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Schroëdinger’s Grave
by Stephen Drew, AIR staff

This is a photograph of the grave of physicist Erwin Schroëdinger. The grave 
is located in the village of Alpbach, in the Austrian Alps. It is marked -- nay, 
not just marked but celebrated -- with an inscribed copy of Schroëdinger’s 
celebrated wave equation.

Schroëdinger of course is best known to non-physicists for conceiving the 
quantum physics paradox now called “Schroëdinger’s cat.” The paradox 
was first described in a single paragraph in the paper

“Die Gegenwaertige Situation in der Quantenmechanik,” Erwin 
Schroëdinger, Naturwissenschaften, vol. 23, 1935, pp.807-812; 823-
828; 844-849 .

Here is that paragraph, as translated into English by John D. Trimmer:

One can even set up quite ridiculous cases. A cat is penned up in a 
steel chamber, along with the following device (which must be secured 
against direct interference by the cat): in a Geiger counter there is a tiny 
bit of radioactive substance, so small, that perhaps in the course of the 
hour one of the atoms decays, but also, with equal probability, perhaps 
none; if it happens, the counter tube discharges and through a relay 
releases a hammer which shatters a small flask of hydrocyanic acid. If one has left this entire system to itself for 
an hour, one would say that the cat still lives if meanwhile no atom has decayed. The psi-function of the entire 
system would express this by having in it the living and dead cat (pardon the expression) mixed or smeared out 
in equal parts.

(Trimmer’s translation of the entire paper can be found online at http://www.qedcorp.com/pcr/pcr/qcat.html)

Schoedinger is accorded a rare honor by the town of Alpbach. His are perhaps the only bones in the Alpbach graveyard that 
are allowed to remain where they are for more than a few decades. In accord with local custom necessitated by the shortage 
of graveyard space, the occupants of most graves have only a brief stay, after which they are removed to make way for the 
bones of somebody more recently deceased. Erwin Schoedinger’s bones, however, live on even in decease, and perhaps in 
a sort of echo to the gentleman’s famous felinical paradox of simultaneous life and death.

(Thanks to Thomas Oliva for bringing this to our attention.)

Schroëdinger’s grave. 
Photo: Stephen Drew. 



2|Annals of Improbable Research|September-October 2004 www.improbable.com September-October 2004 | Annals of Improbable Research|1 www.improbable.com

Sa
m
pl
e

Sa
m
pl
e

Contents
The features marked with a star (*) are based entirely on material taken straight 
from standard research (and other Official and Therefore Always Correct) literature.  
Many of the other articles are genuine, too, but we don’t know which ones.

Annals of 
Improbable Research

The journal of record  
for inflated research and personalities

Volume 10, Number 5 • September/October 2004  

 ISSN 1079-5146

®

Special Section: Cats
12 The Science Behind Luwak Coffee* -- Massimo F. 

Marcone

FC, 14, BC Infinite Cats -- Mike Stanfill

16 Cat Synchronization -- Wallaby Ranford

18 Cat Research Review* -- Tenzing A. Jones

28 Simpson and the 196 Cats*

Special Subsection: Cold War 
Kitties

4 Commentary on Esther the Cold War Kitty and the 
“Acoustic Kitty” Project -- Alice Shirrell Kaswell

4 Excerpt from a Document about the “Acoustic Kitty” 
Project*

6 Esther the Cold War Kitty

8 Esther and the Soviet Gear Factory

10 Esther and the Soviet Oil Field

Improbable Research
IFC Schroedinger’s Grave* -- Stephen Drew

Recommended Research*
20 AIRhead Research Review* -- Dirk Manley

21 Boys Will Be Boys* --  Katherine Lee

23 AIRhead Medical Review* -- Bertha Vanatian

25 Soft is Hard* -- Alice Shirrell Kaswell, G. Neil Martin, 

and Bissell Mango

26 Scientists Now Know* -- Olph DeShaies

27 May We Recommend* -- Stephen Drew

27 Icky Cutesy Research Review* -- Alice Shirrell 

Kaswell

News & Notes
2 AIR Vents (letters from our readers)

9 HMO-NO News: Neat and Trim!

9 Solution to Last Issue’s Puzzler

9 Teachers’ Guide

11 AIR Books

22 Ig Nobel Invitation

24 Socially Scientific -- Robin Abrahams

27 Plausible Statistics

29 The Newest Hairy Threesome* -- Alice 

Shirrell Kaswell

30 Bends on the Learning Curve -- Richard 

Lederer

31 Fluffy, the Galileo -- Nick Kim

31 Back Issues

IBC Unclassified Ads

On the Front Cover
A new image prepared for the Infinite Cats Project. 
Photo: Bruce and Julian Petschek.

On the Back Cover
These are a few images from Mike Stanfill’s 
Infinite Cats Project. Also see pages 16-17, and 
the front cover.

Coming Events
Ig Nobel Ceremony & webcast – Sep. 30, 2004

Ig Informal Lectures – Oct. 2, 2004

Wayne State Univ. – AIR show – Oct. 29, 2004

(see WWW.IMPROBABLE.COM for details of 
these and other events)

Every Weekday
Read something new and improbable every 
weekday on the Improbable Research blog, on our 
web site WWW.IMPROBABLE.COM
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AIR Vents
Exhalations from 
our readers
NOTE: The opinions expressed 
here represent the opinions 
of the authors and do not 
necessarily represent the 
opinions of those who hold 
other opinions.

Knowledge of 
Fish
Fish knows a lot about aquatic 
animals. This is because he has 
been immersed in the subject 
for years (see photo).

Frank E. Fish, Ph.D.
Professor of Biology

Liquid Life Lab
Department of Biology

West Chester University
West Chester, PA 

Cracking the Nut 
Puzzle
Someone can indeed. There 
can be little doubt as to 
the identity of the trees in 
the background of the Nut 
Quarrel icon (AIR Vents, 
various issues). They have the 
distinctive light gray vertically 
fissured and peeled bark of 
mature (thus, nut-bearing) 
shagbark hickories. So, the nut 
may be a hickory nut.

Perhaps the group is discussing 
shooting some squirrels to 
increase the nut harvest. The 
ambiguity of the situation is 
even-handedly expressed by 
the armed youth -- both his 
hands are displayed palms up. 
It’s not a threat posture to his 

companions. Alternatively, the 
group may be disputing the 
best way of cracking a hickory 

nut. I use a “Vice-Grips” pliers 
and polycarbonate goggles, 
probably not an option for 
them.

Stanton de Riel
Plainsboro, NJ

The 
Monkey’s 
Nuts
In your latest 
issue I ran 
across a missive 
that referred to 
an article called 
“The Monkey’s 
Nuts” that is 

said to have appeared in AIR 
10:1. As my wife and I have 
done work on the lovely and 
talentless patas monkey, AND 
as adult males of that species 
have bright blue scrota, you 
can imagine how distraught I 
was to realize I somehow did 
not receive the one issue that 
might have had an article quite 
close to some of my work.

