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February 2, 2009 

Museums Dogged sby Wrong Animal Walks 

A study published in the journal Current Biology found that even natural history 
museums often don't know the details of how animals walk, and incorrectly display 
animals in motion as a result. Karen Hopkin reports. For images and more information, 
see Scientific American contributing writer Carl Zimmer's blog item at 
snipurl.com/sciamwalk  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

If you have a dog, you know you gotta walk it. But do you know how it walks? Well, if you have 
no idea which foot Fido puts forward when, you’re in good company. Because according to a 
study published in the journal Current Biology, even places like natural history museums get it 
wrong half the time.  
 
Studies published back in the late 1800s showed that all four-legged animals walk the same 
way. They start by moving forward their left hind leg, followed by the left front leg. Then they 
repeat the sequence on the right-hand side. Different animals differ in the timing of their steps.  
 
The reason they walk that way is for stability. Lifting one leg at a time leaves three feet on the 
ground, forming a nice stable tripod to stand on. But not everyone seems to know that, even 
folks who should. Scientists looked at 300 depictions of animals walking—in museums, 
anatomy texts, and even children’s toys. And they found that nearly half the time these 
images get it wrong. For a toy, that kind of inattention to detail might mean that Rex has a 
tendency to roll over. But for museums to mess up like that? They just don’t have a leg to 
stand on. 

—Karen Hopkin  
 
For images and more information, see Scientific American contributing writer Carl Zimmer's 
blog item at snipurl.com/sciamwalk  
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February 3, 2009 

Water Conservation Unwitting Mosquito Ally 

In a study published in the journal Functional Ecology, researchers warn that people 
capturing rainwater in drought-ridden areas are also providing breeding grounds for 
disease-carrying insects. Adam Hinterthuer reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Mosquitoes have an unwitting new ally in the war on infectious diseases—conservationists. 
Turns out that, for mosquitoes carrying dengue-fever, environmentally conscious humans 
may be aiding the invasion. That’s the finding of a study published in the journal Functional 
Ecology. 

In Australia, severe drought has led citizens to capture and store rainwater. While that's good 
for water conservation, the resulting array of water-storage tanks provides the perfect 
breeding ground for an army of mosquitoes. 

The researchers say mosquitoes around the world are already moving into areas 
experiencing the warmer, wetter effects of climate change. Adding accessible pools of water 
to countless backyards will only help increase the insect's range. 

For Australia's dengue mosquitoes, the researchers are also concerned about the 
development of drought-resistant eggs. Other insects have already evolved eggs that can 
withstand dry-spells. If the dengue mosquito follows suit, even the arid Outback could 
someday promote mosquito-borne illness. But there's a powerful way to interfere with the 
entire process: simply cover up water containers. 

—Adam Hinterthuer  
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February 4, 2009 

Largest Snake Rattles Paleontology 

In a study published in the journal Nature, researchers announced the finding of the 
fossil remains of the largest snake that ever lived--possibly reaching 45 feet and 2,500 
pounds. Steve Mirsky reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Indiana Jones (“I hate snakes—I hate ‘em!”) would have totally despised a snake that lived 
some 60 million years ago. Because researchers working in Colombia have found the fossil 
remains of a snake that would have been up to 45 feet long, weighing in at perhaps 2,500 
pounds. That makes it the biggest snake ever to have slithered across the Earth. The 
announcement appears in the February 5th issue of the journal Nature. The creature has 
been dubbed Titanoboa. 

The fossil snake bones were found in an open-pit coal mine, along with its prey, which 
included turtles and crocodiles. Now, a snake this big could only live where the average 
temperature was between 30 and 34 degrees Celsius. So we gain info also about the climate 
at the time. Study leader Jason Head from the Smithsonian said, “The discovery of Titanoboa 
challenges our understanding of past climates and environments, as well as the biological 
limitations on the evolution of giant snakes. This shows how much more information about the 
history of Earth there is to glean from a resource like the reptile fossil record.” 

—Steve Mirsky  
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February 5, 2009 

Psych Help and Hotline for Military Personnel 

The Department of Defense created the Defense Centers of Excellence for 
Psychological Health and Traumatic Brain Injury in 2007 to help the third of service 
members with psych and brain injury issues. A new 24-hour toll-free hotline number is 
(866) 966-1020. Steve Mirsky reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Nearly 20 percent of servicemen and women returning from Iraq and Afghanistan report 
symptoms of post-traumatic stress or major depression. Another 19 percent experience 
possible traumatic brain injury. Some seven percent may have a combination of brain injury 
and depression or PTSD. That’s according to a RAND Corporation study. 

