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January 10, Peculiar People Day, is 
the time to appreciate the weirdness 
that often comes with genius. Ben 
Franklin, American founding father 
and inventor, would give himself an 
“air bath” each morning, standing in 
front of an open window in his 
birthday suit. Less known, but no 
less peculiar, is Dr. Yoshiro 
Nakamatsu, inventor of the floppy 
disk in 1952. He developed most of 
his greatest ideas while underwater, 

An Explosive New Year 

Isn’t That Peculiar? 

The new year is celebrated all 
around the world, and its arrival is 
most often heralded with fireworks. 
Why are fireworks associated with 
ringing in the new year all over the 
globe? It turns out they are part of a 
larger story and much more than just 
a loud and raucous display of joy 
and revelry. This story begins with 
their invention in China. 
 
China is very proud of its Four Great 
Inventions: the compass, 
papermaking, printing, and 
gunpowder. Like so many important 
inventions, gunpowder was 
discovered by accident. In the ninth 
century, Chinese alchemists 
searching for the elixir of immortality 
instead discovered the formula for 
gunpowder. It was, of course, 

depriving the brain of oxygen, when 
he believed the greatest inspiration 
would strike. Just before nearly 
drowning, he would write his idea on 
waterproof paper. Inventor Thomas 
Edison interviewed assistants by 
making them eat a bowl of soup in 
front of him. Those caught salting 
the soup before tasting it were 
dismissed. The next time you do 
something peculiar, remember it is a 
habit born of your great genius. 
 

eventually adapted for use in 
warfare, but other uses were 
discovered more immediately, such 
as in the development of flares and 
eventually fireworks.  
 
While the emperor may have been 
treated to elaborate and spectacular 
fireworks shows, fireworks were not 
all fun and games. They served  
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Three large ships waited in New 
York harbor on January 1, 1892, for 
the official opening of the Ellis Island 
Immigration Station. On that first 
day, hundreds of immigrants entered 
America. The very first person to be 
processed was 17-year-old Annie 
Moore, from Cork, Ireland. It is 
estimated that between 1900 and 
1914 (the peak years of the station’s 
operation), up to 11,000 people 
passed through Ellis Island every 
day. It has been estimated that 40 
percent of all Americans can trace 
their lineage back to Ellis Island. For 
this reason, Ellis Island was made a 

another important purpose: when 
fireworks exploded at the beginning 
of each new year, they were 
believed to frighten away evil spirits, 
banish bad luck, and bring good 
fortune. From these superstitious 
beginnings, fireworks have become 
a mainstay of new year traditions 
around the world.  
 
There may be no better time to 
watch a fireworks display than on 
the Chinese New Year, which falls 
 

on January 28. Beijing and Hong 
Kong often vie for the most amazing 
displays, which may mean—if 
ancient superstitions are true—that 
these two cities will enjoy the 
greatest luck. In the Chinese zodiac, 
2017 is the Year of the Rooster, an 
animal that, thanks to its relentless 
crowing, is considered adept at 
shooing away evil sprits. It is also 
the year of Fire, so be on the lookout 
for greater, more elaborate, and 
more powerful fireworks displays. 
 

National Park in 1965 and 
designated an Immigration Museum 
in 1990. Today, visitors to the island 
are invited to search a database to 
discover whether their ancestors 
were part of the great surge of 
immigrants passing through the 
center’s halls between 1892 and 
1924. The list of famous names who 
passed through Ellis Island is 
astounding; it includes composer 
Irving Berlin, bodybuilder Charles 
Atlas, Hollywood starlet Claudette 
Colbert, famed psychologist 
Sigmund Freud, and silent movie 
star Charlie Chaplin.  
 

In astrology, those born between 
January 1st and 19th are 
Capricorn’s Goats. Capricorns are 
independent, detail-oriented, patient, 
and self-sufficient. Those born 
between January 20th and 31st are 
Water Bearers of Aquarius. 
Aquarians may be shy and quiet, but 
they are energetic, unique, and 
independent visionaries. They are 
often unemotional, intellectual, and 
will pursue wisdom to the ends of 
the earth. 

Isaac Asimov – January 2, 1920 
Diane Keaton – January 5, 1946 
Elvis Presley – January 8, 1935 
George Foreman – January 10, 1949 
Julia Louis-Dreyfus – January 13, 1961 
Faye Dunaway – January 14, 1941 
Al Capone – January 17, 1899 
Edgar Allan Poe – January 19, 1809 
John Hancock – January 23, 1737 
Ernest Borgnine – January 24, 1917 
Lewis Carroll – January 27, 1832 
Oprah Winfrey – January 29, 1954 
Jackie Robinson – January 31, 1919 
 

Notable 
Quotable 

 
“I think in terms 

of the day’s 
resolutions, not 

the years’.” 
 

~ Henry Moore, 
sculptor and 

artist 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                

 

                

 

 

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                 

Tiny toy Lego bricks are so popular 
that they have been more valuable 
than gold over the past 15 years, 
leading investors to put their 
money into the Danish company.  
 
