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One of the underground tunnels in the Owl Mountains. Insets: Książ Castle and German armored train in 1943 

For many years there have been rumors 
about a train that was hidden some-
where near the town of Walbrzych, in 
western Poland. The stories say that a 
German military train was driven into a 
tunnel. The entrances were then sealed, 
or bricked up. This was done in 1945, 
just before Germany’s defeat at the 
end of the Second World War. Those 
who believe the legend claim that the 
train is full of gold and other valuable 
items. Over the years, many people have 
searched for the hidden train. None have 
been successful.

On August 28, a Polish government 
minister made a surprising announce-
ment. He said that he was recently shown 
a video. A camera, which had been low-
ered into an underground tunnel, had tak-
en it. The video, the minister said, was 
of an armored train about 328 feet (100 
meters) long. The train is inside a dark 

tunnel. He explained that the video did 
not record what was inside it.

In 1941, Adolf Hitler, the leader of 
Nazi Germany, ordered the German 
army to invade Russia. German troops 
then occupied most countries in East-
ern Europe. During this time, German 
officials took many valuable items from 
people’s homes, banks and museums. 
Stealing things in this way is known as 
looting. The looted items included valu-
able paintings, jewelry, money, and pre-
cious metals.

The Germans rounded up many Jew-
ish families. These people were then 
sent to death camps, such as Auschwitz. 
Before they were taken away, wealthy 
Jews were forced to sell or hand over 
their valuable possessions. Most peo-
ple sent to camps like Auschwitz did 
not survive. After the end of the war, 
many items looted by the Germans were 
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returned to museums or their owners, 
or their owner’s relatives. However, 
many of these valuable items were 
never found and are still “missing”.

The line where the German and 
Russian armies faced each other 
during the fighting became known 
as the Eastern Front. This was 
where some of the war’s fiercest 
battles were fought. In its advance 
into Russia, the German army came 
close to the city of Leningrad (now 
called St. Petersburg). The Germans 
captured the Catherine Palace. This 
large building is about 15 miles (25 
kilometers) south of St. Petersburg. 
Before the revolution in 1917, the 
tsars ruled Russia. The Catherine 
Palace was where their families 
spent many of the summer months.

One room in the Catherine Pal-
ace was called the Amber Room. 
The panels that covered this room’s 
walls were made in the early 1700s. 
They were a gift to the Russian roy-
al family from the King of Prussia 
in 1716. The room contained over 
100,000 pieces of amber and mosa-
ics made of precious stones. Some 
people described the Amber Room 
as the Eighth Wonder of the World.

After the Germans captured the 
palace, the Amber Room’s panels 
were packed up in wooden boxes. 
They were then taken to a castle in 
Königsberg. Today, this city is in a 
part of Russia. It’s called Kaliningrad. 
Some believe that the boxes were all 
destroyed. This might have happened 
when the British bombed the castle. 
Later in the war, Russian soldiers set 
fire to the building. Others believe 
that the wooden crates were loaded 
onto a ship. It then sank in the Baltic 
Sea as it was sailing to Germany.

What happened to the Amber 
Room is a mystery. The panels were 
never seen again. However, there 
are reports that many wooden crates 

were loaded onto a train in Königs-
berg. This is supposed to have hap-
pened just before the Russians cap-
tured the city in January 1945. As 
the Russian army advanced, trains 
were used to transport important 
military documents and other things 
back to Germany. 

Reconstructed Amber Room in the Catherine Palace

Before the war, the Polish town of 
Walbrzych and the surrounding area 
was within Germany. After the war, 
the border between the two countries 
was changed. When it was a German 
town Walbrzych was called Walden-
burg. Nearby are Książ Castle and 
an area called the Owl Mountains. 
The German name of the castle 
was Schloss Fürstenstein. During 
the war, Nazi leaders arranged for 
many tunnels to be dug in the Owl 
Mountains and under the castle. 
People from concentration camps 
and POWs (prisoners-of-war) were 
forced to do this work. Thousands 
died. Russian soldiers captured 
Waldenburg at the end of the war.

It is not known why these tunnels 
were dug. Some people believe that 
they were to be used as arms facto-
ries. As the tunnels were deep un-
derground, enemy planes could not 
destroy them. Others say that the 
castle was going to be Hitler’s new 
headquarters. Today, it’s possible 
to visit some of the tunnels. Many 
were never finished. 

The Polish government minister 
said that he had not met the two men 

who made the video. One is from 
Germany and the other from Poland. 
They asked a lawyer to pass the in-
formation to the minister. The two 
men want the Polish government 
to agree to a deal. They will reveal 
where the train is, in return for 15% 
of the value of what’s inside it. The 
two men say that an elderly German 
told them where to look for the train. 
In 1945, this man had helped to hide 
the blocked up tunnel. Recently, the 
elderly man died. Before dying, he 
wanted to tell someone where the 
train was. This, the two men say, is 
how they knew where to drill a hole 
into the tunnel and lower a camera.

