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    ---Madam Zola The Mystic

=====================================================================================
                   A PUBLICATION OF INTENSELY PERSONAL COMMENT AND OPINION

ROBERT JENNINGS; 29 WHITING RD.; OXFORD, MA 01540-2035  email: FABFICBKS@AOL.COM


             This is the April---May 2024 issue intended for distribution in SFPA Mailing #359

[image: image5.png]Qooooh, Phil ... 1 gotta tell
you ... the handbasket ... not 2
g00d sign for you.

ottt sl el et sl capsof LP bk 2t Lt o $/;zek
ae23 Dave Blzek  hospartsovarizannet - Dist, by Andrews Mebleel Syndication 313







[image: image6.png]


BLAME IT ON GARY ROBE
     He’s the one who mentioned that he was buying





     those big barrels of UTZ cheese balls at his local Walmart.  A local supermarket down in the village was the only place around here thatw carried the snacks, and they were getting full suggested retail on the item.


So, I had to go to Walmart to pick up a ream of paper, some ball point pens and some glue sticks, all of which sell at Walmart at much cheaper prices than at the Staples down the road, and while I was there I thot, why not just check their snack section and see if they happen to carry the cheese balls.  They hadn’t before, that I knew of, but what the hey, check it out anyway.


And they were indeed stocking the UTZ barrels, and at a significant savings over the local supermarket.  I immediately added it to my office supply purchase, and munched on the goodies during the evenings for most of the week.


The problem is that the things are addictive.  By the beginning of the following week I was entertaining serious thots about restocking the supply.  I didn’t need anything from Walmart, but I did need a Dome bookkeeping book that was carried at Staples, and as long as I was in the same neighborhood, what with Walmart being just down the road and all…


OK, so now I’m gobbling these things down on a regular basis.  I’ve been buying three barrels per month and this month it was up to a barrel every week.  This influx of delicious cheese ball snacks has not done my weight loss program any good.

I have to cut back.  But, they taste so good, and even when I decide I’ll just have a handful, suddenly I can’t stop snacking and then I discover a quarter of the barrel is gone.  I need to develop willpower


Maybe I should consider one of those abstinence hypnotism sessions.  If they can hypnotize people and curb their cravings for cigarettes surely they can help with my obsession for UTZ cheese balls.  But then again, I’m a real old guy.  Why shouldn’t I enjoy a few things in life that give me real pleasure?  If there’s an afterlife I’m pretty sure there aren’t going to be any UTZ cheese balls there.  What’s that old song—“In heaven there is no beer. That’s why we drink it here.”  Same with cheese balls, right?  Why not enjoy the things while I can.  “Don’t go into that long endless dark on an empty stomach”.  Or something.

IT’S A HARD LIFE EVERYWHERE  

I recently saw one of the more unusual 





sights in nature; a poor pathetic buzzard so hard up for food that he was hovering around the carcass of a squirrel that has been run over on the driveway going down to the warehouse complex where I have my book selling inventory located.


This was a smallish, scraggly looking buzzard.  Not that any buzzard is going to win any beauty contest in the eyes of a human being (Mr. Carron from the Spirit comic strip excepted), but this bird looked old and raggedy.  Most buzzards fly away when humans or autos come too close to them, but not this one.  He waddled around trying to avoid my car and still stay close to the dead squirrel, but he sure wasn’t moving very fast.  In fact, I had to deliberately slow way down and drive around the bird and the carcass so I didn’t hit him and add another body to the driveway funeral pile.


One of the big trucks from the sports equipment supply wholesaler on the floor below me was leaving, and he also made a conscientious effort to avoid running over the bird, having to exert a lot more effort than I had.  The husband and wife partners who run the cat toy company on the same floor as my space arrived about twenty minutes later and also mentioned their efforts not to squish the buzzard when they were driving in.


There is no moral to this story.  A few hours later when I finished for the day and drove out I noticed what remained of the squirrel, mostly fur, but no buzzard, so apparently he managed to avoid getting run over by the other people coming and going in the complex, and I presume he got his meal for the morning.  I remember wondering if he was going to have any more meals that day, or the following day either.  Buzzards usually are attracted to larger dead animals.  This one must have been pretty desperate and hungry to be so concerned about a small deal squirrel that he was willing to dodge humans in automobiles to get that small meal.  
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FEET OF CLAY 
I was a bit surprised by Bill Plott’s recent comments about John Wayne and his movies.  




