. Consider the two features we

have this month. In the first (p 26),
Zoe Grosser and Kenneth Neubauer
show how modern instruments can
answer questions that just a few short
years ago we didn’t know could be
asked. They show that by using ICP-
MS, not only can we distinguish what
trace metals are present in a sample, but
with the right separation technique, 

we can also identify the
valence state and presence
of organic moieties asso-
ciated with different metals.
In our second feature 
(p 32), Amina Woods and
her colleagues at the
National Institute on
Drug Abuse discuss how
combining matrix-assist-
ed laser desorption/ioniza-

tion and ion mobility spectrometry
(IMS) permits analysts to instanta-
neously separate and identify biomol-
ecules according to composition, there-
by allowing us to one day detect
biohazards such as virulent organisms
or toxic gases.

In both the ICP-MS and MALDI-
IMS work, I’m willing to bet there was
a moment when the people who put
these instruments together for the first
time and got a recognizable signal
from a sample were not that different
from the kids with the pH paper. They
both looked at pieces of paper, one of
a trout and others of analytical data,
and said first to themselves and then
probably to someone standing near-
by, “Hey, this is so neat!” The degree
of delight was probably the same. So
I think we need to change our spin on
the old joke about men and boys.
Perhaps the only difference between
curious kids and analytical chemists is
the cost of their toys.
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