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Unpleasant Body Odor Trilogy
compiled by Lydia Shaw, Improbable Research staff

In 1986, V.J. de Ru and R. van Spronsen published a series of three studies about unpleasant body odors. Now, more 
than twenty years later, these still stand as the most direct and concise collection of medical studies of their kind ever 
published in the Dutch language. The reports have yet to be translated into other languages.

Unpleasantness (1) 
“Unpleasant Body Odors. I. Hyperhidrosis” [article in Dutch], V.J. de Ru and R. van Spronsen, Nederlands Tijdschrift 
Voor Geneeskunde, vol. 130, no. 19, May 10, 1986, pp. 862-4.

Unpleasantness (2) 
“Unpleasant Body Odors. II. Flatulence” [article in Dutch], V.J. de Ru and R. van Spronsen, Nederlands Tijdschrift Voor 
Geneeskunde, vol. 130, no. 20, May 17, 1986, pp. 912-4.

Unpleasantness (3) 
“Unpleasant Body Odors. III. Fetor Ex Ore” [article in Dutch], V.J. de Ru and R. van Spronsen, Nederlands Tijdschrift 
Voor Geneeskunde, vol. 130, no. 21, May 24, 1986, pp. 955-7.

Pause: Try Botox
Subsequent research by others may 
further help doctors help patients who 
can’t help smelling unpleasant:

“Amelioration of Body Odor After 
Intracutaneous Axillary Injection of 
Botulinum Toxin A,” M. Heckmann, B. 
Teichmann, B.M. Pause and G. Plewig, 
Archives of Dermatology, vol. 139, no. 1, 
January 2003, pp. 57-9.
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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.

Origami Butt
“The Neglected Mathematics 
of Canine Origami Butt” (AIR 
12:7) has opened new worlds 
to me as an  mathematics 
teacher whose students are 
between the ages of 13 and 
16. I did a special lesson last 
week about the mathematics 
of canine origami butt. the 
students, especially the boys, 
paid more attention in that 
class than I have ever seen 
them pay to anything. I am 
sorry to have to tell you, 
though, that the principal 
of my school is not overly 
thrilled at the number of 
angry telephone calls we have 
received from the parents of 
some of those boys. Imagine—
angry phone calls from parents 
who think their children were 
paying too much attention in 
mathematics class.

Frances Tolb
Minnetalba, MN

Origami Butt: 
But
While I was pleased to see 
that, at last, some science 
journal-even if it is your 
journal—is taking notice of 
the mathematics of canine 
origami butt, I am dismayed 
at the incomplete discussion 
of the degree to which the 
Huzita-Hatori axioms are 
the underpinnings of modern 
origami butt theory. In 
particular I must draw your 
attention to Axiom 5, which 
states, “Given two points p

1
 

and p
2
 and a line l

1
, there is 

a fold that places p
1
 onto l

1
 

and passes through p
2
.” The 

implications of this for the 
dog are in my view obvious. 
But I am all too aware that 
there are mathematically naïve 
persons who will see your 
article and completely miss the 
significance of Axiom 5.

Bill Emmons
Dundee, Scotland

Origami Butt: 
Bott
The authors of “The Neglected 
Mathematics of Canine 
Origami Butt” somehow 
failed to acknowledge the 
contributions of the great 
Hungarian topologist Raoul 
Bott. How anyone can 
discuss origami butt without 
mentioning the Atiyah-Bott 
fixed point formula is beyond 
me.

Li Tang
Northern Engineering 

Consultants West
Antofagasta, Chile

Origami Butt: 
Brit
Anyone who has 
read Simon, Arnstein 
and Gurkewitz’s 
seminal 1999 book 
Modular Origami 
Polyhedra must, like 
me, be disgusted at the 
omissions committed 
by the authors of “The 
Neglected Mathematics 
of Canine Origami 
Butt.” Specifically, 
your article makes only 
an offhand reference 
to the work of the 
many British origami 
mathematicians—and 
British dogs—whose 
work is foundational 
to modern origami butt 
theory. The key event, as 
you are well aware, was 
the 1949 British Boxer 
Dog Championship. 
Although few of the 
competitor dogs that 
year displayed anything 
we would now classify as 
exemplary origami butt, the 
idea of origami butt was 
“in the air.” Everyone who 
attended the awards ceremony 
talked of little else, and it 
was in the subsequent months 
that Featherstonehaugh and 
Mulliner wrote their now-
classic, if little-understood, 
paper “British Non-Hound 
Hind Folds,” without which 
there would be no modern 
origami butt theory. Pray, let 
us salute the champion British 
boxers of 1949. Long may 
their names be remembered by 
mathematicians everywhere: 
Golf von Kunzendorf; Alrakim 

Orburn Akaboo; Orburn 
Kekeri; Gernotson of Jonwin 
(who was both English and 
Irish champion that year); 
Panfield Ringleader; Bobbysox 
of Greentubs; Lustig of Gerdas 
Hofstee; Gremlin Sungari; and 
Cuckmere Andrew. Modular 
Origami Polyhedra is the book 
that bridges the gap between 
all these elements, and though 
it mentions neither dogs nor 
butt patterns, interested readers 
would do well to seek it out.

Delia Bourque-Tane, Ph.D
Associate Director

British Canine Mathematics 
Association
Leeds, U.K.

www.improbable.com
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Origami Butt: 
(Mandel)brot
Benoit Mandelbrot, the father 
of fractal geometry, has been 
said to be the individual who 
rescued the early Hungarian 
and Kurdish and British 
(and other) work from the 
obscurity into which it had 
fallen. If so, then we owe 
Mandelbrot a debt for saving 
and propagating origami 
butt theory, in addition to 
the many other sub-fields 
of mathematics that he has 
saved.

Narmo Fistrepp
Utrecht, The Netherlands.

Still One More 
Nut Letter
Having researched 
extensively nuts and 
arguments, I have now 
come to the conclusion that 
the caption to the picture 
(purporting to be about the 
beginning of a quarrel) is 
wholly inaccurate. Although I 

have been unable to determine 

unambiguously the correct 
caption, the following does 
seem appropriate: “And this 
half belongs to the boy who 
picked it up.” I hope this 
settles matters.

Bob O’Hara
Dept. of Mathematics and 

Statistics
University of Helsinki

Finland

Chicken Tally
Why is the article “Chicken 
Chicken Chicken: Chicken 
Chicken” (AIR 12:5) called 
“Chicken Chicken Chicken: 
Chicken Chicken”? Why five 
chickens? Why not fewer? 
Why not more? I cannot stop 
thinking about this.

Frank DesRoches
The Ohio State University

Columbus, OH

Mel in Barcelona, 
Corrected
Thank you for publishing the 
photograph from our archives 
that shows Mel during his 

brief visit to the city of 
Barcelona in 1929. I am 
sorry to say that I was 
not correct when I wrote 
that the arrow points to 
him. I was wrong. Here 
is the photograph with 
the arrow corrected, 
so that it points to 
Mel where he really 
was. As I wrote in my 
original letter which 
you kindly published, 
“Unfortunately he is 
not facing directly 
the camera, so the 
identification cannot be 
100 percent.” I am so 

ashamed. I hope you can print 
this corrected photograph and 
restore my reputation, which is 
valuable to me.

Ramon Corbut
Senior Archivist

Archives of the Brothers of 
Historical Institute

Barcelona, Spain

http://www.improbable.com/


4 | Annals of Improbable Research | January-February 2007 www.improbable.com

Improbable Research 
Review
Improbable theories, experiments, and 
conclusions

compiled by Dirk Manley, Improbable 
Research staff

Vocal Hygiene in Radio Students
“Vocal Hygiene in Radio Students and in Radio Professionals,” Bernadette Timmermans, Marc De Bodt, Floris Wuyts 
and Paul Van de Heyning, Logopedics Phoniatrics Vocology, vol. 28, no. 3, August 2003, pp. 127–32. The authors, who 
are variously at Erasmus Institute in Brussels, Belgium, and at University Hospital in Antwerp, report that:

In this study 27 future professional voice users (i.e., 
radio students) and 53 professional voice users (i.e., 
radio professionals) were questioned on their vocal 
hygiene.... This study shows that the vocal hygiene 
of radio professionals is not superior to the vocal 
hygiene of radio students. On the contrary, every group 
has a distinctive vocal hygiene profile. The intake of 
coffee was significantly higher in radio professionals 
(p<0.001) and they indicated significantly more vocal 
fatigue (p=0.028). The radio students, on the other 
hand, experienced more acid reflux problems (p<0.001) 
and signalled significantly more hoarseness (p=0.012). Next to this, both groups smoked more than one could 
expect from (future) professional voice users (radio students: 33%; radio professionals: 28%).