The story of Lego may have begun 
in 1949, when the first eight-
studded toy brick went on sale in 
Denmark, but the more important 
date is January 28, 1958, when 
Godtfred Kirk Christiansen, the son 
of Lego’s founder, filed a patent for 
the toy on his lunch break. 
According to the patent, the magic 
behind the brick is its “automatic 
binding,” or their ability to bond 
tightly together. This makes the 
brick-made structures strong 
enough to remain stable but easy 
enough for a child to pull apart. 
Endless structures can be built 
using the same bricks. 
 
When it comes to Lego bricks, 
there is no shortage. Back in 2012, 
Lego manufactured 45.7 billion 
bricks. That was 5.2 million bricks 
an hour, enough to reach the 

Any visitor to the Papal Palace at 
the Vatican in Rome is bound to 
notice the Swiss Guards in their 
baggy striped uniforms and floppy 
hats. But these troops are more 
than a photo op. They have a rich 
history of bravery, loyalty, ferocity, 
and nobility.  
 
The Swiss Guard first took up its 
duties protecting the Pope on 
January 22, 1506, but prior to this 
assignment they were Swiss 
mercenaries—soldiers for hire. 
These fighters came from an 

Papal Protectors 

moon. And when you consider that 
Legos have been used to build life-
sized cars and even a house, you 
may understand why the bricks are 
in such high demand by young and 
old builders alike. 
 
Why is there so much love for 
Lego? It’s not the Star Wars-
themed building sets, the Lego 
movies, or the Lego video games. 
Psychologists believe that Legos 
provide young users with an 
extremely satisfying play 
experience. Children “are often 
problem-solving with the 
constructional aspects and 
involving themselves with a world 
of pretence at the same time.” In 
other words, they are both building 
complex structures and working 
their imaginations, which is very 
satisfying and rewarding to the 
brain. The term “Lego” comes from 
the Danish words leg godt, 
meaning “play well.” And for well 
over 50 years, children and adults 
the world over have indeed played 
well with Legos. 
 

 
impoverished part of Switzerland 
and fought to earn money and food 
for their families. They would fight 
during the summer months and 
then return home to spend the 
winters with their families. They 
earned renown for their 
fearlessness and their ingenious 
tactics in battle. The kingdoms of 
Spain and France even hired the 
soldiers as instructors of their own 
armies. But since 1506, they have 
officially stood as stalwart, if 
clownish-looking, “Defenders of 
the Church’s freedom.” 
 

Cats are believed to 
be the only animals 

that don’t taste 
sweetness. 

 

You may be shocked to learn that 
January 9 is Static Electricity Day. 
Most every child discovers the 
delights of static electricity by 
shocking themselves on a door 
handle or sticking a balloon to their 
hair. But what is this strange 
energy? It all begins with invisible 
atoms. All things are made up of 
atoms, which hold electrons that 
are positive or negative. 
Amazingly, when two things are 

Opposites Attract 

Wagging tails. Shameful 
whimpers. Lolling tongues. Dogs 
are easy to read. Cats, on the 
other hand, are experts at acting 
uninterested and often appear 
aloof and uneager to 
communicate. So what are we 
supposed to do on January 22, 
Answer Your Cat’s Questions Day, 
if we have no idea how to 
communiate with our feline 
companions? Lucky for us, the cat 
experts at Modern Cat magazine 
have deciphered cat sounds and 
what they communicate. 
 
Cats may be second only to birds 
in terms of the range of noises 
they can make. And each noise is 
deliberate, communicating what 
they want and how they feel. 
Meows, considered the most cat-
like of cat sounds, are actually 
used by cats mainly to 
communicate with humans. 
Newborn kittens meow for their 
mother, but adult cats quickly grow 
out of it, until they are taken in by a 
caring family. Their meows signify 
that they think of us as caregivers, 
just like their mommy cats. 

rubbed together, say a balloon 
against someone’s hair, the 
invisible electrons move from the 
balloon’s atoms to the hair’s 
atoms, creating an imbalance of 
postives and negatives. Because 
opposites attract, the balloon will 
stick to the hair. But this imbalance 
of electrons is only temporary. 
When one side regains its lost 
electrons, static electricity is 
discharged with a shocking SNAP! 

Meowing means they want to be 
fed or kept company or, in older 
cats, that they are even feeling ill. 
Regardless, a meow means “Take 
care of me.” While purring most 
often is the way a cat vocalizes 
contentment, purring does not 
always equal happiness. Some 
purrs are worry-purrs, just like 
when humans whistle, hum, or talk 
nervously to themselves. Chirps 
and trills are sounds of demand. 
Mother cats use such sounds to 
order their kittens. Your cat making 
these noises is making demands 
such as “Pay attention!” or  
“Follow me!” 
 
Cats don’t just talk with their 
voices. Cats also use facial 
expressions to communicate. 
Veterinarian Gary Weitzman, 
author of How to Speak Cat, 
explains that a slow blink is an 
expression of acceptance, calm, 
and comfortability, used between 
cats and also with humans.  
Maybe you should try a slow blink 
the next time you’re with your  
cat and speak a language  
they understand. 
 

One spark of static 
electricity can measure 

thousands of volts. 

The Papal Swiss 
Guard is one of the 
oldest military units  

in the world. 

 

Chatty Catty A Lego brick from 
1958 will stick lock 

with a Lego brick 
 from today. 

 

A Day Built for Lego 
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