Since the government minister’s 
announcement, Polish soldiers have 
closed off a large area near Wal-
brzych. People have been warned 
to stay away. The two men say that 
the dying man warned them about 
booby-traps. This may mean that 
anyone who tries to open the tunnel 
could set off explosives. 

Catherine Palace near St Petersburg

Jewish groups and Russian offi-
cials have recently spoken about the 
train. They say that anything found 
on it, which was either looted from 
Jewish families or stolen from Rus-
sia, must be returned. 

Today, an exact copy of the Am-
ber Room can be seen in the Cather-
ine Palace. It took 20 years to make. 
The replica was completed for the 
300th anniversary of the found-
ing of the city of St. Petersburg 
in 2003. 
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YOU STINK! PROTESTS

On August 29, tens of thousands of 
people crowded into a central square 
in Beirut, the capital of Lebanon. 
There, they took part in a protest 
that was organized by a group called 
“You Stink!”. These protests began 
in the middle of August. Those tak-
ing part are angry about garbage 
collection in the city.

All garbage in Beirut used to be 
taken to a landfill site some distance 
away. This site was closed a month 
ago because it is full. Government of-
ficials say that they have been trying 
to find other places to put the garbage. 
Yet they have disagreed with the 
waste companies. The officials com-
plain that these companies want to 
charge too much money. In the mean-
time, large piles of garbage are build-
ing up in many of the city’s streets.

“You Stink!” protesters in Beirut, in Lebanon

Lebanon has an elected parlia-
ment and a president. The people do 
not elect their presidents. Instead, 
they are selected by the members 
of parliament. There are many reli-
gious groups in Lebanon. The coun-
try has a special system whereby 
several senior government jobs, or 
positions, are reserved. 

People appointed to these po-
sitions have to be from a particu-
lar religious group. For example, 
the president must be a Maronite 
Christian. The prime minister is a 
Sunni Muslim, the “speaker” in the 

parliament has to be a Shia Muslim. 
Eastern Orthodox Christians are ap-
pointed as both deputy prime min-
ister and deputy speaker. A number 
of the parliament’s elected members 
are from a group called Hezbollah. 
This is a Shia Muslim political and 
military organization. Hezbollah, 
which is based in the south of the 
country, has many armed fighters.

Uncollected garbage in Beirut, in Lebanon

In 2014 the parliament was sup-
posed to appoint a new president. 
Yet, after many attempts, no can-
didate has received a high enough 
number of votes. The country has 
not had a president for over 12 
months. Recently, members of par-
liament failed to agree on new laws 
for elections. Because of this, they 
decided to postpone the next elec-
tion until 2017.

You Stink! began as a protest about 
garbage collection. Yet those who 
attend its gatherings have started to 
complain about many other things. 
Some are: frequent power outages, 
a lack of water in summer and very 
slow and expensive internet connec-
tions. The protesters blame the gov-
ernment. They claim that it is disorga-
nized, inefficient and dishonest. 

The You Stink! organizers say 
that they are not a political move-
ment. However, they are now de-
manding that a new election be held. 
They also want the environment 
minister to resign. Part of his job is 
to oversee the city’s garbage collec-
tion and disposal. 

MOUNT MCKINLEY RENAMED

Barack Obama, the president of the 
U.S., traveled to Alaska for three 
days at the end of August. On August 
31, he spoke at a conference called 
GLACIER. This was held in An-
chorage, Alaska’s biggest city. The 
day before he left, Mr. Obama made 
an announcement. He declared that 
Alaska’s Mount McKinley would 
now be called Denali. 

Alaska is one of the U.S.’s 50 
states. Many years ago it was part 
of Russia. In 1867 the Russian Em-
pire and the U.S. signed a treaty. It’s 
known as the Alaska Purchase. The 
government of the U.S. agreed to 
buy Alaska for $7.2 million. Today, 
this sum is equal to $121 million. 
Alaska did not officially become the 
U.S.’s 49th state until 1959. (Ha-
waii became the country’s 50th state 
eight months later.)

Barack Obama at the GLACIER Conference, Alaska

Of the 50 states, Alaska has the 
largest land area. Yet its popula-
tion is one of the smallest. Alaska 
is home to about 750,000 people. 
More than 40 percent live in An-
chorage. However, the state’s capital 
is the city of Juneau. This is where 
the state’s governor and other elect-
ed representatives work. Juneau’s 
population is about 32,000.