Wrestling / Beards / Mussel / Muscle
“Wresting the Muscle from Mussel Beards: Research  and Applications,” L.M. Rzepecki and J.H. Waite, Molecular 
Marine Biology and Biotechnology,  vol. 4, no. 4, December 1995, pp. 313–22.

Mayo by Consensus
“Focus Group Research on Sensory Language Used by Consumers to Describe Mayonnaise,” Paula Cardinal, Alejandra 
Flores, Adriana Contarini and Guillermo Hough, Journal of Sensory Studies, vol. 18, no. 1, March 2003, pp. 47–60.

Small Mammals Curing 
Tobacco
“‘Curing’ of Nicotiana Attenuata Leaves 
by Small Mammals Does Not Decrease 
Nicotine Contents,” I.T. Baldwin, Western 
North American Naturalist, vol. 63, 2003, 
pp. 114–7. (Thanks to Sharon McKinley 
for bringing this to our attention.)

We welcome your suggestions for this column. Please enclose the full citation (no abbreviations!) and, if possible, a copy 
of the paper.

www.improbable.com
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Improbable Medical 
Review
Improbable diagnoses, techniques, and 
research

compiled by Bertha Vanatian, Improbable 
Research staff

Beefburger Injuries: Cold, Hard Facts
“The Beefburger Injury: A Retrospective Survey,” V.S. Jigjinni, J. Stevenson and A.F. Flemming, British Medical 
Journal, vol. 315, no. 7108, September 1997, p. 580. (Thanks to Reto Schneider for bringing this to our attention.) The 
authors report:

 [W]e have identified a substantial number of cases of hand injury caused by trying to separate frozen foods... 
beefburgers were the food most commonly responsible for the accidents (17 and 13 cases respectively), but 
chops, sausages, crumpets, and pastry [also] featured.

Ominous Clouds
“’Cloud’ Health-Care Workers,” Robert J. Sherertz, Stefano Bassetti and Barbara Bassetti-

Wyss, Emerging Infectious Diseases, vol. 7, no. 2, March–April 2001, pp. 241–4.  
(Thanks to David Hanauer for bringing this to our attention.)

 [C]ultures showed that the health-care workers dispersed GAS into the air.... The 
mechanism by which GAS [Group A Streptococcus pyogenes] becomes airborne is not entirely clear and could 
include increased activity, friction with clothing, or, in the case of an anesthesiologist who was a rectal carrier, 
flatulence. 

Spirometry: Fire-Eating
“Spirometric Changes in Fire-Eating Subjects in Mexico City,” Alba Cabrera, Mario H. Vargas, Luis Gerardo Ochoa, 
Gabriel Escobedo, Guillermo Ashley-Sosa and Favio G. Rico-Méndez, Archives of Medical Research, vol. 34, no. 4, 
July–August 2003, pp. 276–80. The authors explain:

Fire-eating is an activity mainly carried out by inner-city poorest subjects as a way to obtain money. Scant 
information has been reported concerning the consequences of this activity on lung function…This study was 
accomplished in the streets of Mexico City by performing spirometric studies on 
30 fire-eaters prior to and after their daily activity; in 16 of these subjects these 
studies were also conducted after salbutamol inhalation.

...Fire-eaters showed a mild decrease of airflows, which partially correlated 
with number of years spent in this activity. After a 1-day fire-eating activity, 
further airflow limitation increased. Up to 63% of subjects tested improved some 
spirometric airflow value after salbutamol inhalation.

Bite Jumping Technical Issues
“Skeletal Effects of Bite Jumping Therapy on the Mandible—Removable vs. Fixed Functional Appliances,” G. Shen, U. 
Hägg and M.A. Darendeliler, Orthodontics and Craniofacial Research, vol. 8, no. 1, 2005, pp. 2–10. (Thanks to  Dany 
Adams for bringing this to our attention.)

We welcome your suggestions for this column. Please enclose the full citation (no abbreviations!) and, if possible, a copy 
of the paper.

http://www.improbable.com/
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Coke vs. Pepsi: The Pioneers
Early seekers of insights about cola-drinkers

Alice Shirrell Kaswell, Improbable Research staff

The nagging question “Which is better, Coca-Cola or Pepsi-Cola?” sprang from an earlier, more basic 
question: “Can anyone tell the difference?” 

Professor Nicholas H. Pronko and colleagues at the University of Wichita, Kansas, conducted a series 
of experiments in the 1940s and 1950s. They wrote five studies that 
brought rigor, sophistication, and cachet to the testing of Coke/Pepsi taste-
discrimination.

Pronko’s final Coke/Pepsi paper appeared in 1958. In the ensuing half-
century, other investigators have digested and challenged his methods and 
findings.

Advances in technology led, many years later, to investigation of the brain activity of 
Coke and Pepsi drinkers. Here is a look back at the early work, the foundation upon which 
rests so much later planning, effort, and thoughtfully sipped cola.

This history is in some ways 
emblematic of experimental 
psychology as a whole—of its 
maturation and growth as an academic 
discipline.

Enter Pronko
Pronko’s first study asked not just one, 
but a series of complex, interrelated 
questions. Volunteer drinkers, some 
of them habitual cola drink drinkers, 
some of them not, tasted samples of four different kinds of cola: Coca-Cola, Pepsi-Cola, 
Royal Crown Cola (a brand that at the time was, like Coke and Pepsi, widely popular), 
and Vess Cola. Vess Cola was then (and remained) little known.

“Identification of Cola Beverages. I. First Study,” N.H. Pronko and J.W. Bowles, Jr., 
Journal of Applied Psychology, vol. 32, no. 3, June 1948, 304–12.

108 college students tasted and named four different brands of Cola beverages.... 
From one third to over two thirds of the responses were incorrect on the basis of the 
subjects’ likes and dislikes. It is concluded that the identification response of Cola 
beverages is not a function of the physico-chemical properties of the stimulus objects, 
but a matter of using an available tag or label for it based largely on familiarity. 

Pronko and collaborator J.W. Bowles drew several conclusions. One—the most 
enduring—was that people cannot reliably identify the taste of Coke from that of Pepsi.

Pronko Two
The second study came out a mere 
six months after the first. Spurred and 
stimulated by criticism—mostly about the 
way they had labeled the cola  glasses (the 
labels were W, X, Y and Z)—Pronko and 
Bowles simplified the experiment. This time 
there were three, rather than four different 

A billboard advertising 
Pepsi-Cola.

Vess Cola, an obscure competitor 
to both Coca-Cola and Pepsi-
Cola, was included in Pronko’s 
first “taste this and tell us what 
kind of cola it is” experiment. The 
test subjects could not reliably 
distinguish its taste from those of 
Coke, Pepsi or Royal Crown Cola.

www.improbable.com
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cola drinks, and the glasses were labeled X, Y and Z:

“Identification of Cola Beverages: II. A Further Study,” N.H. Pronko and J.W. Bowles, Jr., Journal of 
Applied Psychology, vol. 32, no. 5, October 1948, 559–64.

156 students in elementary psychology served as subjects in a taste experiment with three colas. 
When presented in random order and also when only one cola was given for an entire series, 
the results are comparable to a chance distribution and support the hypothesis that the pattern of 
naming responses was a function of the subjects’ familiarity with cola brand names.

Pronko, Without Coke or Pepsi
Pronko and Bowles then embarked on their third set 
of experiments. They began by reminding themselves 
that “when subjects were asked to identify the three 
leading brands of Cola, they might just as well have 

drawn their names out of a hat.” So this time, Pronko and Bowles used 
only obscure brands of cola.