I find Wayne’s comments about the inferiority and hostile nature of native Americans to be arrogant and unfeeling too, but that doesn’t mean I stopped watching or enjoying his movies.  That attitude is similar to that of GHLIII who won’t read any books by Erle Stanley Gardner because Gardner once made disparaging remarks about a protest rally Guy was part of.  Or a customer at my old retail store who told me she used to love the novels by Somerset Maugham, but stopped reading him the minute she discovered Maugham was a homosexual.


Nobody in this world is perfect, and A does not necessarily lead to B in the real world.  Should people stop admiring Abraham Lincoln because he privately believed the Negro race was inferior to Caucasians and Orientals?  Just because you disagree with a person’s beliefs, comments or personal behavior does not mean that his creative work is suddenly crap.  I think people should enjoy the creative work an individual has produced for what it is, and not allow the individual’s personal beliefs or missteps to color that experience.
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No School Today: The Big Jon & Sparkie Story by Gavin Callaghan; $25.00; Trade paperback


Almost every kid who grew up in the 1950s and early 1960s is familiar with Big Jon and Sparkie; the human adult and Sparkie, an elf from the land of make-believe who wanted more than anything else to become a real live boy.  The Saturday morning radio program “No School Today” was an extremely popular children’s show that had enormous influences on the field of children’s media entertainment.


This book is the definitive reference to the show and its creators.  It traces in loving detail the entire history of Big Jon and all his achievements and frustrations in the world of radio and related media.  Born in 1918 as Jonathan Arthur Goerss, his father was a Lutheran minister.  Arthur got his start in radio in 1939 West Virginia.  The germ of the concept that eventually became his lifetime commitment to children’s entertainment supposedly came when a regular act failed to appear and Jon was pressed into service to fill the time slot.  He told his own humorous version of the Three Little Pigs, speaking directly, he recollected, to two children in the producer’s booth.


There were fits and starts along the way before the “No School Today” program initially aired in Cincinnati, Ohio.  It was an immediate local hit.  The program was picked up for national distribution by ABC in 1950, initially as a half hour program, but within a year it had expanded to an hour and a half, a block buster show that appealed directly to children but had just as many adult fans who were drawn into the mix of comedy and everyday soap opera style adventures involving Jon and Sparkie along with an ever widening cast of unusual and fascinating friends.

Jon never spoke down to children, and he always included social satire and down to earth realistic humor as part of every show.  There was almost always a short play that covered famous works of fiction or some notable event from history, often performed with humorous overtones.  There were silly songs, and of course, the weekly recounting of Sparkie’s visit to the local movie theater with his pals to watch the never ending serial “General Comet of the Universe Patrol” which starred Captain Jupiter, a firmly tongue-in-cheek satire on the movie serials popular during that era.  Arthur had one of the world’s largest collection of children’s records and every show had at least one adventure or learning session from his record library.

Another recurring part of the program was Big Jon’s Magic Spyglass, with which he was able to look across the airwaves into the homes of his young listeners and determine who had been good and who might not have washed their hands before dinner, or remembered to brush their teeth that morning.  This gimmick also became part of his many cross-country live theater performances.  Mothers were especially fond of this and submitted names of their kids who deserved praise or a reminder about their behavior.


Virtually all the voices on the show were done by Jon Arthur.  Sparkie’s voice was created by altering the speed on a tape recorder.  During the earliest years of the show Sparkie was an invisible elf, but listeners, young and old kept asking what Spaklie looked like so Big John finally asked his audience on the air to send in their ideas on what Sparkie looked like.  He reportedly received 25,000 letters in reply.  He asked comic book artist Leon Jason to create a drawing of the character.  Somewhat later he commissioned a marionette to resemble Sparkie, which proved to be very timely, since the enormous popularity of the radio show allowed him to begin a long running series of public appearances with live shows in dozens of cities both big and small across the nation.


The Saturday program spun off a daily real-life family afternoon daily serial in 1951 starring Jon and Sparkie and the whole cast of characters in local settings that ran thru most of 1954.  Ironically, many of these episodes exist, but very few complete copies of the hour and a half long “No School” Saturday programs have survived.


Attempts to move the program into television were not successful.  There were special records, activity and coloring books, and an entertaining but short lived (only 3 issues) comic book that died when Ziff-Davis got out of the comic book business,


At its height the two shows were carried by 288 ABC affiliated stations.  When ABC decided to start phasing out network radio in the late 1950s, Jon and Sparkie transferred to Armed Forces Radio, where the show ran and then reran in syndication for many years.  I personally heard the show on AFRTS when I was in the military stationed in Germany in 1967 and 1968.