To address these issues, in 2007 the Department of Defense created the Defense Centers of 
Excellence for Psychological Health and Traumatic Brain Injury. The center’s director is 
Brigadier General Loree Sutton, a board certified psychiatrist. The centers recently 
established a 24-hour toll-free hotline number, (866) 966-1020. 

General Sutton calls the centers, “America’s open door to welcome and help every person 
dealing with psychological health issues and traumatic brain injury.” The hotline is also 
available to family members, healthcare professionals, teachers and anyone else dealing with 
a service member who may be experiencing psychological issues. Because the real shame is 
not seeking help. (866) 966-1020. 

—Steve Mirsky  
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February 6, 2009 

Caterpillar Does Great Ant Impression 

In a study in the journal Science, researchers report that blue butterfly caterpillars 
infiltrate red ant colonies and grub food by mimicking the raspy sound of the ant queen. 
Karen Hopkin reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

It’s good to be the Queen. You get fed and cared for and generally treated like royalty. But if 
you’re a blue butterfly caterpillar, you can get the same benefits by just pretending to be 
queen. Because these crafty caterpillars trick ants into feeding them—by mimicking the sound 
of their queen.  
 
Ants are social creatures whose colonies contain a queen ant, and hordes of worker ants who 
feed the queen and take care of all her young. Blue butterfly caterpillars have come up with 
clever ways to exploit that system. These parasitic caterpillars take up residence in the nests 
of red ants. And they mooch free meals in part by waggling their heads to beg for food like all 
the other ant grubs.  
 
But that’s not all. Scientists using sophisticated recording equipment were able to listen to the 
caterpillars chatter. And found that the interlopers imitated the sounds of an adult queen. The 
report’s in the February 6th issue of the journal Science.  
 
The reason it’s better to be mistaken for royalty and not just some other grub is that in times of 
stress, ants will even feed their young to the queen. So if it’s eat or be eaten, caterpillars are 
clearly making the sound choice. 

—Karen Hopkin  
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February 9, 2009 

Lucky Guesses May Be More Than Luck 

In a study in the journal Nature Neuroscience, researchers found that the brain is good 
at storing information that we might not be aware we know. Cynthia Graber reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

In the hit movie Slumdog Millionaire, the star answers game show questions correctly based 
on his life experiences. At least one right answer, however, is a lucky guess. But maybe the 
guess wasn’t so lucky. Maybe his brain actually knew the answer—even though he didn’t 
realize it.  
 
That’s what scientists at Northwestern University are saying about so called lucky guesses. 
They published their research online in the journal Nature Neuroscience.  
 
Study participants were shown brightly colored pictures. They had to memorize half. While 
viewing the other half, they had to concentrate on remembering a spoken number. So they 
were distracted. Later, they were quizzed on all the images. Surprisingly, they were more 
successful at remembering those images that they only paid half a mind to. Not only that, but 
they were more accurate when they said they were just guessing. The researchers say their 
visual systems stored memories quite accurately, even when the participants weren’t paying 
attention. And that what we call intuition, some of those gut feelings we get, may often be 
based on good information. 

—Cynthia Graber  
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February 10, 2009 

Humidity Helps Fight Flu 

In a study in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, researchers found 
that high absolute humidity can help kill flu virus particles in a given environment. 
Adam Hinterthuer reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Here’s a novel potential public health measure against the flu—kick up the humidity. The cold, 
dry months of winter signal the start of flu season. But previous research found only a weak 
correlation between the spike in flu rates and the drop in relative humidity. Now researchers 
from Oregon State University say that's because it's absolute, not relative, humidity that 
counts. Their study is in the February 9th edition of the Proceedings of the National Academy 
of Sciences. 

Relative humidity is a function of temperature. During the dry winter, relative humidity is low in 
a warm house but high in the cold outside. Absolute humidity, however, is simply the total 
amount of water in the air. The less water in the air, the longer the flu virus survives. And that 
leads to a greater chance of someone catching the bug. 

The scientists aren’t sure why humidity affects the flu virus survival. But they hope their 
discovery can be put to work. Emergency rooms and nursing homes, for example, could up 
their humidity during the winter. Maybe it’s time for a new health mantra: a sauna a day keeps 
the flu bug away. 