Sipping three kinds of cola that they had probably seldom or never 
tasted before, almost everyone nonetheless said they were drinking 
Coke, Pepsi or Royal Crown, the USA’s three most domestically 
popular cola brands:

“Identification of Cola Beverages. III. A Final Study,” N.H. 
Pronko and J.W. Bowles, Jr., Journal of Applied Psychology, vol. 33, no. 6, Dec 1949, pp. 605–8.

60 subjects tasted samples of Hyde Park Cola, Kroger Cola, and Spur Cola. No correct identifications were 
made. Almost all responses identified the beverages in order as Coca Cola, Pepsi Cola, or Royal Crown 
Cola.

Pronko and Bowles intended this to be the end of things, to settle 
once and for all the 
basic questions that 
scholars may have 
had about whether 
human beings can 
reliably distinguish 
between, and identify, 
the tastes of Coke and 
Pepsi. But, as happens so often in modern research, nagging, niggling 
doubts remained.

Pronko Four
And so N.H. Pronko, teaming up this time with colleague D.T. Herman, 
ran a fourth set of experiments. This time, there would be no cola 
anonymity. The volunteer cola drinkers were explicitly told they would 
be sampling Coca-Cola, Pepsi-Cola and Royal Crown Cola. 

The task before them was starkly simple: identify which glass 
contained which cola. This time, the results were almost the same as 

before, but with one new twist:

“Identification of Cola Beverages. IV. Postscript,”  N.H. Pronko and D.T. 
Herman, Journal of Applied Psychology, vol. 34, no. 1, February 1950, 
pp. 68–9.

Where subjects were given 3 samples of the same beverage, their identifications were not significantly 
different than when the beverages were unknown Colas or actually these Colas unspecified. The same was 
true for Pepsi Cola and Royal Crown Cola identifications when 3 different samples were given. However, 
Coca Cola identifications yielded statistically significant results.

Amateur scientists conduct a cola test in 1941. The results of this 
test were never reported in any formal academic publication. 
Photo: Library of Congress.
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The “statistically significant” results for Coca-Cola were, technically, “significant.” They were also small. But, for the 
first time, there was evidence that maybe a few people, occasionally, might be able to reliably, if tentatively, identify the 
flavor of Coca-Cola.

Pronko’s Side Exploration
Here is a side note. Eight years later, Pronko tried a 
very different experiment involving colas. It did not 
involve the taste of the colas themselves. Rather, it 
examined people’s ability to recognize cola bottle 
caps, cola bottles and cola logos. Details are in the 
study:

“Identification of Cola Beverages: V. A Visual 
Check,”  G.Y. Kenyon and N.H. Pronko, Journal 
of Applied Psychology, vol. 42, no. 6, December 
1958, pp. 419–22.

“A group of 210 subjects was asked to 
identify 45 tachistoscopic slides presented 
at 1/400-seconds exposure.” Slides of bottles, bottle caps, and type-written brand names of 3 leading colas 
were presented singly, in pairs, or as triples. Subjects showed a greater accuracy in responding to the brand 
names Coca Cola, Pepsi Cola, and Royal Crown Cola in that order.

A Cola Experiment in the Middle East
The Pronko experiments, wide-ranging as they were, examined only the ability of American cola-drinkers to recognize 
the flavors of American colas. The larger world, with its wider range of colas, was still virgin territory for cola-centric 
experimental psychology.

Edwin Terry Prothro of Brooklyn College changed that. His experiment, documented in a 1953 paper in the Journal of 
Applied Psychology, supplied data that still, these many years later, awaits its definitive interpreter:

“Identification of Cola Beverages Overseas,” E. Terry Prothro, Journal of Applied Psychology, vol. 37, no. 6, 
December 1953, pp. 494–5.

60 students in American University of Beirut were asked to identify Coca-Cola, Pepsi-Cola, and a local 
cola, in blindfold taste tests. Ten students each took 
the three beverages in one of the six possible orders. 
The American brands could not be distinguished from 
one another by the subjects, but the local beverage was 
correctly identified in 51 out of 60 identifications.

Enter the Quibblers
Until 1962, the four Pronko studies (though not the fifth) 
stood as a colossus, intimidating all who might consider 
criticizing them. Then along came Frederick J. Thumin of 
Washington University.

Thumin tried to point out what he saw as glaring defects in 
Prinko’s work. In October 1962, Thumin hurled a javelin, 

A recent portrait of Frederick J. Thumin, who in 1962 
quibbled with N.H. Pronko’s corpus of cola work. 
Painting: A.S. Kaswell.
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metaphorically speaking:

“Identification of Cola Beverages,” Frederick J. 
Thumin, Journal of Applied Psychology, vol. 46, 
no. 5, October 1962, pp. 358–60.

An attempt was made to overcome certain 
methodological inadequacies of earlier 
studies in determining whether cola 
beverages can be identified on the basis 
of taste. Some 79 subjects completed 
questionnaires on their cola drinking 
habits and brand preferences, then were 
tested individually on samples of cola 
beverages presented under methods of paired 
comparisons. Significant chi square values 
were obtained for Coca Cola and Pepsi 
Cola, due to the large number of correct 
identifications for these brands. Correct 
identification of Royal Crown, however, did 
not differ from chance expectancy.

Thumin’s report implied that if people drink 
lots of cola regularly, they can develop a slight, 
perhaps temporary, ability to identify one brand 
from another, at least sometimes.

The Quibbler Quibbled 
A decade later, three researchers at Cleveland 
State University took aim at Thumin. Their study, 
published in the same journal in which most of 
the cola warfare had already transpired, implied 
(a) that Pronko was mostly wrong, and (b) that 
Thumin was mostly wrong:

“Cola and Diet Cola Identification and Level of Cola Consumption,” Sam H. Lane, James Zychowski and Kenneth 
Lelii, Journal of Applied Psychology, vol. 60, no. 2, April 1975, pp. 278–9.

Assessed the ability of 72 undergraduates to identify correctly 2 beverages (Coca Cola and Pepsi Cola) 
and their diet complements (Tab and Diet Pepsi Cola). Subjects were administered the 4 beverages in a 
paired-comparisons design, and questionnaire data were 
collected regarding their beverage consumption habits. 
Results indicate that subjects could correctly identify each 
beverage in excess of chance expectancy, and that their 
ability to identify beverages was not related to their level 
of consumption.

And so it goes, quibble begetting quibble begetting quibble.

The basic question—”Is it Coke or is it Pepsi?”—is now addressed 
often, if not always rigorously, in introductory psychology courses 
around the world. It is a simple experiment that most students can, 
at least in theory, get excited about and perhaps even carry out.

Postscript 1: Brain Scans of Pepsi vs. 
Coke Drinkers
In 2005, nearly two decades after Sam Lane, James Zychowski and 
Kenneth Lelii had at the cola work of Frederick Thumin, and four 

A recent portrait of P. Read Montague of Baylor College of Medicine. Dr. Montague 
has studied brain activity of cola drinkers. Painting: A.S. Kaswell.
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decades after Thumin  took on the imposing cola legacy of Nicholas Pronko, and more than 
fifty years after Pronko himself began the series of projects that would make him the name of 
names in early Coke/Pepsi taste-discrimination research, six scientists in Texas got the first 
half-good look at part of what happens in portions of the brain of a cola drinker while that 
cola drinker is drinking cola:

“Neural Correlates of Behavioral Preference for Culturally Familiar Drinks,” Samuel 
M. McClure, Jian Li, Damon Tomlin, Kim S. Cypert, Latané M. Montague, and P. Read 
Montague, Neuron, vol. 44, October 14, 2004, pp. 379–87. The authors, who are at Baylor 
College of Medicine, say:

We report a consistent neural response in the ventromedial prefrontal cortex that 
correlated with subjects’ behavioral preferences for these beverages. In the brand-cued 
experiment, brand knowledge for one of the drinks had a dramatic influence on expressed 
behavioral preferences and on the measured brain responses.