Bill Rogers
Winthrop University

Rock Hill, SC

Donut Billions 
Almost everyone is impressed 
with the mention of a “billion.” 
Me, I’m confused. At least, 
now I am. Take a look at this 
article that appeared on page 
13 of the October/November 

2003 issue of a magazine 
called American Journalism 
Review. The article describes 

the massive amount 
of press coverage 
that’s given to a 
chain of donut shops 
called Krispy Kreme. 
It quotes someone 
named Amy Joyner, 
who is described as 
“a business reporter 
from Greensboro, 
North Carolina’s 
News & Record, 
located just one town 
over from Krispy 
Kreme’s corporate 
headquarters.” Now 
look at these two 
sentences: “Joyner 

is quite familiar with Krispy 
Kreme’s brilliantly honed 
marketing. In 2002, she 
says, the company recorded 
a stunning 2 billion media 
mentions.”

Two billion. That’s 
2,000,000,000. That’s a lot 

of media mentions.  I wonder 
how it can possibly be. 
Maybe if they count every 
copy of every newspaper that 
mentioned Krispy Kreme, that 
would come to two billion. 
Maybe.

Jane Fulton, M.D.
Ashton, NC 

Chick Carrier
I liked the story about the 
mailing of the chicken and 
egg (“Which Came First, the 
Chicken or the Egg?” AIR 
9:4). It may be unusual in 
cities like Cambridge and 
New York to see live animals 
go though the mail. I live in  

Northern Michigan and work 
for the Postal Service. We 
have a large Amish community 
which includes many farmers. 
Regularly they get live chicks 
(25-50 of them) in a box sent 
to them. We also have live 
bees sent to bee keepers. I 
had a lady on my route who 
was a breeder of pigeons and 
I would deliver live pigeons 
to her. People are surprised 
at what the Postal Service will 
deliver. The Amish also have 
wagon wheels sent to them 
though the mail.

Jason Nota
Mio, MI

Chicken-Egg 
Photo-Finish
Referring to Ms. Kaswell’s 
study of the chicken and egg, I 
wish to bring to your attention 
my early, unpublished and 
largely unnoticed study on 
the same field of science.  In 
a single event study in April 
1978 I sent one chicken from 

downtown 
Helsinki to 
Otava (suburb 
of Mikkeli, 
230 km north 
of Helsinki) 
on a regular 
long distance 
bus parcel 
service.  
Later on the 
same day 
my assistant 

received the chicken (named 
Clementine) AND a freshly 
laid egg in Otava, safe 
and sound. The result was 
analysed as follows: The 
chicken WAS first, but arrived 
simultaneously with the egg.  
So the match was a tie.

Ilkka Pollari, M.Sc. 
(Chem.Eng), MBA

Espoo, Finland

Wastrel
I have great concerns over 
the waste of space in your 
“AIR Vents” page.  When you 
credit me, you manage to spell 
out my name, department, 
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institution, and city and state; 
this you do not do for your 
other correspondents. Each 
time, it takes up at least 5 
lines of precious letter-writing 
space; space that I could have 
used to far better effect.  In 
the latest issue (AIR 10:4) you 
have wasted ten lines in this 
fashion.

Earle E. Spamer
Archivist

Ewell Sale Stewart Library
Academy of Natural 

Sciences
Philadelphia, PA

Constant Reader
Why do you publish so many 
letters from Earle E. Spamer? 
Please stop.

Lee Cunningham
Philadelphia PA

Trout, Tring, 
Tasmania
I am researching a book on 
the export of trout eggs to 
Tasmania in 1863-4 from 
Bishopstoke in England. I 
gather you have published 
something on one of the 
characters involved, someone 

called Frank Buckland. Can 
you help with any more 
details, please? I am rather 
desperate.

Donellen Forsythe
Tring, U.K.

Mel
Hooray for Mel!

Sylvie Postule
Uppsala, Sweden

Mel
Hooray for Mel!

Regine Postule
Lembeye, France

Fans of Mel
Hooray for little Mel, the 
little bearded man who made 
a triumphant return to your 
letters page. He is swell. Here 
is a photograph we unearthed 
in the library here. 
Mel has had fans 
for a long time, it 
seems.

Ethel and Wayne 
Dostoy

Curtin University
Perth, Australia
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Commentary on Esther the Cold War Kitty 
and the “Acoustic Kitty” Project

by Alice Shirrell Kaswell, AIR staff

The book Esther the Cold War Kitty is legendary. Written at the height of the Cold War, it was intended as propaganda for 
children in the West. Some historians suggest that the book was written by Soviet agents intending that the West would 
publish it and then suffer public embarrassment. Other historians dismiss this latter view as nonsense. For reasons that have 
not yet been made public, the book was never published. The true identity of the author has never been revealed.

We have obtained a copy -- one of the three copies known to be in existence -- of the book. As a public service, in this issue 
of the Annals of Improbable Research, we present three of its chapters: “Esther the Cold War Kitty,” “Esther and the Gear 
Factory,” and “Esther and the Oil Field.”

First, though, here is a perhaps relevant document produced by the CIA. It was made public under the Freedom of 
Information Act (the legwork in unearthing it was done by Jeffrey Richelson, a senior fellow at the National Security 
Archive in Washington). Shortly after its release in 2001, a report about it in The Guardian explained that:

[A] memo dated 1967 on “Views of Trained Cats” looks into the possibility of surgically inserting microphones 
and transmitters into cats and using them as walking bugs. The operation was codenamed “Acoustic Kitty” and 
was a resounding failure. 

Having wired their first trained cat for sound, they released it near a park with strict orders to eavesdrop on two 
men on a bench, but the poor animal was run over by a taxi before it had taken more than a few steps towards its 
target. 

The CIA researchers came to the conclusion that they could train cats to move short distances, but that “the 
environmental and security factors in using this technique in a real foreign situation force us to conclude that for 
our (intelligence) purposes, it would not be practical.”

A section of the document is reproduced below
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Esther
the Cold War Kitty
The cat’s out of the bag -- almost literally -- now that the 
U.S. and Russia have declassified some of their cold-war 
spy reports. But until now, nobody has reported on the 
littlest, the warmest, the cuddliest, the most technologically 
surprising secret of them all. It is time for the world to know 
about Esther, the Cold War kitty. 

Esther was the West’s secret weapon. With her Minox 
subminiature camera, she kept an eye on the skulkings 
and plottings of the Soviet leadership. Josef Stalin, his 
successor Khrushchev, and the entire leadership of the 
KGB spy organization loved Esther. They treated her as an 
honored and pampered guest. They never suspected that the 
lovable, furry kitty-cat was a subminiature techno spy. 

Esther’s story is unlike any other. She was an ordinary 
cat, living an ordinary life, until one morning in 1947. 
Suddenly, through no fault of her own, Esther found herself 
on an airplane to Vienna. 

In the years right after World War II, the Austrian capital 
city was a place of intrigue, seething with spies from the 
Soviet Union, England, the United States, France, and other 
glamorous countries. 

The night before her adventure began, Esther had gone to 
sleep on a pile of nice, rumpled shirts. The shirts belonged 
to a house guest who just happened to be a top U.S. spy. 
When the spy packed his luggage in the pre-dawn darkness, 
he unknowingly packed Esther. Esther was notorious 
among her friends for being able to sleep through almost 
anything. 