The program transitioned yet again in the 1960s and was broadcast from 1962 to 1982 over the Family Radio Network, a religious radio cooperative, which led to some changes in the program’s format and content. 
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 Gavin Callaghan is a long time comic book fan, an active writer and researcher in the realm of H.P.  Lovecraft’s fiction, and a huge fan of Big Jon & Sparkie.  He has managed to tell the entire saga of Big Jon and Sparkie from beginning to the end.  Doing meticulous research he has managed to unearth a considerable wealth of background information that has not been known in the radio hobby before.


The relentless attention to detail is sometimes overwhelming.  For example, Gavin lists most of the assorted cross county stage shows and special events Jon and Sparkie appeared at, along with newspaper write-ups of each event.  Since Jon did pretty much the same show each stop on each year’s tour, and since the public reaction was always wildly enthusiastic and positive, the excess coverage becomes tedious.


But this is a minor point.  Especially valuable is a detailed time line provided with dates of Big John & Sparkie’s entire career from beginning until Jon Arthur’s death in 1982.  In addition there is a list of every single character that appeared in either the Saturday program or the daily serial, with description and information about each one, plus a lengthy section with detailed story plots and episode numbers, with the correct dates as researched and verified by Gavin, of all the fifteen minute serial plot lines.


The book is available as a print-on-demand volume from lulu.com.  I enthusiastically recommend this book for anybody interested in OTRadio, and especially if you happen to be one of the millions of people who lived in the 1950s and listened to Big Jon & Sparkie.
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DEPARTMENT OF CORRECTIONS

Last issue I ran a 







short comment about mega-star singer Taylor Swift in which I mentioned that she was 35 years old.  This is incorrect.  Ms Swift is only 34 years old, as of her birthday on 13 December.  Her net worth as of her last birthday is reportedly 1.1 billion dollars.  Of course, in the three busy months since then her bank account has undoubtedly grown.


Last issue in a comment to Jeff Copeland I said that Trumps’ endless appeals and delaying tactics in all his criminal and civil cases led me to believe that he would never pay a dime out of his own pocket for any kind of settlement against him.


I must correct that, and report that after Mr. Trump lost his defamation case against the New York Times, he was ordered to pay nearly $400,000 to cover the legal fees of the paper and the three reporters involved in the case (they submitted detailed invoices of all their expenses).  The Times ran a series of Pulitzer Prize winning articles about Trump’s taxes and finances.  His case against the Times was dismissed with prejudice and in a remarkable turn of events, the ex-president has apparently paid out the money owed. 

The Top 5 Longest Words in the English Language

English is a language rich in vocabulary, with thousands of words to choose from to express even the most complex of ideas. And among these words, some are particularly impressive because of their sheer length. Here are the top 5 longest words in the English language.

Pneumonoultramicroscopicsilicovolcanoconiosis (45 letters)
This word refers to a lung disease caused by the inhalation of very fine silica particles, such as those found in volcanic dust. It is the longest word in any English language dictionary and was originally coined as a joke.

Hippopotomonstrosesquipedaliophobia (36 letters)
This ironic word is a fear of long words itself. It’s also known as sesquipedalophobia, which is a lot easier to pronounce.

Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious (34 letters)
This word was popularized by the 1964 musical movie Mary Poppins. It’s used to describe something that is extraordinarily good, although the actual meaning is unclear.

Floccinaucinihilipilification (29 letters)
This word means “the act of estimating something as worthless.” It’s often used to criticize something that someone else has said or done.

Antidisestablishmentarianism (28 letters)
This word refers to opposition to the disestablishment of the Church of England as the official state church. It was originally coined in the 19th century during a political debate in England.
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In conclusion, the English language is full of incredibly long and complex words that can sometimes seem overwhelming to learn. While these five words might not be the most practical for everyday use, they’re certainly a testament to the creativity and diversity of the English language.
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THE WONDERFUL WORLD OF POLITICS 

Caligula Trump’s legal worries continue to multiply.  








In a recent turn of events he was ordered to pay $355,000,000 by a New York judge for damages in his fraud and falsification of business asset information criminal case.


Naturally his millions of devoted followers were horrified and distraught at what they regarded as a totally unjust attack on their idol.  Mr. Trump is supposed to be worth two and a hall billion bucks, but aware that he might not have three hundred fifty five million dollars in pocket change handy right at the moment, a true believer has launched a GoFundMe campaign to help him raise that money.