Postscript 2: Controversy Begets Controversy 
The basic question—Is it Coke or is it Pepsi? —remains unanswered. 

In the 1960s, Coke and Pepsi engaged in a marketing battle, each company announcing 
the results of blind taste tests that it had conducted. Volunteer cola-drinkers sampled cola 
from several glasses. Each glass was marked only with an 
identifying letter such as M or Q.

The tests conducted by Pepsi found that people preferred the 
taste of Pepsi.

The tests conducted by Coke found that people preferred 
the taste of Coke. Coke also announced that when it offered 
a choice of two glasses, both containing Coke, people said 
they preferred the taste of one glass of Coke to the taste 
of another, differently marked, glass of the exact same 
beverage.

This battle of company-sponsored research itself led (as many things do) to a spate of 
academic squabbling. The Coke versus Pepsi question led, or fed, an ongoing controversy 
about whether people are prejudiced for against particular letters (for example, whether 
something marked “M” is probably better than 
something marked “Q”). 

The burgeoning mélange of contention is exemplified by 
this passage from a 1977 study by Kenneth A. Coney of 

Arizona State University:

“Order-Bias: The Special Case of Letter Preference,” Kenneth A. Coney, 
Public Opinion Quarterly, vol. 41, no. 3m Autumn, 1977, pp. 385–8.

Pepsi conducted blind taste tests using letters [for] identification and 
determined that Coke drinkers prefer Pepsi over Coke. Coke has countered 
that the letters used to identify their brand have negative connotations causing the choice of Pepsi.

This study is neither the first nor the last word on Coke or Pepsi or letter preference. Perhaps a study published six years 
later by researchers at King’s College in Wilkes Barre, Pennsylvania, is the last word:

“Pepsi versus Coke: Labels, Not Tastes, Prevail,” Mary E. Woolfolk, William Castellan and Charles I. Brooks, 
Psychological Reports, vol. 52, no. 1, February 1983. pp. 185-6.

30 subjects were asked their preference for either Pepsi or Coke. Then they drank from a Pepsi bottle 
(which contained Coke) and from a Coke bottle (which contained Pepsi). Subjects were significantly 
influenced by the label of the product they preferred and not by taste differences between these products. It 
is concluded that a taste comparison of colas should avoid using any labels.

And perhaps it is not.

A billboard advertising Coca-
Cola.
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Coke/Pepsi Research Review
Dramatic discoveries about celebrated colas

compiled by Honoré Schoolcraft, Improbable Research staff

Coke Is It
“Effect of ‘Coke’ on Sperm Motility,” Sharee A. Umpierre, Joseph A. Hill and Deborah J. Anderson, New England 
Journal of Medicine, vol. 313, no. 21, 1985,  p. 1351.

No, It’s Not
“The Spermicidal Potency of Coca-Cola and Pepsi-Cola,” C.Y. Hong, C.C. Shieh, P. Wu and B.N. Chiang, Human 
Toxicology, vol. 6, no. 5, September 1987, pp. 395–6. The authors, who are at Veterans General Hospital, Taipei, 
Republic of China, explain their findings thusly:

The inhibitory effect of Old Coke, caffeine-free New Coke, New Coke, Diet Coke and Pepsi-Cola on human 
sperm motility was studied with a trans-membrane migration method. None of them could decrease sperm 
motility to less than 70% of control within one hour. A previous study which claimed a marked variation of 
spermicidal potencies among different formulations of Coca-Cola could not be confirmed. Even if cola has a 
spermicidal effect, its potency is relatively weak as compared with other well-known spermicidal agents.

Four Liters of Coke and 
Some Kangaroos
“Coca-Cola and Kangaroos,” D.W. 
Mudge and D.W. Johnson, Lancet, vol. 
364, no. 9440, September 25, 2004, p. 
1190. The authors report that:

In March, 2002, a 44-year-old 
ostrich farmer from outback 
Australia experienced a sudden 
onset of muscle weakness after 
returning home from an evening 
of shooting kangaroos.... On further questioning, the patient admitted consuming approximately 4 liters of 

Coca-Cola most days, and up to 10 liters when he went kangaroo 
shooting at night.... He had been drinking these quantities of cola 
for the previous 3 years,

Coke Up the Nose 1
“Gastric Phytobezoars May Be Treated by Nasogastric Coca-Cola 
Lavage,” Spiros D. Ladas, Konstantinos Triantafyllou, Charalabos 
Tzathas, Pericles Tassios, Theodore Rokkas and Sotirios A. Raptis, 
European Journal of Gastroenterology and Hepatology, vol. 14, no. 7, 
July 2002, pp. 801–3. The authors are at Athens University, Greece.

Coke Up the Nose 2
“The First Report of Successful Nasogastric Coca-Cola Lavage 
Treatment for Bitter Persimmon Phytobezoars in Japan,” H. Kato et 
al., American Journal of Gastroenterology, vol. 98, no. 7, July 2003, 
pp. 1662–3.
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The Interconnectedness of All Things
“Coca-Cola, Cancers, and Coronaries: Personality and Stress as Mediating Factors,” R. Grossartii- Maticek and J. 
Eysenck, Psychological Reports, vol. 68, 1991, pp. 1083–7. (Thanks to James A. Thorson for bringing this to our 
attention.) The report’s summary reads in part:

The predictions from the theory that large-scale consumption of Coca-Cola would prevent cancer and promote 
coronary heart disease was tested and found to be supported by the results of a long-scale prospective study.... 
Theory suggesting a causal relation between drug consumption and mortality is supported by these results, but it 
should not be assumed that the theorizing is not subject to possible criticism.

Coke for a Bolus
“The Use of Coca-Cola in the Management of Bolus Obstruction in Benign Oesophegeal Stricture,” N. D. Karanjia and 
M. Rees, Annals of the Royal College of Surgeons of England, vol. 75, 1993, pp. 94–5. (Thanks to Doug Lindsey for 
bringing and this to our attention.) The authors find that:

The administration of Coca-Cola (or other aerated drinks) may clear a bolus in the acutely obstructed 
oesophagus. 

Coca-Cola in Dentistry 1
“Coca Cola effects over porcelain surface in vitro,” J.M. Amenabar, A.C. Corso, E.G. Rivaldo et al., Journal of Dental 
Research, vol. 81, Special Issue B, December 2002, p. B132.

Coca-Cola in Dentistry 2
“Adhesive fractures in enamel exposed or not to Coca-cola (R),” F.L. De Souza, D.M.P. Padilha DMP and M.A.L. De 
Souza, Journal of Dental Research,  vol. 81, Special Issue B, December 2002, p. B200.

Coca-Cola in Dentistry 3
“Coca Cola: the tremendous enemy of dental alloys,” 
W.D. Muller, C. Schopf and K.P. Lunge, Journal of 
Dental Research,  vol. 81, Special Issue B, December 
2002, p. B256.

Pepsi and Coke and Africanized 
Honey Bees
“The Attraction of Africanized Honey Bees (Apis 
mellifera L.) to Soft Drinks and Perfumes,”  Charles 
I. Abramson, Italo S. Aquino and Gerson A. Azeredo, 
Journal of General Psychology, vol. 124, no. 2, April 
1997, pp. 166–81. 

Tested the feasibility of using the proboscis 
extension reflex to study preferences in Africanized 
honey bees.... Bees were divided into individual 
groups and confined to small metal tubes. Groups 
were fed one of a variety of soft drinks, or sucrose 
or spring water. The dependent variable was the 
amount of time the bee’s proboscis was in contact 
with a strip of filter paper saturated with the substance. The results indicate little or no contact with diet soft 
drinks or spring water, 45-65 sec of contact with Coca-Cola, Sprite, Pepsi, Guaraná, and Sukita Orange, and 
75-140 sec of contact with Fanta Orange, Fanta Grape, and sucrose (sucrose elicited the most contact of the 
substances tested). In [another] experiment, the ability of bees to associate an odor with a soft drink was 
assessed in a discrimination task.... Little conditioning was observed with Pepsi, and no conditioning was 
observed with Diet Pepsi.
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Ig Nobel and 
and Improbable
Research
BOOKS!