—Adam Hinterthuer  
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February 11, 2009 

Near Misses Motivate Gamblers 

In a study in the journal Neuron, researchers found that the same brain areas in 
gamblers that get excited by winning lit up at near wins. Which is great news for the 
house. Christie Nicholson reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

The lure of gambling clearly comes from the chance of winning. But how exciting is it to almost 
win? A study in the February 12th issue of the journal Neuron looked at gambler’s brains’ 
reactions to “near misses,” such as when you get two cherries out of three at a slot machine. 
While gamblers describe near misses as more unpleasant than full misses, almost winning 
significantly increased the desire to keep gambling. 

Fifteen subjects underwent brain scans as they gambled. Near misses activated the brains’ 
ventral striatum and anterior insula areas, which were also activated during random wins. The 
insula has been associated with drug craving and other addictive behaviors. 

Interestingly, this effect only happened when gamblers had control of the lever. The inverse 
occurred when a computer took control. In that case, the near misses significantly 
demotivated the gambler to keep playing, and it was the complete misses that kept 
momentum alive. So next time, when you nearly get three cherries and you’re hyped up to try 
again, remember this is not like working on your golf swing—your odds at the slot machine 
don’t get better with practice. 

—Christie Nicholson  
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February 12, 2009 

Happy Birthday, Mister Precedent 

Darwin and Lincoln were born hours apart on February 12, 1809. Darwin's destruction 
of the philosophical stance known as essentialism led science to reject racism. Lincoln 
rejected the racism institutionalized in the Constitution. Steve Mirsky comments  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

February 12th is the 200th birthday of Charles Darwin and Abraham Lincoln. But they’re 
linked by something else, too. Before Darwin, natural philosophers held to a point of view 
called typology, or essentialism. Members of a particular class were all the same. For 
example, all triangles have the same fundamental characteristic: three sides.  
 
This way of thinking, however, extended to the biological world, including humans. As the 
great evolutionary biologist Ernst Mayr wrote in an essay in the July, 2000, issue of Scientific 
American, “For the typologist, Caucasians, Africans, Asians or Inuits are types that 
conspicuously differ from other human ethnic groups. This mode of thinking leads to racism.” 
But Darwin replaced typology with the new concept of populations. Groupings of organisms 
are populations of unique individuals—who vary.  
 
Typology offered a philosophical justification for a slave being worth three fifths of a white 
person in the Constitution. But now science insisted that all people, regardless of race, were 
fully human. A viewpoint that finally began to be put in practice in the U.S. by Lincoln. 

—Steve Mirsky 
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February 13, 2009 

Envy Related to Physical Pain 

In a study in the journal Science, researchers found that feelings of envy light up parts 
of the brain active in pain processing. And bad news about people we envy tickles the 
brain. Karen Hopkin reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Sometimes you want something so badly it hurts, usually something that someone else has. 
Now a report in the journal Science shows that the agony of envy really does ache, because 
envy activates a part of the brain that processes physical pain. What’s more, the brain 
registers pleasure when the person we envy has a bad day.  
 
Scientists used fMRI scans to look at how the brain handles envy and its evil twin, 
schadenfreude, a German term for taking pleasure in someone else’s misfortune. In the first 
set of studies, the scientists asked participants to read a story about themselves and their 
friends. In one scenario, subjects were told that they botched a job interview, which one of 
their classmates totally nailed.  
 
Reading about this classmate’s subsequent successes, both financial and romantic, caused 
the participants’ brains to shout pain. But then came the schadenfreude. The subjects were 
told that something unfortunate happened to this friend, everything from car troubles to getting 
cheated on. That news was received with apparent delight as it lit up the brain’s reward 
circuits. Then again, what looks like delight could just be the relief of no longer having to deal 
with the painful feelings of envy. Like a Red Sox fan contemplating A-Rod. 

—Karen Hopkin  
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February 16, 2009 

Ancient Whales Birthed on Land? 

In a study in the journal PLoS ONE, researchers report the first fossil find of a pregnant 
whale--which offers tantalizing clues that the marine mammal returned to land to give 
birth. Karen Hopkin reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Expectant moms can have very different ideas when it comes to where they plan to have their 
babies. Some women even choose to give birth in a warm tub of water. But 50 million years 
ago, whales, it seems, crawled out of the ocean to give birth on land.  
 