When she awoke the next day, Esther was in the American 
consulate in Vienna. The Ambassador and his favorite 
spy were delighted to meet Esther, and they spent several 

minutes petting her and giving her treats. But the 
Ambassador and the spy were preoccupied with a problem. 
They couldn’t figure out how to get inside the Soviet 
embassy and take photographs of the Soviet ambassador 
and his favorite spy. 

Suddenly, the two men had a brainstorm. They would have 
Esther take the photos! Who would suspect an innocent-
looking kitty of being a big-time spy? It was a 
brilliant idea. 

The Ambassador showed Esther a very special 
camera. It was a beautiful little machine, a tiny, 
kitty-sized Minox (see photo below). The Minox 
had been designed a decade earlier in Latvia by a 
Swiss inventor named Walter Zapp. The camera 
was a mere 75 millimeters long, 13 millimeters 
high, and 28 millimeters wide -- just perfect for 
a cat. It weighed 180 grams, and used very small 
film, just 8 by 11 millimeters. With a Complan 
15mm F3.5 (4Ele, 3Grp) lens, a Galilei Bright 
flame finder, a 0.2 - Infinity thumb wheel dial, 
shutter speeds from 1/2-1/1000 s, and the ability 
to shoot from as close as 0.2 m, the Minox was 
ideal for Esther. All it needed was a way for her 
to snap the shutter. Esther herself helped devise a 
paw-activated trip mechanism. 

Esther was more lovable than any cat on the Continent. 
With the Minox strapped under her leg, she could go 
anywhere and take pictures of anything. And she did. 
Esther was a personal houseguest of both Stalin and 
Khrushchev. She attended Communist party congresses 
and top-secret military meetings. 

Because Esther was an extraordinarily furry cat, no one 
ever noticed that she came equipped with a Minox. The 
furriness did create one problem, though -- a big one. Most 
of Esther’s photographs show more fur than anything else 
(see example, right). Of the more than twenty thousand 
pictures she produced, only a handful show anything that a 
human being can recognize. Esther died in 1962. Had she 
lived and worked a mere three decades later, new image 
processing technology would have been available to turn 
her furry photos into useful strategic tools. For Esther the 
Cold War kitty, opportunity came too soon.

Questions abound. Was the Acoustic Kitty project related to 
the Esther the Cold War Kitty book? Or was it in some way 
a reply to, or reaction against it? Was either project entirely 
the work of western operatives, or was one or both in some 
way an attempt by the Soviet Union to gull its rival into 
doing something that might look foolish to the American 
public? Perhaps we will never have definitive answers to 
any of these wonderings. Nonetheless, both Esther the Cold 
War Kitty and the Acoustic Kitty project are fascinating 
research objects for historians and students of international 
relations.

(Thanks to investigator Charles Bergquist for bringing the 
Acoustic Kitty project to our attention.)

A
 M

inox cam
era.

Joseph Stalin at a meeting.The photo was taken by Esther.
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Esther and
the Soviet Gear Factory
The photographs you see here were taken in 1948 at a gear factory near Omsk, in the Soviet 
Union. The photographer was Esther, the Cold War kitty. Esther was a lovable, furry cat who 
became Josef Stalin’s favorite pet. Secretly, though, she was a spy for America. Stalin and the 
other Soviet leaders took Esther everywhere, and everywhere she went Esther took pictures 
with her Minox subminiature camera. The Omsk gear factory photographs were one of her 
triumphs, because they revealed a great secret the Russians didn’t want the West to know.

Stalin always loved to visit gear factories. That’s because his name, “Stalin,” is a Russian word 
that means “steel.” Good gears are made of steel, you know.

The visit to the Omsk gear factory began as a typical Stalin trip. The great leader packed a box 
lunch and some snacks, and a snuggly blanket for Esther so she would be comfortable on the 
long train ride. Stalin and Esther rode right up in the front car, with the engineer. Stalin got 
to flick the train whistle switch on and off the whole time. Esther slept through it (she could 
sleep through anything). When the train arrived in Omsk, Stalin let everyone on the train touch 
his mustache. Then he and Esther went over to the gear factory, where he let everyone in the 
factory touch his mustache. Then he toured through the factory, flicking all the switches on and 
off. The factory workers applauded and cheered. It was a fun time for everybody.

There was hard work to be done, too. The first photo shows Josef Stalin disassembling a double-
reduction locked-train speed-reduction gear. This particular photograph is important evidence. 
If you look very, very, very carefully, you’ll see that this particular double-reduction locked-
train speed-reduction gear has tiny words printed on it. They say “MADE IN AMERICA.” 
Thanks to Esther’s photograph, the West discovered that the Soviet Union had been stealing 
American high-tech secrets! And that Josef Stalin knew about it!

And that’s not all Esther discovered. On this particular visit, she apparently crawled into a 
sunny corner of the factory and dozed off. Stalin went home to the Kremlin, not noticing that 
his beloved kitty had been left behind. Esther spent the next two days at the factory. 

This was a fortunate thing for England and America. The second photograph shows what 
the factory was like on a typical work day. You can see everybody standing around in a big 
group. That’s what the workers did every day, all day. The factory director always read aloud 
to them from Josef Stalin’s best-selling book “How to Design and Manufacture Gears.” Out of 
respect for Stalin, the workers would remain standing while they listened. The best part was 
chapter 43, “Tooth Proportions for Cross-Helical Gears and Double-Enveloping Worm Gears.” 
Everyone agreed it was a corker.

The factory workers enjoyed hearing their director read Stalin’s book to them, over and over 
and over again. But they were a little sad because their feet hurt, and because they never had 
time to make any gears. Maybe that’s why the Soviet Union had to steal gears from the United 
States. 

* * *

Now, there WAS one Russian gear factory where they DID make gears. It was in 
Novosibirsk. 

The factory director there didn’t know how to read, so the workers never got to hear Stalin’s 
book. Instead, they sat down and made gears. They made them of iron. One worker made the 
iron gear hubs. Another worker made the iron gear teeth. A third worker glued the gear teeth 
onto the gear hubs, then washed the whole thing in nice, clean water to make it shiny. 

It was a really small factory -- three workers and an illiterate director. Esther never got to visit 
the place, because Stalin never went there. This was a small failing in her otherwise sterling career.
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Josef Stalin disassembling a double-reduction locked-train speed-reduction gear. The photo was taken by Esther.
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The factory on a typical work day. The photo was taken by Esther.

A Minox camera.
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AIR Teachers’ Guide
Three out of five teachers agree: curiosity is a dangerous thing, especially in students. If you are one of the other 
two teachers, AIR and mini-AIR can be powerful tools. Choose your favorite hAIR-raising article and give copies 
to your students. The approach is simple. The scientist thinks that he (or she, or whatever), of all people, has 
discovered something about how the universe behaves. So:

•   Is this scientist right -- and what does “right” mean, anyway?

•   Can you think of even one different explanation that works as well or better?

•   Did the test really, really, truly, unquestionably, completely test what the author thought he was testing?

•   Is the scientist ruthlessly honest with himself about how well his idea explains everything, or could he be 
suffering from wishful thinking?

•   Some people might say this is foolish. Should you take their word for it?

•   Other people might say this is absolutely correct and important. Should you take their word for it?

Kids are naturally good scientists. Help them stay that way. 

HMO-NO News
Health care advice to pass on to your patients

HMO-NO   The very final word in health care

Neat and Trim!
Surveys show that nobody likes an untidy doctor.