The world’s most untranslatable books have (some 

of them) been translated into CHINESE, GERMAN, 

ITALIAN, SPANISH, JAPANESE, DUTCH, POLISH, 

FRENCH, and other languages including, to some extent, 

the original ENGLISH.

The newest: “The Man Who Tried to Clone Himself.”

Get them in bookstores -- or online via www.improbable.com or 

at other fine and even not-so-fine e-bookstores.

Coke vs. Pepsi: The E. coli Test
by Ella Rotman
Department of Microbiology
University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign

Here I demonstrate that bacteria can be used as low-cost, “guinea 
pig” substitutes for human beings for testing new (or old) food 
products. I tested the ability of an Escherichia coli bacteria strain 
to grow in a Coca Cola medium. I then determined whether the 
bacteria preferred Coke or Pepsi.

Getting E. coli to grow on Coke
E. coli are finicky eaters. To grow them under laboratory 
conditions sometimes involves following elaborate recipes. To 
test E. coli ‘s preference for one versus another cola product, I first had to create a suitable growth medium.  I adapted 
a well-established formula, similar to that for Gatorade. It provides sugar for energy and various salts and metabolites 
required for growth. I added a solidifying agent, so the bacteria could be purified to single colonies in a Petri dish. 
Because the two main ingredients of Coca Cola are water and high-fructose corn syrup, I simply replaced the formula’s 
prescribed water and sugar components with an equivalent volume of soda. 

My “soda medium” had an additional benefit: E. coli cannot grow in pure Coke because of the acidity (pH of ~2-3). In 
my medium, the salts buffered the solution to the nearly neutral pH of approximately 6.5-7. 

I still had to coax the E. coli to grow, though. At first the cells grew quite poorly, and I thought it might have been due 
to caffeine toxicity. However, when I streaked the cells on a similar medium, but prepared with caffeine-free Coke 
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rather than regular Coke, I got the same results (see 
Figure 1A). Since I was unable to remove any of the 
other potentially growth-inhibitory ingredients (e.g. 
caramel color or the mysterious “natural flavors,” 
which the Coca-Cola Company declines to identify), 
I hoped the cells could be trained to eat, and perhaps 
even enjoy, Coke. Happily, when I used cells that had 
been previously grown on the Coca Cola medium, I 
was able to obtain discrete colonies (see Figure 1B). 
This suggests that Coca Cola is an acquired taste.

The Pepsi Challenge
Once I had the bacteria cells growing on soda, I 
tested to see whether they preferred Coke or Pepsi.

I inoculated the E. coli into liquid media made from 
each beverage, and then tracked their growth over the course of the day. I used a spectrophotometer to measure the 
density of cells in the tubes over time.

The results of the experiment are shown in Figure 2. Clearly, the bacteria grow faster on Pepsi than on Coke. On solid 
plates, the E. coli also formed larger colonies on the Pepsi medium than on the Coke medium (data not shown). 

Conclusion
I have shown that, when given a choice between Coke and Pepsi, E. coli prefer Pepsi (see Figure 3). It is also interesting 
to note that, although the bacteria were initially trained to like Coke, they still preferred the competition. 

Acknowledgements
I thank the Kuzminov Lab for use of their reagents and equipment, as well as Brian Budke for helping to measure the 
growing cultures. I also thank Caryn Wadler for her assistance in making the stuffed bug.

Figure 1. Training E. coli to like Coke. PLATE A: E. coli 
struggling on a caffeine-free Coca Cola plate. PLATE B: E. coli 
adapted to Coca Cola (streaked on the lower half of the plate).

Figure 2. 
Growth of E. 
coli (strain 
MG1655) in 
caffeine-free 
Coca Cola 
medium vs. 
caffeine-free 
Pepsi Cola 
medium. The 
results are an 
average of three 
independent 
trials with 
error bars 
representing the 
standard error 
of the mean.
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E. coli Research Review
Featured findings about a popular microbe

compiled by Honoré Schoolcraft, Improbable Research staff

Coli and Mexican Fast Food
“Enteric Pathogens in Mexican Sauces of Popular Restaurants in Guadalajara, 
Mexico, and Houston, Texas,” Javier A. Adachi, John J. Mathewson, Zhi-
Dong Jiang, Charles D. Ericsson and Herbert L. DuPont, Annals of Internal 
Medicine, vol. 136, no. 12, June 18, 2002, pp. 884–7. (Thanks to Peter 
Melvoin for bringing this to our attention.) The authors, who are at University 
of Texas, St. Luke’s Episcopal Hospital, and Baylor College of Medicine, 
Houston, Texas, conclude that:

Contamination with E. coli was common in 
samples of Mexican tabletop sauces from Guadalajara restaurants. These sauces 
commonly contained enteric pathogens.

Holy Hazard
“Holy Water—A Risk Factor for Hospital-Acquired Infection,” J.C. Rees 
and K.D. Allen, Journal of Hospital Infection, vol. 32, no. 1, January 1996, 
pp. 51–5. (Thanks to Danielle Chung for bringing this to our attention.) The 
authors, who are at Whiston Hospital, Prescot, Merseyside, UK, explain:

A case of hospital-acquired infection due to Acinetobacter baumanii in a burns patient after exposure 
to holy water is described. In order to assess the infection risk, 13 samples of holy water were cultured 
for bacteria, (including legionellae) and yeasts. Viable bacterial counts ranged from 1.3 x 103—3.8 x 
108 cfu/L (mean 3.1 x 107 cfu/L). A wide range of bacterial species was isolated including Pseudomonas 
aeruginosa, Enterobacter spp. Escherichia coli and Aeromonas hydrophila. Candida spp. were isolated 
from two samples, but legionellae from none. Holy water would, therefore, seem to be a potential risk 
factor for hospital-acquired infection.

Coli on Coli
“Evolution of CTX-M-Type Beta-Lactamases in Isolates of 
Escherichia coli Infecting Hospital and Community Patients,” 
G. Brigante, F. Luzzaro, M. Perilli, G. Lombardi, A. Coli et 
al., International Journal of Antimicrobial Agents, vol. 25, no. 
2, February 2005, pp. 157–62.

Coli and Binge Eating
“Binge Eating Disorder: Prevalence and Psychopathological Features 
in a Clinical Sample of Obese People in Italy,” Carla E. Ramacciotti, 
Elisabetta Coli et al., Psychiatry Research, vol. 94, no. 2, May 15, 2000, pp. 131–8.

Coli and Associated Psychoneurotic Disturbances
“Le Colibacillose et Ses Troubles Psycho-Nevrosiques” [Bacillus coli and Associated Psychoneurotic Disturbances],” R. 
De. Saussure, Évolution Psychiatrique, no. 1, 1934, pp. 85–95. The author reports:

A description of the psychological manifestations which are encountered in [certain] patients. The most striking 
symptoms are asthenia and distaste for life, anxiety, capricious irritation, and sometimes obsessions and 
hypochondriac delusions. There are no specific psychological disturbances in these cases.

Dr. E. Coli of 
the Department 
of Psychiatry, 
Pharmacology, 
Neurobiology and 
Biotechnologies, Section 
of Psychiatry, University 
of Pisa. Painting: A.S. 
Kaswell.
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The Travels of the Lorenz Butterfly
by Ron E. Hassner, University of California, Berkeley

Here is the most complete record yet compiled of the travels of the Lorenz butterfly.

The most famous butterfly in science made its first reported appearance in 1972, in a paper on chaos theory 
presented by Edward Lorenz to the American Association for the Advancement of Science.1 In the paper, 
Lorenz presented a cornerstone argument of chaos theory:  very small differences in initial conditions can 
lead to large effects in complex systems.  He entitled the paper with an appropriate example, calling it, “Does 
the Flap of a Butterfly’s Wings in Brazil Set Off a Tornado in Texas?”  

Lorenz’s butterfly has since appeared in every conceivable reference to chaos theory.  Yet despite its meteoric 
rise to fame, chaos theorists soon lost track of the butterfly’s whereabouts.