Ms Elena Cardone has started this GoFundMe campaign because “I am a wife of Grant Cardone, mother and an ardent supporter of American values and an advocate for justice, I stand unwaveringly with President Donald Trump in the face of what I see as unprecedented and unfair treatment by certain judicial elements in New York. “

          Regular GoFundMe campaigns run for 30 or 60 days, but I haven’t been able to find any time limit on this particular event.  In addition some serious questions have been raised about the legitimacy of a GoFundMe campaign used to pay for a settlement in a court case, which would appear to be a violation of the company’s established rules which say their platform may not be used for “the legal defense of alleged financial and violent crimes.”  In addition, any moneys raised on GoFundMe may only go to individuals or charities.


However Jalen Drummond, director of GoFundMe’s public affairs department said that this fundraising campaign was “currently within our terms of service.”  However again, it turns out that Mr. Drummond is an enthusiastic supporter of Donald Trump and previously worked as a White House assistant Press Secretary during the Trump administration, plus he also held the post of associated director of the Office of Communications. 


As of today, a total of 23,800+ people have pledged $1,349,443 dollars toward paying off that fine.  That’s a long way from 355 million, but there is still time left, and these fund raisers usually have a big burst of activity near the end, so who knows.

THOSE PESKY POLITICAL GANGSTERS 
have mixed in the American political process again.  This time 







it turns out that the notorious ransomware gang LockBit said they would leak documents and information regarding Trump’s upcoming Georgia criminal case that “could affect the upcoming US election.” unless they were paid a hundred million dollars in ransom by February 29th.


For five days they promised to revel hundreds of documents from the Fulton County, Georgia government, specifically, all the documents in the upcoming case against Donald Trump for criminal conspiracy.  The ransom was not paid, and the threat mysteriously disappeared without any documents of any kind being made public.


This is the same outfit that has disabled the computer systems of hospitals, schools, churches, large business, and individuals.  The FBI took a huge chunk out of the gang in late February with 22 high profile arrests and leads to LockBit partners in a dozen different countries.  A LockBit spokesman, thru their dark web site, accused the FBI of specifically targeting the group to prevent the document leak about Trump’s trial.  Despite their blustering and threats no material has been made public.  Yet.  Stay tuned.  
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Trump is degenerating before our eyes — MAGA voters don't notice or don't care

Opinion by Amanda Marcotte
Donald Trump rally supporters Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post via Getty Images© Provided by Salon
Despite the best efforts of the Beltway press to present him as a spry young man next to 81-year-old Joe Biden, it's getting harder by the day to ignore that 77-year-old Donald Trump is decompensating rapidly. He wasn't all that healthy or coherent to begin with but, lately, watching him speak has the feel of getting cornered by the weird creep at the nursing home.

Around lunchtime on Monday, all three cable news networks cut to Trump awkwardly accepting the Supreme Court nullifying the 14th Amendment on his behalf. After a few semi-coherent, if gross, remarks about how he was "honored" by the ruling, Trump launched straight into a stream of paranoid jabber more appropriate for someone having a psychiatric episode on a city bus than for a major presidential candidate.


He started rambling about how he wanted "immunity" for all his crimes, claiming that without that, "You really don’t have a president, because nobody that is serving in that office will have the courage to make, in many cases, what would be the right decision — or it could be the wrong decision." By the time he got to defining "migrant crime" as a "new category of crime," both MSNBC and CNN were cutting away. Not because it wasn't newsworthy, but I suspect it was more a reasonable worry that viewers would be driven away. It's much like the way folks avert their eyes when a delusional person on the sidewalk starts screaming at the demons he wishes to fight with "sticks and stones," to quote something Trump said about immigrants.


His appearance got stranger after most networks had muted him. A bit later, he complained that it takes him 10 minutes to wash his hair, which he somehow blamed on Democrats instead of on the full bottle of hairspray he uses on his remaining locks every morning.


Hard as it may be to believe, this lunchtime performance was less of a sundowning moment than his speech in Virginia on Saturday night. Trump repeatedly forgot what he was talking about, despite the Teleprompter, even drifting off at one point into literal babble.


As he has done multiple times this campaign season, Trump also forgot that Barack Obama hasn't been president in nearly eight years.


It's not even clear what the "ding boom" gibberish was about.