That’s why we at HMO-NO are proud to announce our new Neat-and-Trim Policy.TM We guarantee that all 

our approved physicians know how to groom themselves. In modern medicine, it’s the little things that count. 

You’ll be happy to know that we know that you can count on us.

HMO-NO. Because we care about you, and your pocketbook.

Solution to Last Issue’s Puzzler
Because Elise is British, the glue gave her a stiff upper lip.
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Esther and the Soviet Oil Field
You wouldn’t think that oil and gasoline would interest a cat, and ordinarily you’d be right. But there was nothing ordinary 
about the career of Esther, the Cold War kitty. 

Equipped only with her Minox subminiature camera, her cuteness and charm, and an abundance of fur, Esther lived and 
traveled with Josef Stalin, Nikita Khrushchev, and other Soviet leaders. She saw and photographed every Russian secret, 
great and small. This humble kitty took more than twenty thousand pictures. The pictures showed mostly fur, because 
Esther was a very furry kitty indeed. But there was valuable information in some of them, if you looked carefully. 

The picture you see here was one of Esther’s early triumphs. It shows the oil fields at Baku. Every summer from 1947 to 
1951, Esther went to Lake Baku, with Josef Stalin. Stalin liked to go snorkeling and build sand-castles and fly kites, while 
Esther cat-napped on a plush linen blanket on the beach. It was a fun time for everybody. 

People outside the Soviet Union were very, very eager to see what was happening at Baku. Newsreel producers were 
desperate to get film of Stalin frolicking in the sun and sand, because he was a big international celebrity. Western 
governments and business leaders, though, needed to know about the oil situation. 

A Soviet oil field. The photo was taken by Esther.
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Russia was powered by oil and coal. They used the oil to make gasoline and specialty lubricants and paraffins. Most of 
Russia’s oil came from Baku and the other oil-producing fields of the Chechen-Ingushetiya region. When the cold war 
began, no one in America or England knew how much oil the Russians had. The West was worried. Maybe Josef Stalin had 
so much oil that he would become the richest man in the world. If that happened, he would be able to do lots of bad things, 
and cause lots of trouble, whenever he wanted. It was a scary situation. 

Esther’s photograph of the Baku oil fields made the West very happy. It shows lots of big wooden buildings that have oil 
pumps in them. They look like they could pump a whole lot of oil out of the ground. That would be a frightening thing, 
wouldn’t it, if Josef Stalin were getting all that oil every day, and he could do whatever he wanted with it? But you don’t 
have to worry about that, because the picture tells a very different tale. 

Long, long ago -- about 1890 -- the oil fields at Baku were pretty new, and the oil pumps there were pretty small, and pretty 
rickety. Sixty years later, when Esther was doing her spying in Russia, the oil industry outside Russia had invented big, 
shiny oil pumps that were very powerful, and could pump lots of oil. 

But the oil pumps in Baku were NOT big, or shiny, or powerful. Look at Esther’s photograph carefully. The oil pumps you 
see there are small and rickety. They are the same old oil pumps from 1890. What Esther showed was that Russia was very 
behind-the-times, and was only using dinky old pumps. 

So the Soviet Union wasn’t producing very much oil at all. And so Josef Stalin would NOT become the richest man in the 
world, as well as one of its most powerful men. And so he would NOT be able to do lots of bad things, and cause lots of 
trouble, whenever he wanted. The situation was not so scary, after all. 

Once the Western leaders saw this photograph, they were able to stop worrying about the Soviet oil industry. They could 
relax, and find other things to worry about. And this was all thanks to the valiant work of Esther the Cold War kitty, and 
her Minox subminiature camera.

The Ig Nobel Books!
Why Chickens Prefer Beautiful Humans,  by Marc Abrahams,
Orion Books, London
The Ig Nobel Prizes,  by Marc Abrahams
[U.S. edition] Plume, New York
[U.K. edition] Orion Books, London
[Editions in Japanese, Polish and other languages are on the way!]

...and the “Best of AIR” Book!
The world’s most untranslatable book has been translated into 

CHINESE, GERMAN, ITALIAN, and, to some extent, the original ENGLISH: 

The Best of Annals of Improbable Research, Marc Abrahams (ed.), W.H. Freeman

The Best of Annals of Improbable Research,Chinese edition, Shanghai Scientific and 
Technological Education Publishing House

Der Einfluss von Erdnussbutter auf die Erdrotation, Marc Abrahams (ed.), 
Birkhäuse.

 La scienza impossibile—Il meglio degli <<Improbable Research>>, Marc Abrahams (ed.), 
Garzanti

...And the book-length version of the famous AIR-birthed article: A BriefER History of Time, by 
Eric Schulman, W. H. Freeman.

A Minox camera.
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The Science Behind Luwak Coffee
An analysis of the world’s rarest and most expensive coffee

by Massimo F. Marcone, Ph.D., C.Chem., Chimiste (PQ) 
Adjunct Professor, Department of Food Science
University of Guelph, Guelph, Ontario, Canada

[EDITOR’S NOTE: Kopi Luwak (sometimes spelled Kopi Luak) is a rare and prized variety of coffee. It was the subject of 
the 1995 Ig Nobel Prize in the field of Nutrition. Professor Marcone’s work, described here, advances our understanding 
of Kopi Luwak. Professor Marcone will talk about this at the Ig Informal Lectures at MIT, on Saturday, October 2.]

No coffee is perhaps in shorter supply and has a more distinct flavor and history than “Kopi Luwak” from Indonesia. With 
an annual production of less than 500 pounds and a price tag of 500-600 dollars (Canadian) per pound, it commands the 
undisputed reputation of being the rarest and most expensive coffee in the world. This is indeed a unique coffee, as it is 

processed through the digestive 
system of a palm civet 
(Paradoxurus hermaphroditus).  
This three-to-ten pound 
arboreal animal uses its keen 
sense of eyesight during the 
night to smell and seek out 
only the ripest reddish coffee 
cherries to eat.  The coffee 
cherry fruit is completely 
digested by the civet, whereas 
the actual coffee beans are 
excreted in their feces, being 
deposited in civetries. These 
are ultimately collected 
and washed by local coffee 
collectors. The internal 
fermentation and action by 
different digestive enzymes 
add a unique flavor to the 
beans. This flavor has been 
described as earthy, musty, 
syrupy, smooth, and rich with 
both jungle and chocolate 
undertones.

Curiously, Kopi Luwak is not the first nor the only food that -- prior to human consumption -- makes a passage through the 
entire, or partial, digestive tract of an animal.

In fact humanity’s oldest known sweetener, honey, is produced in part from nectar that bees have swallowed, transported, 
and regurgitated.

Bird’s-nest soup is another such food. Often referred to as the “Caviar from the East,” it is produced from the saliva of a 
swiftlet (a small bird native to Southeast Asia). Bird’s-nest soup is consumed in many parts of the world, with the United 
States being one of the biggest importers.  

Yet another is Argan oil from Morocco, which is produced from the nuts eaten by goats that have climbed into acacia-like 
trees during their herding. The locals remove the pits from the feces, and grind these carefully harvested nuts to extract 
their oil. This unusual and expensive oil is used in cooking and also in massaging. It is reputed to be an aphrodisiac.