Reported Sightings
In 1987, James Gleick rediscovered Lorenz’s butterfly and announced triumphantly that “a butterfly stirring 
the air today in Peking can transform storm systems next month in New York.”2 Gleick could not explain 
when or why the butterfly had moved to Peking, of all places, why it should suddenly shift its attention from tornadoes 
in Texas to storm systems in New York, or where it had been in the intervening fifteen years.  But in 1992, five years 
after Gleick’s discovery, the butterfly returned to Brazil—specifically to Rio de Janeiro—where it was spotted by Denny 
Gulick.3

At this point, the sightings grew more frequent.  In 1993, the blockbuster movie Jurassic Park located the insect in 
Beijing. Two years after that, several scientists reported, in this journal, seeing  the subject in Lausanne, Switzerland.4 
In 1996, Don Edward Beck and Christopher Cowan found it frolicking in France, and immediately pronounced that “a 
butterfly flaps its wings in Paris… [which] results in a hurricane in Miamii.”5

The year after that, the butterfly returned to its previous haunt in 
China. However, as David Campbell and Gottfried Mayer-Kress 
were to document, it had focused its attention on the weather in 
San Francisco.6  Peter Smith confirmed the butterfly’s Chinese 
location in 1998, by which time its flapping was affecting the 
climate of South England.7 John B. Arden spotted the butterfly in 
Venezuela that same year.8

Despite its now advanced age, Lorenz’s butterfly continues to be 
tracked by chaos theorists.  In the year 2000, it was spotted in both 
the Amazon rain forest and Harrisburg, Virginia.9 By 2001, it had 
moved to California. From there, it flew to Japan, where Grove, 
Ladas & Grove located it 2004.10 That same year it appeared once 
more in Brazil and then returned to China in 2006.11

Discussion
The longevity and traveling speed of the famed butterfly have 
occasioned some dispute about its identity.  The butterfly is 
possibly of the species Heliconius erato (also known as the “Red 
Postman”), famed for its extraordinary longevity (see Figure 3).  
Common in South America, it has an impressive tornado-inducing 
wingspan of 2.25 inches.12

Curiously, the pattern of the butterfly’s movements, as plotted on 
a world map, replicates a pattern that is characteristic of certain 
systems that exhibit so-called “chaotic” behavior. The tracings in 
Figure 1 compare easily with those in Figure 3, which shows a 
mathematical pattern known as the Lorenz attractor. This pattern 
was named after Edward Lorenz, the very man whose theory had 

Figure 2. Global movements of Lorenz’s butterfly.

Figure 1. A specimen of 
Heliconius erato. The 

Lorenz butterfly may be a 
member of this species.
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first called attention to this novel branch of lepidoptery.

More curiously still, the butterfly shape of the Lorenz attractor resembles none other than the 
Heliconius erato (compare Figure 3 with Figure 2).

The significance or meaning of any of this has yet to be determined.
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a Tropical Conservatory:  

Are You Getting Your 
Money’s Worth?”, John R. 

Watts, Butterfly Pavilion 
of Westminster, CO, p. 8, 
table 2; “Schmetterlinge 

und Brustwarzen,” L. Arazi, 
Annals of the German 

Society for Entomology, vol. 
8, no. 2, 1994; “Lifespan 

of Butterflies,” J. A. Scott, 
Journal of Research on the 
Lepidoptera, vol. 12, 1973.

Figure 3. The mathematical pattern known as the Lorenz attractor.
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Boys Will Be Boys
Research by and for adolescent males of all ages and sexes

compiled by Katherine Lee, Improbable Research staff

A Drive to Infertility
“Increase in Scrotal Temperature in Car Drivers,” Louis Bujan, Myriam Daudin, Jean-Paul Charlet, Patrick Thonneau 
and Roger Mieusset, Human Reproduction, vol. 15, no. 6, June 2000, pp. 1355–7. (Thanks to Alain Le Faou and 
Bertrand Rihn for bringing this to our attention.) The authors, who are at the Male Fertility Research Group, Toulouse, 
France, explain that:

We conducted continuous monitoring of scrotal temperature 
in real conditions, i.e. in men driving a car for a prolonged 
period. Nine volunteer men were asked to walk outside for 40 
min and then to drive a car for 160 min. Scrotal temperatures 
were measured from thermocouples and values recorded every 
2 min on a portable data recorder. Scrotal temperature increased 
significantly (P < 0.0001) in driving posture after 2 h of driving, 
reaching a value 1.7–2.2 degrees C higher than that recorded 
while walking. This link between driving position and increased 
scrotal temperature indicates a potential exposure of male 
reproductive function to lifestyle factors.

Tattoos and Sex
“College Students, Tattoos, and Sexual Activity,” J.R. Koch, A.E. Roberts, M.L. Armstrong and D.C. Owen, 
Psychological Reports, vol. 97, no. 3, December 2005, pp. 887–90.  The authors, who are at Texas Tech University, in 
Lubbock, explain that:

This research examined the association of having a tattoo and engaging in premarital sexual intercourse. 
Data gathered from a convenience sample of 450 college students indicated that tattooed respondents were 
substantively and significantly more likely to be sexually active than nontattooed college students. Tattooed men 
became sexually active at a significantly earlier age than nontattooed men but no such difference was found 
between tattooed and nontattooed college women.

A Lively Outing
“Antioxidant Activity in Human Faeces,” M. Garsetti et al., British Journal of Nutrition, vol. 84, no. 5, Novamber 2000, 
pp. 705 –10.

Pain and Soft Porn
“Pain and Emotion: Effects of Affective Picture Modulation,” Mary W. Meagher, Randolph C. Arnau and Jamie L. 
Rhudy, Psychosomatic Medicine, vol. 63, no. 1, January–February 2001, pp. 79–90. The authors, who are at Texas A&M 
University, College Station, Texas, report that:
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Two experiments examined the impact of viewing unpleasant, pleasant, and neutral photographic slides on 
cold-pain perception in healthy men and women.... RESULTS: Viewing fear and disgust slides decreased pain 
intensity and unpleasantness thresholds, but only the fear slides decreased pain tolerance. In contrast, viewing 
erotic, but not nurturant, slides increased pain intensity and unpleasantness threshold ratings.

Jung’s Overheated Trousers
“Influence of the Type of Undertrousers and Physical Activity on Scrotal Temperature,” A. Jung, F. Leonhardt, W.B. 
Schill, and H.C. Schuppe, Human Reproduction, vol. 20, no. 4, April 2005, pp. 1022–7. (Thanks to Kristine Danowski 
for bringing this to our attention.)

Semen Quality 
and Organic Food 
Associations
“Semen Quality Among Members 
of Organic Food Associations in 
Zealand, Denmark,”  T. K. Jensen, A. 
Giwercman, E. Carlsen, T. Scheike 
and N.E. Skakkebaek, The Lancet, 
vol. 347, 1996, pp. 1844.

Earwigs: Always Be Prepared
“A ‘Spare’ Compensates for the Risk of Destruction of the Elongated Penis of Earwigs (Insecta: Dermaptera),” 
Yoshitaka Kamimura and Yoh Matsuo, Naturwissenschaften, vol. 88, no. 11, November 2001, pp. 468–71. The authors 
are at Tokyo Metropolitan University. (Thanks to Ig Nobel Prize winner Richard Wassersug for bringing this to our 
attention.)

The Danger of Squid Sperm Bags
“Two Cases of Oral-Stings by Sperm Bag of Squid,” K. Nagakura, M. Nakano and M. Kanamaru, Tokai Journal 
Experimental Clinical Medicine,  vol. 17, nos. 5–6, December 1992, pp. 195–7. The authors are at Tokai University 
School of Medicine, Kanagawa, Japan.

A Note on Spitting
“A Note on the Phallic Significance of Spitting,” H.L. Gomberg, Psychoanalytic Quarterly, vol. 50, no. 1, January 1981, 
pp. 90–5.