It's gotten to the point where late-show hosts can't resist dunking on it. Even Jimmy Fallon, who tends to be cautious about mocking Trump, joked on Monday night, "It sounds like his brain got a flat," and suggested Trump's new campaign slogan should be "Trump 2024 WI-RI-BI-GYU ... AHHH." Most people who hear Trump speak these days get uncomfortable "Grandpa needs a nap but I worry he's going to bite me" vibes. But that doesn't seem to be registering at all with most Republican voters, at least not the ones who show up at his rallies. He could be up there prattling on about how a whale and a windmill are to blame for "The Apprentice" getting low ratings, and they'd keep cheering like he was the reincarnation of George Washington and George Wallace at the same time. 


One commonly held theory is that Trump has always been a moron, creating an expectation of cognitive function so low that it's hard to notice he's failing to meet it. But even looking back at his dumbest White House moment — perhaps the suggestion that injecting bleach was a COVID-19 treatment — he didn't sound quite so out of it. His train of thought was idiotic, but it wasn't derailing into "ding boom" or baby talk. Of course he's always been an ignorant loudmouth, but you could largely follow the dumb things he was trying to say. Now he often sounds like a meth-head trying to explain the law of gravity to a dog.


No, it's not just that Trump's own intellectual baseline is so low. It's that Republican voters have lost the ability to notice when someone isn't making sense, because they've fried their minds with right-wing propaganda. At best, these voters ingest a regular diet of Fox News fantasia, where millions of migrants are setting cities on fire in between casting illegal ballots. But the hardcore Trump fans, the ones who follow him around the country and buy merch at his rallies, go much deeper into the black hole. They live in a world where QAnoners announce the return of JFK Jr. as Trump's running mate and Newsmax hosts explain that Taylor Swift was making "Satanic hand gestures" at the Super Bowl.

Conservative arguments have long based on shoddy evidence, but once upon a time their exponents tried to pound them into a logic-shaped appearance. Now it's all just emotions, a series of post-verbal impulses to hate, fear, bullying and lashing out at phantoms. There's a real "Living Dead" component to it, except screaming "woooooooke," instead of "braaaaainnns." Watching the audience at a Trump rally, it's clear they're half-listening, at best. His speeches could be composed of a series of words pulled at random, but as long as he drops in the key terms that get their juices flowing — "migrant," "crime," "Pelosi," "retribution" — they cheer wildly. It's why there's a musical soundtrack under his speeches — to let the audiences know the moment is very dramatic, even if they have no idea what Trump is going on about.


Even right-wing conspiracy theories aren't what they used to be. It was certainly hard to follow the "Benghazi" conspiracy theory, for instance, but you could tell that the people making that soap opera up were trying to create a storyline. With Trump's Big Lie, however, there's always been a remarkable lack of specifics about how the supposed theft of a national election even happened. There were a few half-baked efforts to falsify evidence, but more as an excuse to terrorize election workers like Shaye Moss and Ruby Freeman than to create a convincing narrative of causality. To this day, when reporters ask Big Lie proponents how the election was stolen, they dodge the question and just claim there was something "fishy" about the 2020 returns.


MAGA voters occasionally notice that their god-emperor is missing a step these days. The audience got really quiet during the Virginia speech, when Trump mistook Biden for Obama. I suspect they're aware that the outside world is beginning to notice how often Trump mixes people up. Not only does he routinely say "Obama" when he's supposedly talking about Biden or Hillary Clinton, he also talked at some length, about how Nikki Haley was "in charge of security" at the U.S. Capitol on Jan. 6, 2021. Blaming the victims of the Capitol attack is part of his insurrection-apologia shtick, but he was mixing up his Republican opponent — whom he appointed as U.N. ambassador — with former House Speaker Nancy Pelosi. MAGA voters probably understand that not being able to tell completely different people apart could hurt him in a general election where a certain amount of normal people vote. You can almost hear them flinching whenever he does it again.


Still, the culture of unintelligibility that defines the MAGA movement is so dense that most of them can't even perceive that Trump's verbal diarrhea is highly disconcerting to outsiders. Anyone who's watched comedian Jordan Klepper's interviews with Republican voters has witnessed that logic-free tone poetry is just the way Trump folks talk. Their views don't make sense, and they really don't care. Trump speeches may sound like listening to a four-year-old explain "The Lord of the Rings," but, in terms of lucidity, he's only a notch below your average MAGA dude tweeting misogynist invective at Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez.