Recently, I published a study entitled “Composition and Properties of Indonesian Palm Civet Coffee (Kopi Luwak) and 

The author displays some coffee beans.
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Ethiopian Civet Coffee.” (The study appears in the journal Food Research International, vol. 37, no. 9, 2004, pp. 901-12.) 
It describes an exploration in Eastern Africa -- specifically, Ethiopia -- which ultimately culminated in my finding a new 
potential source and type of Kopi Luwak. This particular African coffee has properties similar, but not identical, to those 
of the prized Kopi Luwak from Indonesia.

The paper also documents a series of newly developed analytical methods that can be used to determine the authenticity of 
this coffee, both for coffee beans that are green and for those that have been roasted.

Armed with these analytical methods, I tested a series of coffees purporting to be authentic Kopi Luwak (obtained in 
the United States and directly from Indonesia). The results of the preliminary test show that 41% of coffees tested either 
were not Kopi Luwak or were adulterated with other non-Kopi Luwak type coffee beans. My study, even though it is not 
extensive, is a first indication that further monitoring may be need to protect individuals throughout the supply chain. Such 
monitoring is especially needed to protect the consumer who wishes to count him or herself among the elite few who have 
consumed the rarest and most expensive beverage in the world.

The author and an Ethiopian coffee plant.
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Cat Synchronization
by Wallaby Ranford, AIR staff. Photos: Stephen Drew.

Cats can be  synchronized in a variety of ways. This photograph shows a full synchronization, achieved by experimental 
means, of the physiological systems and behaviors of two cats. The phenomenon has been observed in larger numbers 
of cats, especially in families of cloned cats (See page 18 of this issue of AIR for a photograph illustrating that 
phenomenon.)

Readers who would like further information are directed to two vast bodies of scientific literature. First is the collection 
of reports about human female menstrual synchrony. A good starting point is Martha McClintock’s seminal (so to speak, 
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paradoxically) 1971 paper1 that established the field. Second is the more diffuse, but rapidly growing group of papers 
exploring numerous neurological phenomena.2 

References
1. “Menstrual Synchrony and Suppression,” Martha McClintock, Nature,  vol. 291, 1971, pp. 244-5.

2. For example, see: “Gradient of Adaptability in Four Different Motor Systems Performing the Same Learned Motor 
Task in Cats,” A. Gruart, M. Streppel, O. Guntinas-Lichius O, et al., European Journal of Neuroscience, vol. 18, no. 10, 
November 2003, pp. 2813-24.
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Cat Research Review
Research about, for, and/or by cats

compiled by Tenzing A. Jones, AIR staff

An Enormous Gastro-Intestinal Hairball
“An Enormous Gastro-Intestinal Hairball” [article in French], F. Imani, J. Gillet, N. Benyahya and F. Sebti, Journal de 
Radiologie, d’Electrologie, et de Médecine Nucleaire, vol. 58, no. 2, February 1977, pp. 159-60.

Cats on Khat -- Gut
“Acute Fasciola Hepatica Infection Attributed to Chewing Khat,” A. Cats, P. Scholten, S.G. Meuwissen and E.J. Kuipers, 
Gut, vol. 47, no. 4, October 2000, pp. 584-5.

Cats on Watching TV
“The World From a Cat’s Perspective -- Statistics of Natural Videos,” Belinda Y. Betsch, Wolfgang Einhäuser, Konrad P. 
Körding and Peter König, Biological Cybernetics, vol. 90, no. 1, January 2004, pp.41-50. (Thanks to Barbara Webster for 
bringing this to our attention.) The authors, who are at the University of Zürich, Switzerland, explain that:

[W]e seek to learn about the natural visual environment and the world as seen by a cat. With a CCD camera 
attached to their heads, cats explore several outdoor environments and videos of natural stimuli are recorded from 
the animals’ perspective. The statistical analysis of these videos reveals several remarkable properties....

Tom Terrific
“Male Reproductive Success in the Domestic Cat (Felis catus L): A Case History,” D. Pontier and E. Natoli, Behavioural 
Processes, vol. 37, no. 1, 1996, pp. 85-88. (Thanks to John Bell for bringing this to our attention.) The authors, who are 
at the University of Lyon, France, and at the World Health Organization FAO Collaborating Center in Rome, explain their 
work:

Here we present data on the reproductive success of a male, which clearly show that monopolization of females 
by males is possible in this species.

Catnip 1
“Sensory and Instrumental Evaluation of Catnip (Nepeta cataria L.) Aroma,” R. Baranauskiene, R.P. Venskutonis and J.C. 
Demyttenaere, Journal of Agricultural and Food Chemistry, vol. 51, no. 13, June 2003, pp. 3840-8. 

Catnip 2
“Catnip and the Alteration of Human Consciousness,” K.C. Osterhoudt, et al., Veterinary and Human Toxicology, vol. 39, 
no. 6, December 1997, pp. 373-5. The authors, who are at the Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, report 
that:
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a toddler exhibiting central nervous system depression after consuming a large quantity of catnip. His obtundation 
was not attributable to another cause. We review the published literature describing the alleged psychoactive 
capabilities of catnip and present our case as further information for use in this ongoing controversy.

Catnip 3
“Behavioral Effects of Acute and Long-Term Administration of Catnip (Nepeta cataria) in Mice,” C.O. Massoco, et al., 
Veterinary and Human Toxicology, vol. 37, no. 6, December 1995, pp. 530-3. The authors, who are at Paulista University, 
Brazil, report that:

Acute exposure to catnip increased stereotyped behavior and susceptibility to seizures, did not interfere with 
haloperidol-induced catalepsy, and decreased sleeping time after sodium pentobarbital administration. ... An 
amphetamine-like effect of catnip was suggested to explain the acute effects, while dispositional and functional 
adaptative changes were considered involved with the long-term effects.

Brushing the Cat
“The Effect of Toothbrushing on 
Periodontal Disease in Cats,” Kate 
E. Ingham, Cecilia Gorrel, Judith M. 
Blackburn and Wendy Farnsworth, 
Journal of Nutrition, vol. 132, supplement, 
June 2002, pp. 1740S-1741S. (Thanks 
to Julian Assange for bringing this to 
our attention.) The authors, who are at 
the Waltham Centre for Pet Nutrition, 
Leicestershire, U.K., explain that:

The aim of this study was to 
investigate the effect of daily 
toothbrushing on the development 
of periodontal disease in cats. ... [I]t 
is very difficult to toothbrush cats’ 
teeth and therefore the toothbrushing 
may not have been effective enough 
to reduce the degree of gingivitis to 
a low level.

Two cats. Photo: A.S. Kaswell.
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AIRhead Research Review
Improbable theories, experiments, and 
conclusions

compiled by Dirk Manley

Ideal Glug
“On the Glug-Glug of Ideal Bottles,” Christophe Clanet 
and Geoffrey Searby, Journal of Fluid Mechanics, vol. 
510, July 2004, pp. 145-68. (Thanks to Robin Bowen 
for bringing this to our attention.) The authors are at the 
Institut de Recherche sur les Phénomènes Hors Equilibre, 
Marseille, France.