You’ve probably heard that whales evolved from animals that lived on terra firma. But what 
were things like during the transition, when early whales spent some time on shore and the 
rest in the sea? A new report in the journal Public Library of Science ONE offers one idea. 
Because scientists from the University of Michigan Museums of Natural History recently 
unearthed the first fossil of an ancient pregnant whale. And they found that the foot-long fetus, 
who was probably only a day or two from being born, was positioned for a headfirst delivery. 
That’s how land mammals tend to give birth, so their babies can breathe as soon as they 
arrive. Modern whales, on the other hand, come out tail-first, to make sure they don’t drown 
during delivery.  
 
So it looks like ancient whales lived in the water but gave birth on the beach. Then they most 
likely headed back to sea for baby’s first bite of sushi. Which sounds like a whale of a birth 
plan. 

—Karen Hopkin  
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February 17, 2009 

Monkeys Hate Others' Bonuses, Too 

Speaking at the annual meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of 
Science in Chicago on February 16th, primatologist Frans de Waal noted that the 
public's distaste for Wall Street bonuses has its counterpart, and perhaps roots, in 
other animals' perceptions of inequity. Steve Mirsky reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Even monkeys know when they’re getting a bad deal, said primatologist Frans de Waal at the 
annual meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of Science in Chicago on 
February 16th: “We found that our monkeys were sensitive to the distribution of rewards.”  
 
Give two side-by-side monkeys a piece of cucumber for performing a simple task and there’s 
no problem. But if one sees his neighbor get a more desirable grape—“now grapes are far 
better than cucumber and the monkeys know that”—for doing the same thing, “they become 
agitated. They don’t like this experiment anymore, even though they get exactly the same 
food as before. But the partner is now getting grapes. And if you give the partner a grape 
without any task, then they really don’t like it anymore. So this is, I usually call it an egocentric 
sense of fairness, it’s like resentment or envy. It’s very similar actually to the response that we 
have currently to Wall Street bonuses. I always say we live in Cucumberland and they live in 
Grapeland, basically.” 

—Steve Mirsky  
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February 18, 2009 

Future Cosmologists Doomed to Err 

Speaking at the annual meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of 
Science in Chicago on February 16th, cosmologist Lawrence Krauss said that 
cosmologists in the far future will misinterpret the nature of the universe because the 
signs of the big bang will have disappeared. Steve Mirsky reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Future cosmologists will get the universe all wrong, said Arizona State’s Lawrence Krauss at 
the AAAS Meeting on February 16th:  
 
“All of the pillars of the big bang will disappear. The Hubble expansion is going to disappear. 
Because the galaxies we use as tracers of the Hubble expansion will disappear. There’ll be 
nothing to trace the expansion. You might say, well, look, we have the cosmic microwave 
background radiation. Too bad. Because it goes away. When the universe is 50 times its 
present age, the cosmic microwave background will not be able to permeate our galaxy. So 
even if observers were smart enough to measure things much weaker than we can measure 
today, it wouldn’t be there to measure.  
 
“The scientific picture of the universe a hundred years ago was that it was static and eternal in 
which we live in an island universe, our galaxy surrounded by empty space. And that’s the 
picture we’ve changed radically due to all of our observations. And I want to point out the far 
future is going to bring a return to exactly that picture. Observers in the far future will use the 
best science they can come up with to determine the nature of the universe and they will 
come up with exactly the wrong answer.” 

—Steve Mirsky  
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February 19, 2009 

Fix Congress's SciTech "Lobotomy" 

Rep. Rush Holt, a physicist, says of the 1995 defunding of the Office of Technology 
Assessment: "Congress gave itself a lobotomy." Policy expert Lewis Branscomb 
offered reasons to bring back the OTA at the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science meeting in Chicago on Feb. 14th. Steve Mirsky reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Time to bring back the Office of Technology Assessment. The OTA was created in 1972 to 
provide Congress with an objective analysis of complex scientific and technological issues. 
But it was killed in ‘95. Rush Holt, one of three physicists in Congress, sent a statement to the 
AAAS meeting in Chicago last week that said, “When the OTA was disbanded, Congress 
gave itself a lobotomy.” At the meeting, Lewis Branscomb, from Harvard’s Kennedy School of 
Government, offered reasons to restore the OTA:  
 
“First obviously technical understanding is much more critical to public policy now than it was 
in ’94. Consider energy independence, global climate change, nuclear weapons proliferation, 
and mutation of viruses into global disease threats—all major issues facing us today. Second, 
the American economy is more dependent than ever on innovation to give us a competitive 
advantage. Given the global competition we face, it will require the U.S. to improve more 
rapidly its own research and innovation capability.” 