Yeah, it's pretty depressing to watch millions of Americans scramble their own brains, just so they can avoid trying to explain why they vote the way they do. But this whole debacle offers a ray of hope: Trump's decay isn't likely to sit well with ordinary voters. Right now, Trump consistently leads Biden in the polls, due in large part to swing voters who have somehow forgotten how awful things were under Trump. Most of those people haven't heard him speak in years, since they lack the self-loathing necessary to turn up the volume when they see his face onscreen. They likely have no idea how much worse he sounds these days.

Many more voters are likely to tune in closer to Election Day, and many will be shocked by seeing what more politically conscious folks have seen over the last couple of years: A guy who didn't have a lot of mental resources to begin with shedding brain cells by the minute. There are lots of good reasons to vote against Trump, with his fascist impulses at the top of the list. But for those voters who are concerned about the candidates' ages, Donald Trump's obvious cognitive decline should matter. 

[image: image15.jpg]



Scientists develop new method for producing lithium-ion batteries using peanut shells: ‘Efforts have been made to find cheap raw materials’

Story by Jeremiah Budin
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Using a commonly discarded organic material such as peanut shells to make lithium-ion batteries is an elegant solution to two problems at once.© Provided by The Cool Down
Researchers developed a new method of creating lithium-ion batteries using ferric oxide derived from peanut shells and published their findings in the Journal of Energy Storage.
Lithium-ion batteries work by moving lithium ions between two electrodes with opposite polarity: the cathode (positively charged) and the anode (negatively charged). Currently, the majority of anodes in lithium-ion batteries are made using carbon-based materials such as graphite, silicon, or a combination of both.
However, scientists who work on these batteries believe that we can do better. 

“It is common knowledge that graphite anodes have the problem of poor capacity and are associated with safety concerns,” wrote the authors of another scientific study published in the scientific journal Applied Surface Science Advances titled, “Anode materials for lithium-ion batteries: A review.” The authors wrote that, as a result, “Many high-performance anode materials have been explored as novel materials for the next generation of [lithium-ion batteries].”
The latest of these anode materials is the one made out of peanut shells, which, the researchers explained, are attractive as a material because of how inexpensive they are.
“Efforts have been made to find cheap raw materials as hard carbon sources and suitable pyrolysis processes to improve the cyclic performance,” they wrote. 

The researchers also tried carbon-containing materials made from bamboo, tremella, mulberry leaves, wood, and green tea.
Using a commonly discarded organic material such as peanut shells to make lithium-ion batteries is an elegant solution to two problems at once. In addition to helping to improve the efficiency, safety, and cost of the batteries, it would help to tackle food waste — ensuring that the shells go to some use instead of taking up space in landfills and emitting planet-overheating gases as they slowly decompose.

Similarly, another team of researchers recently developed a method of recycling lithium-ion batteries using citrus fruit peels.
Scientists Used Cement to Make a Damn Supercapacitor

Story by Jackie Appel
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If it scales, it could accelerate our push toward renewable energy.© Paz Ruiz Luque - Getty Images

There’s a well-known problem with renewable energy—it’s not constantly available. The sun can go behind a cloud and deprive solar panels of their power source, or the wind can not blow and render wind turbines completely useless. If we’re ever going to be able to transition entirely to green energy, we need to find a solution that allows us a constant stream of power.

In other words, we need to be able to store energy as we collect it. As a result, there is a whole lot of interest in the development of things like batteries and capacitors, both of which store energy. Make the perfect energy storage container, and you revolutionize the entire energy industry.

Recently, a group of researchers from MIT and Harvard released a new study announcing that they have discovered a new and exciting way to do just that. Well, “new” is an interesting word here. While the combination and the use case is definitely new, the ingredients are old— really old.

The solution to our green energy storage problems could just be cement and carbon black.

“The material is fascinating, because you have the most-used manmade material in the world, cement, that is combined with carbon black, that is a well-known historical material — the Dead Sea Scrolls were written with it,” Admir Masic, one of the authors of the study, said in a press release. “You have these at least two-millennia-old materials that when you combine them in a specific manner you come up with a conductive nanocomposite, and that’s when things get really interesting.”

Now, one of those things you’ve almost definitely heard of—the title of “most-used manmade material in the world” is not awarded lightly. And carbon black is basically just very fine charcoal that comes from an incomplete combustion process. So this material is nothing crazy high-tech when you break it down into its constituent parts.

electricalBut Masic wasn’t lying when he said that “things get really interesting” when you combine them. Mixed together, cement and carbon black create what is called a supercapacitor—an alternative to a battery that can store a very large amount of  energy and release it very quickly on demand.