Language in Australia
“‘Yeah-no He’s a Good Kid’: A Discourse Analysis of 
Yeah-no in Australian English,” K. Burridge and M. 
Florey, Australian Journal of Linguistics, vol. 22, no. 2, 
October 1, 2002, pp. 149-171. (Thanks to Joe Gottlieb for bringing this to our attention.) The authors report that:

Yeah-no in Australian English is a relatively new marker which serves a number of functions, including discourse 
cohesion, the pragmatic functions of hedging and face-saving, and assent and dissent. [Our] results indicate that 
the peak of yeah-no production occurs among speakers aged 35-49 years, and gender differences are not apparent 
in this preliminary analysis.

Language in New Zealand
“Expletives as Solidarity Signals in FTAs on the Factory Floor,” 
Nicola Daly, Janet Holmes, Jonathan Newton and Maria Stubbe, 
Journal of Pragmatics, vol. 36, no. 5, May 2004, pp. 945-64. 
(Thanks to Bob Bendesky and Jane Malcolm for bringing this 
to our attention.) The authors, who are at Victoria University of 
Wellington, New Zealand, explain their work thus:

Drawing on Politeness Theory and the Community of 
Practice model, we examine the uses and functions of the 
expletive “fuck” in interaction between workers in a New 
Zealand soap factory work team. The factory team was 
extensively recorded in their daily interactions to obtain 

a corpus of 35 hours of authentic workplace talk from which a small number of paradigmatic interactions are 
selected for discussion in this paper. .... The analysis focuses on the complex socio-pragmatic functions of “fuck” 
and its role as an indicator of membership in a specific community of practice.

Trinkaus on Trash
“Clearing the Supermarket Shopping Cart: An Informal Look,” John W. Trinkaus, Psychological Reports, vol. 94, June 
2004, pp. 1442-3. A new report from the 2003 Ig Nobel Literature Prize winner, who explains that:

An informal inquiry of the behavior of 500 supermarket shoppers clearing carts of litter prior to entering the store 
showed that 69% dumped the rubbish into another cart, 26% dropped it on the sidewalk, and 5% deposited it in 
a trash container.

We welcome your suggestions for this column. Please enclose the full citation (no abbreviations!) and, if possible, a 
photocopy of the paper.
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Boys Will Be Boys
Research by and for adolescent males of all ages 
and sexes

compiled by Katherine Lee, AIR staff

Too-Deep Throat
“Accidental Condom Inhalation,” C.L. Arya, R. Gupta and V.K. Arora, Indian 
Journal of Chest Diseases and Allied Sciences, vol. 46, no. 1, January-March 2004, 
pp. 55-8. (Thanks to Stuart Jenkins and Davide Cittaro for bringing this to our 
attention.)

Billy the Sad Sperm
“‘Billy, the Sad Sperm with No Tail’: 
Representations of Sperm in Children’s 
Books,” Lisa Jean Moore, Sexualities Journal, 
vol. 6, nos. 3/4, August/November, 2003, pp.  
277-300. The author is at the College of Staten 
Island, New York.

Round-Off Error
“Measurement Protocol of Women’s Nude 
Breasts Using a 3D Scanning Technique,” 
H.-Y. Lee, K. Hong and E. A. Kim. Applied 
Ergonomics, vol. 35, no. 4, July 2004, pp. 
353-9. (Thanks to John Bullough for bringing 
this to our attention.) The authors explain 

that:

“It has been difficult to obtain accurate surface data for women’s breasts, since the borderline of the breast is 
ambiguous at the skin surface....”

What Women Want
“Cryptic Female Choice: Criteria for Establishing Female Choice of Sperm,” T. R. Birkhead, Evolution, vol. 52, 1998, pp. 
1212-18. (Thanks to Donal R. Fredericks for bringing this to our attention.)

Careful Preparations
“Evaluating Guidelines for ‘Selection and Training of Staff for Odor Analysis’ -- a Seven-Year Longitudinal Study” [Article 
in German], H. Winkelmann, W. Puchert and W. Thiele, Zeitschrift für die Gesamte Hygiene und Ihre Grenzgebiete, vol. 
36, no. 6, June 1990, pp. 318-20.

Pursuit: Sex and the Joy Stick
“Effect of Sex and Joystick Experience on Pursuit Tracking in Adults,” J.E. Joseph and D.B. Willingham, Journal of Motor 
Behavior, vol. 23, no. 1, March 2000, pp. 45-56. 
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Ig Nobel Invitation
The 14th First Annual Ig Nobel Prize Ceremony will be held on Thursday evening, September 
30, 2004, at Harvard University. You are invited to attend. Tickets can be obtained from the 
Harvard Box Office 617-496-2222. For more information, see the Improbable Research web site 
www.improbable.com.

* * *
Above: Yukio Hirose (left) accepts the 
2003 Ig Nobel Chemistry Prize from 
Nobel Laureate William Lipscomb. 
Professor Hirose was honored for his 
investigation of a statue in the city of 
Kanazawa, Japan, that fails to attract 
pigeons. Photo: John Bradley. AIR

PO Box 380853, Cambridge MA 02238 
USA <air@improbable.co>

See the Ceremonies !

IG NOBEL
VIDEOS!

Entertaining! Historical! Cheesy! 

 PER VIDEO: USA $35, elsewhere $40
(includes s/h)  (MA residents add 5% sales tax)

FORMAT(s): ____DVD ____VHS 
YEAR(s): ____2003 ____2002 ____2001 ____2000  
____1999  ____1998 ____1997  ____1996  ____1995
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AIRhead Medical Review
Improbable diagnoses, techniques, and research

compiled by Bertha Vanatian, MD

Modern Medicine: What Matters
“Patient Perception of Monetary Value to Avoiding Unpleasant Side Effects of Anesthesia and Surgery,” Milo Engoren 
and Cynthia Steffel, Journal of Clinical Anesthesia, vol. 12, no. 5, August 2000, pp. 388-391. The authors, who are at St. 
Vincent Mercy Medical Center, Toledo, Ohio, 
reach a clear conclusion:

Some patients would be willing to pay 
extra to avoid unpleasant side effects. This 
information can be used in quality and 
satisfaction surveys to justify to hospitals 
and payers the use of higher quality but more 
expensive anesthetic drugs.

The Fatal Cup of Coffee
“Fatal Hot Coffee Scald of the Larynx: Case 
Report,” P.F. Mellen, M.F. Golle, Jr., and J.E. 
Smialek, American Journal of Forensic Medicine 
and Pathology, vol. 16, no. 2, 1995, pp. 117-9. 
(Thanks to Richard Gallagher and Ricki Lewis for 
bringing this to our attention.)

The Almost-Fatal Glass of Beer
“Bungee Running: A Further Report,” M.E. Lovell and V.P. Bradley, British Journal of Sports Medicine, vol. 29, no. 1, 
March 1995, p. 12. The authors, who are at Noble’s Isle of Man Hospital, Douglas, Isle of Man, U.K., report:

[We] present three cases of injury in adults. Two cases of injury presented to Noble’s (Isle of Man) Hospital 
and one to Whiston Hospital, Merseyside. In all three cases, the competitors were trying to stretch the “bungee” 
to grasp a pint of beer as a prize, much enthusiasm being shown by spectators. All injuries occurred when the 
competitors were catapulted backwards with some force.