Mathematics and the Buttock
“Analytical Parametric Analysis of the Contact 
Problem of Human Buttocks and Negative 
Poisson’s Ratio Foam Cushions,” Yun-Che Wang 
and Roderic Lakes, International Journal of Solids 
and Structures, vol. 39, no. 18, September 2002, pp. 
4825–38. (Thanks to Rudi Podgornik for bringing 
this to our attention.) The authors, who are at the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison, report that:

Analytical investigations on the contact 
problems between two homogeneous and 
isotropic soft bodies were performed to 
simulate the contact of human buttocks and 
seat cushions.
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Plucked from Obscurity: Anti-Hijack 
Device
An inventive, yet under-publicized device

by Marina Tsipis, Improbable Research staff

Zoltan Egeresi of Santa Cruz, California, has invented a kind of anti-
hijack contraption that is novel in the commercial airline world. It is less 
novel in the worlds of novels and movie comedies. 

Based on an Uplifting Principle
U.S. patent #7,014,147, granted to Mr. Egeresi on March 21, 2006, gives 
details in clear, evocative language:

This low cost non lethal Anti Hijacking System is... a last line of 
defense against a single or team of would be hijackers...

When one or more person is trying to over power the pilots, this 
anti hijacking system can provide a non-lethal last line of defense. 
Doors on the cockpit may not be penetration proof. When pilot or 
flight attendant is confronted with a situation where the pilot’s door 
is about to be penetrated, a concealed stainless steel net from below 
the carpet will hoist up all people to the ceiling or simulations side 
by side winch activation will hold the trapped people by the wall 
immobilizing them.

See Mr. Egeresi’s Figures 1–4, reproduced here, for a rough idea of how 
and where the apparatus is meant to be installed in a commercial airliner. 
The details are instructive. The system includes:

plural winches concealed within the walls of a passenger area 
of said aircraft, a flexible high strength net located within said 
passenger area under a floor covering thereof, said net is connected 
at plural locations by cables concealed in the walls of said passenger 
area, said cables are connected to said winches and when said 
winches are activated, the cables pop out of the walls and pull 
the net from beneath the floor covering to capture and control 
designated passengers, and these cables have an extreme stop 
activator to stop winches at least one foot from ceiling when the 
cables are winched up by the winches.

That’s not all. There are also:

switches for said winches are located in plural locations in a cockpit and in said passenger area of said aircraft, 
said switches have three positions, up, down and stop, manually controllable by the crew or pilot as they can see 
when and how to activate said winches.

There are additional features:

said switches individually control respective winches behind the cockpit and when all are activated said net will 
lift up all people in the net, with selective actuation of fewer winches said net will be lifted up on only one side 
to trap the people by a wall or keep them further away from the cockpit, or a single winch can lift up said net to 
separate an area in case several people try to lunge forward at the same time.
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Hsieh’s Pioneering Trap
Mr. Egeresi was partly inspired by the work of Kuo Cheng Hsieh, of Taichung, Taiwan. Mr. Hsieh was granted U.S. 
patent #6,219,959, on April 24, 2001, for what he calls a “net trapping system for capturing a robber immediately.”

A net trapping system for capturing a robber immediately is used in a place of business such as a bank. The 
device looks like a storing box and is installed above the entrance of the business. When a robbery takes place 
and the system is activated, an infrared detecting device determines if a robber is in a zone beneath the storing 
box. A net, a curtain, and a plurality of barriers will drop down immediately and simultaneously. After a lifting 
motor is activated, the system traps the robber and suspends him above the floor.

The system in its entirety is complex. Here is a portion of the technical description (they refer to Mr. Hsieh’s Figure 5, 
which is reproduced here together with a descriptive set of labels): 

Once the system is started, the infrared detecting devices (25) are activated and the entrance is automatically 
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closed. If a robber moves 
to a zone beneath the 
storing box (10), he is 
detected by the infrared 
detecting devices (25). 
The electromagnetic 
controller (20) makes the 
pushing rod (22) move 
so that the positioning 
rope (15) drops down. 
Meanwhile, the net (40), 
steel rings (43), and 
curtain (30) break a cover 
plate (80) so that they are 
all dropped down. Also, 
due to the movement 
of stopping block (23), 
the barriers (17) will 
fall down. After which, 
the lifting motor (70) is 
started to lift the main 
hanging rope (55) so as 
to make the closing ropes 
(50) encircle the robber 
and hang the robber in 
an upside down position 
(shown in FIG. 5).

Scholars who desire further 
details may obtain them from 

the U.S. Patent Office, where they also may obtain a copy of Mr. Egeresi’s patent.

Mr. Egeresi analyzed Mr. Hsieh’s bank-robber-trap technology, and spotted what he considers to be serious limitations. 
With an economy of words, Mr. Egeresi describes them:

This invention as it is described, is an unattended system triggered by infrared beams. Barriers would fall from 
above immediately, not exactly an ideal solution in a confined area in the sky. This invention has no mention of 
the kind or type of net being used, most type of nets could be cut with knife. It is easy to see, that most of the 
prior art systems (using net) has no place on today’s flight deck for being too expensive, unworkable, or just for 
being totally unsuitable for the intended job.

The Blocker
Zoltan Egeresi is no novice at innovation, nor is he a monomaniac. His interests are diverse, or at least dual. He invented 
an exciting bathroom accessory—a “Toilet Odor Blocking System”—for which he obtained US patent #20040064884, 
on April 8, 2004. The patent is an almost textbook example of how to apply basic engineering principles to solve a 
simple problem (see Mr. Egeresi’s Figure 1, reproduced here): 

The object of this invention is to block any odor from escaping the toilet before it contaminates the whole 
bath room.... Air pump creates bubbles in the tank, bubbles flow through the hose guiding bubbles into the 
toilet tank. By covering the human waste with scented soap bubbles it blocks any odor from escaping into the 
surrounding area.... The object of this invention is to cover the excrement with bubbles (or foam) as fast as 
possible.

Acknowledgement
Thanks to Martin Gardiner for bringing the anti-hijacking system to our attention.
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Icky Cutesy Research Review
Research reports that are icky and/or cutesy

Compiled by Alice Shirell Kaswell, Improbable Research staff

Icky
“Penetrating Handlebar Injury Causing Bowel Evisceration,” R. J. England, R. Dalton and J. Walker, Injury Extra, vol. 
35, no. 4, April 2004, pp. 40–1.

Cutesy
“Where Has All The Botox Gone? (How) Will We Ever Learn... Using Monoclonal Antibodies to Track Botulinum 
Toxin,” Erle C.-H. Lim, Vernon M.S. Oh, Benjamin K.C. Ong, Adeline W.L. Chow and Raymond C.S. Seet, Medical 
Hypotheses, vol. 67, no. 3, 2006, pp. 440–6.

Icky and Sticky, and Allegedly Cutesy
“A Sticky Situation...,” J. Hardwicke, C.S. Azad and J.K.G. Laitung, Injury Extra, vol. 37, no. 1, January 2006, pp. 34–5.

A 25-year-old man was 
admitted under our care 
after referral from a local 
Accident and Emergency 
Department. Whilst 
intoxicated the previous 
night, the patient had 
fallen asleep at a friend’s 
house and was victim to 
a “practical joke”. He 
had fallen asleep, fully 
clothed wearing a pair 
of tight fitting denim 
trousers. The prankster 
found a can of expanding 
polyurethane foam gap 
and cavity filler and directed the nozzle into the front of his friend’s trousers. This did not wake the patient and 
he slept through until the morning when he awoke to find the foam had adhered, expanded and cured to fill any 
spaces around his groin area...

Cutesy
“Cinderella Revisited,” Stewart M. Cameron, British Medical Journal, vol. 331, December 24, 2005, pp. 1543–4. 
(Thanks to Andrew Plume for bringing this to our attention.) The author sums up his work this way:

Objective: To examine the references to Cinderella in medical literature.

Design: Analysis of papers published in the past 50 years that mention Cinderella.

Results: The trend for use of Cinderella as a metaphor in medical publications is increasing exponentially.