Carbon black is hydrophobic, meaning it doesn’t mix with water. So, when added to wet cement, it clumps up into strands and voids between pockets of the goopy substance. In doing so, the carbon black—which is also highly conductive—basically forms its own network of wires as the cement hardens. Once that occurs, the entire substance is dunked in an electrolyte like potassium chloride long enough for the material to absorb charged particles.

If you make two electrodes out of this material and separate them with a thin insulator, you have your brand-new rechargeable supercapacitor.

But superconductors have been made before. That’s nothing new. What’s most exciting about this discovery is that it’s basically lightly-altered cement—an incredibly common building material. Because you don’t actually need to add very much carbon black to standard cement to create this supercapacitor, the cement is still strong enough to be used in buildings. You could build the foundation of a house out of this material and be able to store enough energy to power that house for an entire day.

And researchers don’t want to stop there. Another potential application they’re particularly excited about is building roadways. If you basically build a road out of a battery, it could be used to charge electric cars as they pass over top, giving them a little boost to just keep on driving. Different applications would likely need different variants of the material, but it’s all based on the same new tech.

Right now, researchers are excited by the potential and apparent flexibility of that new tech. The next challenge is scaling up, as the team is currently working with a small sample. But if they can get this to work on a practical and useful scale, the sky may be the limit for green energy[image: image2]
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CONCRETE WITH COFFEE TO GO
The internet is ablaze with articles everywhere about the new discovery a team of Australian scientists has made, namely

that adding used coffee grounds to cement replacing 15% of the sand usually added as binding filler will

increase the textural strength of the concrete by 29%.


This is astonishing and impressive news, especially considering that used coffee ground amount to more than 60,000,000 tons of waste every years that wind up in land fills where it slowly disintegrates releasing large amounts of methane and carbon dioxide, both greenhouse gasses that contribute to the climate change the planet is currently undergoing.

In addition, using old coffee grounds could slow the exploitation of fine grain sand which sometimes comes from beaches and regional sand bars.

Still and all, as interesting as this new process might be, I see serious problems in turning the concept into a marketable process. While this seems like a wonderful scientific advancement that could solve several problems at once (better concrete, dramatically reducing land fill, and cutting down on greenhouse gasses), there are some problems enthusiastic boosters are overlooking. 

The first little difficulty is that the spend coffee grounds have to be heated in an oxygen void environment at 350 degree Centigrade for two hours to turn the stuff into a charcoal like substances named biochar.  How much energy is that going to take, and where is all that energy going to come from if and when the process becomes commercially viable?


The major problem, however, is where would a commercial manufacturer be able to get sufficient quantities of used coffee grounds to make the process work?  I’m sure commercial restaurants and coffee shops like Starbucks would be delighted to donate all their spend grounds for free.  The reduction in their weekly trash  costs would be inducement enuf.  But I am inclined to think that this would still not generate enuf SCG to make the process viable.


A concerted civilian effort coached in patriotic terms might work.  Something akin to the save fats and oils and meat by-products campaign from WWII, only for coffee grounds this time round, might be workable, but the collection system could be unwieldy.  During the war, housewives brought cans of used fat to their butcher shop or grocery store and in return got some money (not much), and red ration points that could be used to buy rationed beef and pork.  A concrete-coffee grounds processor might be able to offer payment for the used grounds, but I doubt that they would be able to pay enuf to make it worthwhile for most households to bother with.


Asking trash collection services to add a small special canister for used coffee grounds might work better.  The trash collector, either city or private, could pick up the coffee grounds along with the regular load of recyclable materials and sell it directly to the concrete facility.


Coffee reinforced concrete.  It’s an intriguing process.  Right now teams in Australia are working to create a process that will translate into a profitable manufacturing system, so we may have some answers very soon.  But, I am reminded of any number of other interesting ideas for turning waste material into useful products that sounded wonderful, but were unable to find an economical or workable means to turn their great concepts into commercially viable production.