—Steve Mirsky  
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February 20, 2009 

Count On Steves to Defend Darwin 

The National Center for Science Education initiated Project Steve in 2003 to count 
scientists named Steve (or Stephanie) who accept evolution, in response to lists of 
anti-evolution PhDs. The long-running effort, also a tribute to Stephen Jay Gould, 
crowned its thousandth Steve, a proxy for approximately 100,000 scientists, at last 
week's AAAS meeting. Steve Mirsky reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Creationists often publish lists of a few dozen scientists who doubt Darwin. So in 2003 the 
National Center for Science Education put together a list of 200 scientists who accept 
evolution.  
 
“Except that all of ours were named Steve.” That was the NCSE’s Eugenie Scott at last 
week’s AAAS meeting. “And now we have one thousand scientists named Steve. Project 
Steve has a serious message. Approximately one percent of Americans are named Steve or 
Stephanie, so do the math. Our one thousand Steves represents a hundred thousand 
scientists accepting evolution, as opposed to the rather paltry number dissing Darwin. It’s 
important because in states where we have major problems with anti-evolution going on, the 
number of scientists doubting evolution has been proclaimed to the public. I just want the 
press to keep asking, ‘How many Steves do you have?’”  
 
And the thousandth Steve is: “The distinguished botanist at the University of Tulane and head 
of the Tulane Herbarium, Steve Darwin.” 

—Steve Mirsky  
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February 23, 2009 

Earths Common as Dirt 

Speaking at the annual meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of 
Science in Chicago on February 14th, astronomer Alan Boss, author of the new book 
The Crowded Universe, said that we're about to find out just how many habitable 
planets are out there--and he thinks there are sextillions. Steve Mirsky reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

“We’re on the verge of finding out how frequently habitable planets occur in the universe.” 
That was astronomer Alan Boss at the AAAS meeting on February 14th. “And I think we’re 
going to find out that that number is very close to one.” Meaning that each solar-type star is 
probably orbited by, on average, one Earth-type planet. So how many habitable planets might 
be out there?  
 
“10 to the 11th in our galaxy and then there are something like 10 to the 11th galaxies. We’re 
up to about 10 to the 22 Earths, plus or minus a few.  
 
“You don’t have to just believe that this speculation is going to be correct or not. NASA will be 
launching the Kepler space mission, and Kepler’s entire purpose is to count how many Earths 
there are around a population of stars in the constellation Cygnus.” Kepler launches on March 
5th.  
 
“Then about three or four years from now, there’ll be a press conference at NASA 
headquarters, and Bill Borucki, the Kepler PI will stand up and tell us just how frequently 
Earths occur. And once we know that we’ll know how to take the next steps in the search for 
living planets, and some of that work will involve not only telling if the planets are habitable, 
but actually searching for signatures in their atmospheres if they could be inhabited, as well.” 

—Steve Mirsky  
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February 24, 2009 

Pen Mightier Than Passion 

Speaking at the annual meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of 
Science in Chicago on February 14th, psychologist Matthew Lieberman explained that 
putting feelings into words dampened down activity in brain regions associated with 
emotional responses. Adam Hinterthuer reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Angry or upset? Try picking up a pen. According to psychologist Matthew Lieberman, most 
people don't think of writing as a way to calm down. "When you look at the brain, it looks a 
whole lot like emotion regulation is going on when people put feelings into words." Lieberman 
spoke on February 14th at the AAAS annual meeting.  
 
Lieberman scanned subjects' brains as they looked at pictures of people with either positive or 
negative facial expressions. They were sometimes asked to label the emotion—which lit up 
the right ventrolateral prefrontal cortex, a brain region associated with self-control. "Only when 
people are putting the feeling state into words do we see activity in this right prefrontal region. 
And what we've also seen is the more that region is activated, the less activity you see in a 
variety of limbic regions that are typically associated with affective or emotional processing."  
 
But be warned, labeling your feelings dampens all emotional responses. Even the happy ones. 
How do I love thee? Well, maybe I shouldn't count the ways. 

