Eye Openers

It has a salutary, humbling effect to reflect that, far from being a numerous tribe, we are one of the sparsest and most negligible species on the face of the globe. Actually, ours is not the Age of Man – in fact, it is not an Age of Mammals at all, but an Age of Insects. Thus far the entomologists have recorded some 700,000 varieties of them, and there are probably four times as many which have not yet been discovered and catalogued. The number of individual insects is so vast that there are no figures to express it. On a summer day the crickets and gnats and ladybirds in the small copse on the hill easily outnumber the human inhabitants of the United States. If we vanished from the earth, the teeming life of the planet would hardly remark our going. (Alan Devoe, in The American Mercury)

An atom is built like our solar system. It is almost all empty space. The nucleus is the only solid piece. Scientists say that if you eliminated all the space in every atom in the body of a 200-pound man he would be no bigger than a particle of dust. The earth without the space in its atoms would be a ball only one-half mile through. (Henry J. Taylor, in Reader’s Digest)

Within the atom, electrons revolve round their nucleus several thousand million times a second. Each electron has as much room to move within the atom as a bee has to move in St. Paul’s Cathedral. (Sir Oliver Lodge, in Reader’s Digest)

A typical hurricane, according to the U.S. Weather Bureau, expends more energy in one minute than the United States uses in electricity in 50 years. And the energy released in one second is greater than that produced by several atomic explosions. (Robert K. Plumb, in New York Times)

If we imagine the whole of earth’s history compressed into a single year, then, on this scale, the first eight months would be completely without life. The following two months would be devoted to the most primitive of creatures, ranging from viruses and single-celled bacteria to jellyfish, while mammals would not have appeared until the second week in December. Man, as we know him, would have strutted onto the stage at about 11:45 p.m. on December 31. The age of written history would have occupied little more than the last 60 seconds on the clock. (Richard Carrington, in A Guide to Earth History)

There may be no such thing as “sea level,” the base from which all altitudes are measured. This has nothing to do with the difference in level between one ocean and another but with the level upon one ocean. If the Pacific were suddenly frozen in an absolute calm, with not a ripple on its surface, there would be “plateaus” and “depressions” in the water level with a difference in altitude of as much as 60 feet. These may be caused by atmospheric pressure, or by something else still unknown. (Robert Wallace, in Life magazine)
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