SPRING SORTA SPRUNG AROUND HERE
 
At least the grass is turning green a few weeks ahead of 








schedule, and daytime temps have been up in the 50s, which is good.  Unfortunately another harbinger of spring, an unwelcome one, has been the sudden reappearance of Satan’s favorite insect, the black flies.  These noxious pests have arrived well ahead of schedule and make any trip to the outdoors, even a dash to the auto or the mailbox a miserable experience.
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On the sorta bright side, we are expecting snow here the next few days.  The mid-west is going to get hammered with a major storm, but in my part of the world we will have some snow, a lot of slush, and, very important, freezing rain early in the morning.  I don’t drive during freezing rain, but there is every expectation that the sudden freezing temps will kill off almost all the black flies.  I never thot I would be thankful for snow or ice, but in this particular situation, you bet.  I welcome it with a big smile on my face.  Without black flies around here spring is going to be very pleasant indeed.


This was one of the unsuccessful efforts of the late Sanctum Books to reprint the hero pulp magazines Street & Smith produced during the 1930s and 1940s as trade paperbacks. [image: image21.jpg]In the two-fisted tradition of DOC SAVAGE!
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Cap Fury, as written by “Wallace Brooker’, actually Laurence Donovan, was the hero of The Skipper magazine beginning in 1935.


With the astonishing sales success of The Shadow and Doc Savage, S&S began an immediate expansion of their line of hero pulps, aiming to corner other parts of the market before their rivals discovered how well their single hero pulp magazines were selling and decided to get into the act.


There were efforts to create bizarre heroes like The Whisperer, western heroes like Pete Rice, master detective Nick Carter was reformulated for pulp magazine audiences, and this one, The Skipper, was a sea-going hero.  Many of these new pulp heroes found success in the 1930s.  Pete Rice Western lasted 32 issues.  The new Nick Carter pulp sold reasonably well, managed to make it to 40 numbers.  Others were resounding failures.  Despite no fewer than three relaunches the Whisperer never caught on. 

Cap Fury, the sea-going hero of The Skipper magazine only ran 12 issues from December 1936 to

December 1937, then was turned into a series of short stories that appeared in the back pages of Doc Savage before switching to the anthology pulp hero magazine Crime Busters, which usually headlined Norgil The Magician, another creation of Shadow author Walter Gibson.


For some reason Cap Fury was planned as a direct imitation of Doc Savage.  He was captain of a old, rust splattered freighter named The Whirlwind that was actually a super scientific vessel equipped with all sorts of semi-science-fictional gadgets and devices that made it the fastest ship to ever sail the seas, with experimental labs, unique communication equipment and special weaponry that was far in advance of that known or even dreamed of by anyone else.  In addition to being a two fisted tough as nails sea going man Cap Fury was also an electrical-chemical engineer, a recognized genius in his fields, and knowledgeable in several other scientific areas as well.


Doc Savage had a group of followers numbering six to eight, depending.  Cap Fury thinning it down to four to six associates, depending on the time frame.  Most of Doc Savage’s gang spent a lot of time bickering among themselves and running around chasing false clues while Doc himself was usually off stage most of the time doing the real detecting and investigation work.


Cap Fury was more forceful and certainly more involved.  He was directly involved in almost all the action and all the investigation of the strange and mysterious crimes that he confronted.  His associates were good guys, specialists in their own areas, but the stories revolved around Fury, which made him more personable to readers, certainly to this reader anyway.


The problem with the stories is that the plots seem unnecessarily drawn out.  When there is a strange and bizarre science fiction-like gimmick involved, Cap and his buddies finally solve the problem, but the unique weapon or device is never explained.  In addition Cap Fury was not just a man of action; he was a man who believed in using brute force and torture to extract information from the bad guys.  No doubt there were readers who agreed with that viewpoint, but I sure don’t.  This may have been a contributing factor to the demise of the character, but there is no way of telling at this late date.


S&S really wanted this character to succeed.  They kept Cap Fury running for years in short story format, and even commissioned a new novel length adventure late in the run.  Other S&S heroes such as The Shadow, Nick Carter, The Whisperer, Norgil and many others made the jump to other entertainment media: comics, radio, movies, serials, even television.  But not Cap Fury.  Toward the end of WWII the handwriting was on the wall for Cap Fury.  Paper shortages may have been the official explanation, but I think reader reaction made the decision to finally drop the character an easy one.


This single Sanctum Books volume reprints the first Cap Fury story, and one of his most science-fictional tales, about a bad guy who can create area-wide blackness to cause disasters while his minions pillage banks and he tries to blackmail the government of the United States to stop him.


The writing is strongest in the first story, less so in the follow-up.  I enjoyed these stories for what they are, period pieces that definitely show their age and their time frame.  I am not surprised that modern readers did not embrace Sanctum’s reprint effort, and I doubt that any new effort to reprint the series would fare any better.
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