Icky
“How to Remove Superglue from the Mouth: Case Report,” R. Narendranath, British Journal of Oral and Maxillofacial 
Surgery, vol. 43, 2005, pp. 81–2.
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D. Lynn Halpern (here 
shaking hands) and 
Randolph Blake (of 
Vanderbilt Univerwiht 
back turned to the camera) 
receive the 2006 Ig 
Nobel Acoustics Prize 
from Nobel Laureate 
Rich Roberts. Halpern 
and Blake, together 
with colleague James 
Hillenbrand (of Western 
Michigan University and 
Northwestern University), 
conducted experiments to 
learn why people dislike 
the sound of fingernails 
scraping on a blackboard. 
Photo: John Bradley / 
Annals of Improbable 
Research.

Ig Nobel Invitation
The 17th First Annual 

Ig Nobel Prize Ceremony

Thursday evening, October 4, 2007

-- TICKETS go on sale in early August --
The ceremony will be webcast live .

Also: 

The Ig Informal Lectures at MIT, 

Saturday afternoon, October 6.

For ceremony tickets and/or more info, see www.improbable.com 

 

.
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Puzzling Solutions
by Emil Filterbag, Improbable Research staff

Solutions to Last Month’s Puzzler
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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. 

Soft Is Hard
Further evidence why the “soft” sciences are the hardest to do well

compiled by Alice Shirrell Kaswell and Bissell Mango, Improbable Research staff

Foot-in-Mouth Opportunity
“’That Is Bloody Revolting!’—Inhibitory 
Control of Thoughts Better Left Unsaid,” 
William von Hippel and Karen Gonsalkorale, 
Psychological Science, vol. 16, no. 7, July 
2005, pp. 497–500. The authors, who are at 
the University of New South Wales, report 
that:

[A] Chinese experimenter then told 
participants that they were fortunate... as 
they would have the opportunity to taste 
what many people regard as the national 
dish of China, which was also her personal favorite.... [The] experimenter than placed a container in close 
proximity to the participants’ faces and opened it to clearly reveal a chicken foot. Participants’ facial reactions 
and utterances were recorded by a hidden video camera.

Next Generation Disappointment
“Engaging With Gender—Star Trek Next Generation,” V.B. Korzeniowska, Journal Of Gender Studies, vol. 5, no. 1, 
1996, pp. 19–25. (Thanks to John Bell for bringing this to our attention.) The author says:

I examine the representation of gender roles in Star Trek: The Next Generation and explore whether the vision 
of the twenty-fourth century advanced by the series also incorporates a futuristic vision of gender, or whether it 
merely perpetuates twentieth-century gender stereotypes and preconceptions.... The recurring female characters 
still conform to today’s stereotypes of femininity and occupy positions which perpetuate essentialist stereotypes 
of nurturance, sensitivity and desire for romance. Similarly, the leading men conform to stereotypes of strength 
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and authority.... The series is therefore disappointing, since its dependence on twentieth-century gender 
stereotypes and essentialism is indicative of a power imbalance which continues to valorize the male. 

The Inner Critic
“Autonomic Reactivity During Viewing of an Unpleasant Film,” B. Baldaro, M. Mazzetti, M. Codispoti, G. Tuozzi, R. 
Bolzani, and G. Trombini, Perceptual and Motor Skills, 
vol. 93, no. 3, December 2001, pp. 797–805.

Of Minimal Experimental Interest
“On Boredom and Experimentation in Humans,” A. 
D’Angiulli and L.S. Lebeau, Ethics and Behavior, vol. 
12, no. 2, April 2002, pp. 167–76.

This article discusses the ethical and methodological 
issues associated with boredom experienced 
by human participants during psychological 
experiments.

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

HMO-NO   The very final word in health care

Microbial ManagementMany medical conditions are caused by problems with a 
patient’s intestinal microbes. By properly managing the 
patient’s microbial population, we can treat or beat the patient’s complaint. 

Patients who sign up for HMO-NO’s new Microbial Management™ program 

can choose from a variety of intestinal microbes.* We will supply the patient 

with an appropriate custom-blended mix of Microbe Health Snacks.** For 
vegetarians and those watching their cholesterol levels, we offer a special 
Microflora-Only Mix™. At HMO-NO, we care about the little things!

* Note: In some jurisdictions, informed consent must first be obtained from the microbes or from duly authorized legal 
representatives thereof. 

** Note: May incur additional fees.
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Spot-the-Difference Quiz
by Bertha Vanatian, Improbable Research staff

Can you spot the one-letter difference in the titles of these two research studies? Yes, certainly you can. But that’s not the 
question. The question is: how long will it take you?

Here are the two citations:

“Genomic Sequence and Transcriptional Profile of the Boundary Between Pericentromeric Satellites and 
Genes on Human Chromosome Arm 10p,” J. Guy, T. Hearn, M. Crosier, J. Mudge, L. Viggiano, D. Koczan, H. 
Thiesen, J.A. Bailey, J.E. Horvath, E.E. Eichler, M.E. Earthrowl, P. Deloukas, L. French, J. Rogers, D. Bentley 
and M.S. Jackson, Genome Research, vol. 13, 2003, pp. 159–72. 

and

“Genomic Sequence and Transcriptional Profile of the Boundary Between Pericentromeric Satellites and Genes 
on Human Chromosome Arm 10q,” J. Guy, C. Spalluto, A. McMurray, T. Hearn, M. Crosier, L. Viggiano, V. 
Miolla, N. Archidiacono, M. Rocchi, C. Scott, P.A. Lee, J. Sulston, J. Rogers, D. Bentley, and M.S. Jackson, 
Human Molecular Genetics, vol. 9, no. 13, 2000, pp. 2029–42.
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May We Recommend
Items that merit a trip to the library

compiled by Stephen Drew, Improbable Research staff

Strategic Physical Attractiveness
“Mating Strategies of Young Women: Role of Physical Attractiveness,” D. Singh, 
Journal of Sex Research, vol. 41, no. 1, February 2004, pp. 43–54. The author, who is 
at the University of Texas, reports that:

[My] findings suggest that female attractiveness influences the type of mating 
strategies employed by women.

Inside Skinny for Nine-Spined Sticklebacks
“Nine-Spined Sticklebacks Exploit the Most Reliable Source When Public and Private Information Conflict,” Y. van 
Bergen, I. Coolen and K.N. Laland, Proceedings of the Royal Society of London, Series B, vol. 271, no. 1542, May 7, 
2004, pp. 957–62.

The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Surgeons
“One Hundred Consecutive Laparoscopic Ventral Hernia Repairs,” Michael B. Ujiki, Jeremy Weinberger, Thomas K. 
Varghese, Kenric M. Murayama and Raymond J. Joehl, American Journal of Surgery, vol. 188, no. 5, November 2004, 
pp. 453–622. (Thanks to Kristine Danowski for bringing this to our attention.)

We welcome your suggestions for this column. Please enclose the full citation (no abbreviations!) and, if possible, a copy 
of the paper.

Improbable: Now Digital Online, Too
Prior to this issue, the Annals of Improbable Research existed only in paper form. Now it’s also published in digital form. 
You’ll find it online at www.improbable.com. The content of the two versions is (virtually) identical.

You can subscribe to either version separately, or to both. 

For institutions, the price is the same as for individuals. 

For schools and other institutions, this is an especially good deal: if you want to get a single online subscription and 
make it available to all your accredited students, faculty and staff, that’s A-OK with us.

If you already subscribe to the paper version, a special thanks. If your subscription was active on January 20, 2007, you 
will also have free access to the corresponding digital issues for the duration of your current subscription.
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Signed Books by Richard Lederer 

(circle choices)

WORD WIZARD (the best of Richard Lederer) $14.00
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) $14.00
COMMA SENSE (a fun-damental guide to punctuation) $23.00

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, <richard.lederer@pobox.com>       
(858) 549-6788

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

by Richard Lederer

Medical transcriptions show us some unexpected styles of medical reasoning. Here are some examples:

•	 Before this admission, and was found with his wrists cut by his landlady.

•	 Patient was seen in consultation by Dr. Blank, who felt we should sit on the abdomen, and I agree.

•	 Her fourth toe cramps and she has to take off her shoe and at times rub her foot until it goes away.

•	 By the time he was admitted, his rapid heart had stopped and he was feeling better.

•	 In addition to the aforementioned problems, he has had further surgery by myself.

•	 The patient left the hospital feeling much better except for her original complaints.

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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