—Adam Hinterthuer  
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February 25, 2009 

Money Can Buy Happiness Sometimes 

Speaking at the annual meeting of the Society for Personality and Social Psychology in 
Tampa in early February, psychologist Ryan Howell said that money spent on 
experiences made people happier than buying things. Cynthia Graber reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

They say that money can’t buy happiness. Ryan Howell believes that it can—sometimes. 
Howell is a researcher at San Francisco State University. He thought that maybe money 
matters if it’s spent on things that bolster our psychological well-being—activities that people 
truly enjoy and that enhance their lives in nonmaterial ways.  
 
Howell recently presented his research at the annual meeting of the Society for Personality 
and Social Psychology in Tampa. He recruited 154 participants between 19 and 50. Half 
wrote a paragraph about a recent experience they purchased, such as eating out or going to 
the theater. The other half wrote a paragraph about a thing they bought. Both also wrote about 
their feelings about what they got for their money. Turned out those who bought experiences 
reported significantly higher levels of feeling happy, and like it was money well-spent.  
 
Howell says these feelings of well-being might come from feeling active and connected to 
friends and community. He also says we don’t get bored of happy memories, while we might 
get tired of a purchase. So the study challenges the old adage about money—because maybe 
money can buy happiness. If it’s not spent on just things. 

—Cynthia Graber  
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February 26, 2009 

Obama on Energy and Basic Research 

In his address to a joint session of Congress on February 24th, Pres. Obama outlined 
an ambitious plan for the country to develop alternative energy and to engage in basic 
research. Produced by Steve Mirsky  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

A segment of Pres. Obama’s speech to a joint session of Congress on February 24th dealing 
with energy and basic research: 

We know the country that harnesses the power of clean, renewable energy will lead the 21st 
century. And yet, it is China that has launched the largest effort in history to make their 
economy energy efficient. We invented solar technology, but we've fallen behind countries like 
Germany and Japan in producing it. New plug-in hybrids roll off our assembly lines, but they 
will run on batteries made in Korea. 

Well I do not accept a future where the jobs and industries of tomorrow take root beyond our 
borders—and I know you don't either. It is time for America to lead again. 

Thanks to our recovery plan, we will double this nation's supply of renewable energy in the 
next three years. We have also made the largest investment in basic research funding in 
American history—an investment that will spur not only new discoveries in energy, but 
breakthroughs in medicine, and science, and technology. 

We will soon lay down thousands of miles of power lines that can carry new energy to cities 
and towns across this country. And we will put Americans to work making our homes and 
buildings more efficient so that we can save billions of dollars on our energy bills. 

But to truly transform our economy, to protect our security, and save our planet from the 
ravages of climate change, we need to ultimately make clean, renewable energy the profitable 
kind of energy. So I ask this Congress to send me legislation that places a market-based cap 
on carbon pollution and drives the production of more renewable energy in America. That’s 
what we need. And to support, to support that innovation, we will invest $15 billion a year to 
develop technologies like wind power and solar power; advanced biofuels, clean coal and 
more efficient cars and trucks built right here in America. 

—Produced by Steve Mirsky  
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February 27, 2009 

Sword Swallowers Awareness Day 

February 28 is Sword Swallowers Awareness Day, when we pay thanks to the brave 
men and women whose art helped medical science. So said practitioner Dan Meyer at 
the AAAS meeting in Chicago on February 13th. Steve Mirsky reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

February 28th is International Sword Swallowers Awareness Day, according to practitioner 
Dan Meyer, who recently demonstrated the technique at the AAAS meeting in Chicago.  
 
“When I put the sword in my mouth, I will repress the gag reflex in the back of the throat. Then 
I have to go behind my Adam’s apple, my prominentia laryngea, behind the voice box, the 
larynx, down about through the crichopharyngeal sphincter, up in the upper part of the mouth 
here. Then down into the esophagus, repress the peristalysis reflex, which is 22 pairs of 
muscles that swallows your food. From there relax the esophageal muscles, relax the lower 
esophageal sphincter, and slip the blade down into my stomach, repress the wretch reflex in 
my stomach.”  
 
Sword swallowers have made important contributions to medicine—besides giving doctors 
work. “In 1868 Dr. Adolph Kussmaul at the University of Freiberg, Germany, developed the 
rigid endoscope, by using a sword swallower as his guinea pig. And he took him around on 
demonstrations. And sword swallowers have been used throughout the years as guinea pigs 
for the medical and science communities. That’s what we’re celebrating on February 28th, on 
Sword Swallowers Day.” 

—Steve Mirsky  
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