The Fatal Vat of Wine
“Fatal Intoxication Due to an Unexpected Presence of Carbon Dioxide,” M.P. Guillemin and B. Horisberger, Annals of 
Occupational Hygiene, vol. 38, no. 6, December 1994, pp. 951-7. The authors, who are at the University of Lausanne, 
Switzerland, report that:

A fatal accident which occurred in a tank containing a sludge made of wine and activated charcoal is described. 
Similar accidents in the wine industry seem to have never been reported before. Initially, the cause of death was 
not obvious and became clear only after the autopsy confirmed the presence of a very high concentration of 
carbon dioxide in blood. It is shown in this paper how the concentration of carbon dioxide in the tank could be 
estimated from its solubility in water, assuming a realistic content of this gas in the wine remaining in the sludge. 
Moreover the accident was analysed by the fault tree method which revealed that, as well as the deficiencies in 
risk management of such companies, the unsuspected presence of carbon dioxide played a significant role.

We welcome your suggestions for this column. Please enclose the full citation (no abbreviations!) and, if possible, a 
photocopy of the paper.
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Socially Scientific
Notes on the intriguing behavior of human beings 

by Robin Abrahams

Profiling
Once again, this new school year, about a third of the students in my introductory psychology class announce that they 
hope to make a career profiling serial killers. I’m afraid we’re in for a rather bad supply-and-demand problem in five 
to ten years, if this trend continues. Perhaps some ambitious university might think of setting up a major, or at least an 
interdisciplinary concentration, in serial killing so that these students will have someone to profile. 

Academia’s Dreaming Spires
The beginning of the school year also inspired a dream in which, among other forgotten details, I had been made chair of a 
university committee: the Committee on Paranoia and Unrealistic Expectations. I am tempted to tuck this tidbit in among 
the rather long “Service” section of my vita, and see if anyone notices.

Where’s the Rub
Our local pharmacy sells a sexual product labeled “personal lubricant.” While this may well be useful, would not an 
“institutional lubricant” be even more desirable? After all, it is usually in connection with large bureaucracies that people 
experience unpleasant friction, dryness, and delayed satisfaction. Of course it would have to come in much larger tubes.

Scientist/supermodel
Symmetra says

Cooler Than Speed!
Speed is cool. But its first derivative -- 
acceleration -- is even cooler!
When I’m feeling out of balance, I drink 
SymmetraCal. It ensures that I get enough 
topology, stereochemistry and diuretic 
biomechanical zing each and every day! SymmetraCal

The topical drink that evens you out.
Available by prescription if at all.

SymmetraCal has been approved by the International Council of SymmetraCal Manufacturers.
WARNING: The Surgeon General’s office has determined that smoking may be hazardous to your health.

Mel says...
"It's Swell!"
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Soft Is Hard
Further evidence why the “soft” sciences are the hardest to do well

compiled by Alice Shirrell Kaswell, G. Neil Martin and Bissell Mango

What Women 
Know
“Most California College 
Women Already Know That 
the Surface of Still Water is 
Always Horizontal,” Harry 
U. Munsinger, American 
Journal of Psychology, vol. 
87, no. 4, December 1974, 
pp. 717-8. (Thanks to E. 
Brumble for bringing this to 
our attention.) The author, 
who was at the University 
of California, San Diego, 
explains that he:

Reports results of 
judgments about the surface of still water by 130 male and 130 female college students. Results show that males and 
females both understood that the surface of still water is always horizontal.

Pressing of Buttons
“Who Presses the Elevator Button After Someone Else: Dominance/Deference, Sex, and Authority Figure Determinants,” J.L. 
Fryrear, E.J. Lane and J.R. Itzkowitz, Psychological Reports, vol. 38, no. 2, April 1976, pp. 671-4. (Thanks to Tom Gill for 
bringing this to our attention.)

Barber on Mustaches
“Mustache Fashion Covaries with a Good Marriage Market for Women,” Nigel Barber, Journal of Nonverbal Behavior, vol. 25, 
no. 4, Winter 2001, pp. 261-72. (Thanks to Chana Lajcher for bringing this to our attention.) The abstract says:

It was predicted that men would emphasize sexually-selected traits, including mustaches, beards, and sideburns, when 
they have difficulty obtaining spouses. Using annual data on British beard fashions extending from 1842-1971, it 
was found that mustaches, and facial hair in general, are more frequent when there is a good supply of single men 
of marriageable age. Facial hair fashions, particularly mustaches and beards, were reduced when illegitimacy ratios 
were high. Regression analyses showed that the relationship between mustache fashion and the marriage market and 
illegitimacy, respectively, is independent of linear time trend. Results suggest that facial hair is worn to enhance a man’s 
marriage prospects by increasing physical attractiveness and perception of social status. Men shave their mustaches, 
possibly to convey an impression of trustworthiness, when the marriage market is weak and women might fear sexual 
exploitation and desertion.

Hot Clank
“Horseshoe Pitchers’ Hot Hands,” G. Smith, Psychonomic Bulletin and Review, vol. 10, no. 3, September 2003, pp. 753-8. The 
author, who is at Pomona College, Claremont, California, reports that:

An analysis of horseshoe pitching ... indicates that players do have modest hot and cold spells.
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Scientists Now Know...
Startling discoveries by social scientists, as announced in press releases 
issued by them and their proud institutions

compiled by Olph DeShaies, AIR staff

Nuances of Interpersonal Relationships Influence Blood Pressure
PROVO, UTAH -- Julianne Holt-Lunstad, an assistant professor of psychology, and colleagues found that dealing with 
those for whom we have mixed or conflicted feelings can raise our blood pressure. In fact, study participants’ blood 
pressure was higher in those situations than when interacting with people for whom they have clearly negative feelings.... 
Holt-Lunstad reports her findings in the new issue of the American Psychological Association journal Health Psychology. 
She was assisted by four co-authors at the University of Utah.

Over-Active Children Benefit From Time Outdoors Enjoying Nature
CHAMPAIGN, ILLINOIS -- Kids with attention deficit hyperactive disorder (ADHD) should spend some quality 
after-school hours and weekend time outdoors enjoying nature, say researchers at the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign. The payoff for this “treatment” of children, 5 to 18 years old, who participated in a nationwide study, was a 
significant reduction of symptoms. The study appears in the September issue of the American Journal of Public Health.

(Thanks to Tom Ulrich for bringing this to our attention.)

Julianne Holt-Lunstad (standing), assistant professor of psychology, found that ambivalent relationships can raise our 
blood pressure. Photo by Annie Jones, Brigham Young University.
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Icky Cutesy Research Review
Research reports that are icky and/or cutesy

Compiled by Alice Shirrell Kaswell, AIR staff

Cutesy
“Drinking and Diving: Public Health Concerns,” L. Commons, S. Baldwin, and M. Dunsire, Australian and New Zealand 
Journal of Public Health, vol. 23, no. 4, August 1999, pp. 434-5. The authors, who are at Radcliffe Hospital, England, 
report that:

Stage diving and crowd surfing are an established part of clubs and open-air concerts. Despite policy attempts 
to reduce accident prevalence rates, teenagers and young adults are at risk in these often volatile environments. 
Attempts to promote harm minimisation are discussed.

Icky
“Pharyngeal Irritation After Eating Cooked Tarantula,” Stephen J. Traub, Robert S. Hoffman, and Lewis S. Nelson, 
Internet Journal of Medical Toxicology, vol. 4, no. 5, 2001, p. 40. (Thanks to Giovanni Cesaretti for bringing this to our 
attention.) The authors are at the New York City Poison Control Center and NYU/Bellevue Hospital and Medical Center 
New York City.

May We Recommend
Items that merit a trip to the library

compiled by Stephen Drew, AIR staff

Detailed Analysis 
“Do Catholic Women With Non-Smoking Husbands Earn Less in a Second Job?” Doctoral dissertation by Guido Heineck, 
Otto-Friedrich-Universität Bamberg, October 2003, 270 pages. (Thanks to Panu Pelkonen for bringing this to our 
attention.)

Big Bang, and How
“The Big Bang and How to Avoid Trouble,” Martin Glor, Metal Powder Report, vol. 59, no. 1, January 2004, pp. 33-9. 
(Thanks to Tom Gill for bringing this to our attention.)

From End to End, and How
“Flow Paths of Plant Tissue Residues and Digesta Through Gastrointestinal Segments in Spanish Goats and Methodological 
Considerations,” L.S. Walz, et al., Journal of Animal Science, vol. 82, no. 2, February 2004, pp. 508-20.

We welcome your suggestions for this column. Please enclose the full citation (no abbreviations!) and, if possible, a 
photocopy of the paper.
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Simpson and the 196 Cats
EDITOR’S NOTE: This report was originally published in the September 2, 1875 issue of the American newspaper The 
Boston Evening Transcript. Investigator Harriet Provine brought it to our attention.]

SIMPSON’S NEW ROOF. Down in Tuckahoe, N.J., there is a man 
named Simpson who has a flat roof on his house covered with tin -- so 
says Max Adeler. The roof got to leaking badly, and it happened to occur 
to Simpson that it would be a good thing to cover the whole surface with 
the material out of which concrete pavements are made, in order to make 
it perfectly tight. A man was accordingly engaged, and he covered the 
tin with concrete to the depth of four inches. The curse of Tuckahoe is 
cats. In warm weather millions of them assemble and hold ratification 
meetings and rehearsals and general synods out in the backyards and on 
the roofs. In Tuckahoe the heat is unusually intense, and Mr. Simpson 
was unusually annoyed by the animated discussions of the cats in his 
neighborhood. The more he “shooed” them and flung old boots at them, 
the more they yelled. Night after night it grew more terrific, and day by 
day Mr. Simpson observed that the mysterious caterwauling continued 
during all the hours of daylight. Simpson hadn’t a bootjack or a blacking 
brush or a rolling pin or a cologne bottle to throw at them.

At last, one moonlit night, the uproar got to be so outrageous that 
Simpson arose from his bed, determined to ascertain what all this 
growling meant anyhow! It appeared to him that the noise came from the 
top of the house. He went up into the garret and put his head out of the 
trap door. There he found 196 cats stuck fast knee-deep in the concrete, 
which had been softened by the heat. Some of them had been there four 
days. The minute they caught sight of Simpson the whole 196 doubled 
up their spines, ruffled up their back hair, snaked their tails, and gave one 
unearthly howl which shook Simpson’s nerves so much that he dropped 
the trap door and fell down the step ladder on the head of Mrs. Simpson, 
who was standing below dressed in a thing with a frill on it, and armed 
with a palm-leaf fan and a bed slat, determined to protect Simpson to the 
death. Simpson has since sold the house to a man who makes sausages 
and fur tippets, and it is whispered around Tuckahoe that his actual gains 
average forty dollars a night.

Plausible Statistics
Improbable information from unknown sources

compiled by Bertha Vanatian, AIR staff

Number of toes a Paris surgeon grafted onto his left foot during the years 1956-1978: 12

Number of toes a Paris surgeon subsequently removed from that foot: 13

Favorite color, as chosen by 53,000 mice in a 1937 experiment: white

Number of pine trees found to be growing upside-down during a 2003 survey of European forests: 0
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The Newest Hairy Threesome
by Alice Shirrell Kaswell, AIR staff

Here are the newest three members of the Luxuriant Flowing Hair Club for Scientists (LFHCfS).

Falk Schuch, Andreas Linsner and Kai Jung are all chemists at Zentaris GmbH in Frankfurt/Main, Germany. They and all 
their fellow LFHCfS members are on display on the Club’s home page at www.improbable.com.
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Signed Books by Richard Lederer 

(circle choices)

ANGUISHED ENGLISH (bloopers) $7.50
MORE ANGUISHED ENGLISH (bloopers) $7.50
FRACTURED ENGLISH (bloopers) $14.00
THE BRIDE OF ANGUISHED ENGLISH (bloopers) $14.00
GET THEE TO A PUNNERY (pun and games) $13.00
THE CUNNING LINGUIST (good clean dirty wordplay) $14.00
PUN AND GAMES (word fun for kids 9-14) $11.00
THE CIRCUS OF WORDS (letter play for kids 9-14) $14.00
WORD PLAY CROSSWORDS, vols. 1 and 2 (50 original puzzles) @$14.00
CRAZY ENGLISH (creative word play) $14.00
THAT CRAZY ENGLISH LANGUAGE (1-hour videotape) $13.00
THE PLAY OF WORDS (educational word games) $14.00
THE MIRACLE OF LANGUAGE (a hymn of praise to English) $14.00
LITERARY TRIVIA (stories and games for book lovers) $13.00
THE WRITE WAY (a guide to real-life writing) $14.00
SLEEPING DOGS DON’T LAY (advice for the grammatically challenged) $14.00
THE WORD CIRCUS (making the alphabet dance) $16.00
A MAN OF MY WORDS (reflections on English) $26.00

Include $1.50 postage for first book and $.50 for each additional book.

Book Total: _______________________________

Postage ___________________________________

Total Paid: ________________________________

Check or money order only in U.S. funds. (Canadian or foreign 
orders must include $5.00 for bank fee.) 

Please print:
Name:  ________________________________________  

Address:  ______________________________________  

City____________________State_____Zip________

Inscription: _____________________________________

Send order to:
Richard Lederer, 9974 Scripps Ranch Blvd. # 201
San Diego, CA, 92131,  USA       (858) 549-6788

Bends on the Learning Curve
Improbable ideas and explanations collected from classrooms

by Richard Lederer

Here are some facts that have yet to make it into most science textbooks. Students reported these fruits of their own, very 
independent, research:

• Clouds just keep circling the earth around and around. And around. There is not much else to do.

• Water vapor gets together in a cloud. When it is big 
enough to be called a drop, it does.

• Humidity is the experience of looking for air and 
finding water. We keep track of the humidity in the air 
so we won’t drown when we breathe.

• Rain is often known as soft water, oppositely known as 
hail.

• Rain is saved up in cloud banks.

• A planet cannot have an axis until it can get a line to 
run through it. 

• The blood circulates through the body by flowing 
down one leg and up the other.

• Radio waves are very heavy. That’s why they build 
those big towers. To hold them up.

Please send your best specimens, together with sources 
whenever possible, to Richard Lederer, 10034 Mesa Madera 
Drive, San Diego, CA 92131 USA
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