Denali (Mount McKinley) is the 
highest mountain in North Ameri-
ca. It is 20,310 feet (6,190 meters) 
high. In 1913 several members of 
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an American climbing team were 
first to reach its summit. Nowadays, 
over 1,000 people set out to climb 
the mountain every year. They do 
this in the summer months. Most 
get to the top. A successful climbing 
expedition usually takes four weeks. 
Over 100 people have died on the 
mountain. Because Denali is within 
the Arctic Circle, the mountain can 
be very cold. In winter the tempera-
tures fall to -100°F (-73°C).

In a local Native Alaskan lan-
guage Denali means “The Great 
One” or “The High One”. The 
mountain used to be called Dena-
li. Yet, in 1896, an American who 
went to Alaska to look for gold, 
declared that it was “Mount McKin-
ley”. He named the mountain after 
a politician called William McKin-
ley (1843 – 1901). The following 
year, McKinley was elected as the 
American president. 

People have campaigned to call 
the mountain Denali ever since it 
was named Mount McKinley. A 
large area around the mountain used 
to be called the Mount McKinley 
National Park. This was changed to 
the Denali National Park in 1980.

Denali / Mount McKinley (Frank Kovalchek)

The name of the conference in 
Anchorage, GLACIER, is what’s 
known as a “backronym”. This is 
similar to an acronym, but words are 
chosen to fit the letters. GLACIER 
stands for Global Leadership in the 
Arctic: Cooperation, Innovation, 
Engagement and Resilience.

Over 400 people attended the 
conference. They included repre-
sentatives from other Arctic coun-
tries such as Canada, Norway and 
Denmark. (Greenland is a part of 
the Kingdom of Denmark.) In Alas-
ka glaciers are shrinking, sea levels 
are rising and permafrost is melting. 
These are signs that the local cli-
mate is getting warmer. Permafrost 
is ground that is normally perma-
nently frozen.

A United Nations (U.N.) climate 
summit will be held in Paris, the 
capital of France, in two months’ 
time. In his speech at the confer-
ence, Mr. Obama said that this 
meeting was very important. He 
urged all countries to agree to re-
duce the amount of carbon dioxide 
they produce. This, he said, was the 
only way to slow the rise in average 
world temperatures. 

NEW HORIZONS’ NEW TARGET

New Horizons is an unmanned 
spacecraft or space probe. Two 
months ago it flew past Pluto. It 
was the first space probe to explore 
the dwarf planet. As New Horizons 
sped past, it photographed and col-
lected information about Pluto and 
its five moons: Charon, Styx, Nix, 
Kerberos, and Hydra. The space-
craft is still transmitting this data 
back to NASA scientists.

New Horizons was launched in 
2006. It took nine years to get to Plu-
to. When it neared the dwarf planet, 
the space probe was three billion 
miles (4.8 billion kilometers) from 
the Earth. New Horizons, which is 
the size of a golf buggy, is the fast-
est spacecraft ever launched. It is 
nuclear-powered and travels at 8.7 
miles (14 kilometers) per second. It 
was not possible for New Horizons 

to orbit Pluto. This was because it 
was traveling too fast and could not 
be slowed down.

New Horizons has enough fuel 
to keep operating for another ten 
years. After its Pluto fly-by, NASA 
scientists sent the spacecraft farther 
out into the Kuiper belt. This is a 
region of the Solar System that is 
beyond the planets. The Kuiper belt 
is between 30 AU and 50 AU from 
the Sun. AU stands for Astronomi-
cal Unit. One AU is roughly the dis-
tance from the Earth to the Sun.

Artist’s impression of New Horizons orbiting a 
Pluto-like object in the Kuiper belt (NASA)

The Kuiper belt is similar to the 
asteroid belt between Mars and Ju-
piter. However the Kuiper belt is at 
least 20 times as wide. It was discov-
ered in the late 1980s. The belt was 
named after Gerard Kuiper (1905 
– 1973). He was a Dutch-American 
astronomer. 

Objects in the asteroid belt are 
rocky. Those in the Kuiper belt are 
mostly made of frozen water, meth-
ane and ammonia. When Pluto was 
first discovered, it was thought to be 
a planet. However, it’s now known 
that there are several Pluto-size ob-
jects in the Kuiper belt. Pluto was 
downgraded to a dwarf planet. Thus 
far, three dwarf planets have been 
discovered in the Kuiper belt. Pluto 
is one. The other two are called Hau-
mea and Makemake (pronounced 
MAHkayMAHkay).
Before New Horizons flew past Plu-
to, the Hubble Space Telescope was 
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used to spot five likely Kuiper belt 
targets for the spacecraft. NASA sci-
entists have recently made their se-
lection. New Horizons will now fly 
towards a comet-like object called 
2014 MU69. This object has a di-
ameter of 28 miles (45 kilometers). 
Another slightly larger object was 
considered. Yet it would have taken 
more fuel to get to this one.

Like all other Kuiper belt ob-
jects, 2014 MU69 orbits, or cir-
cles, the Sun. It takes 293 years to 
complete one orbit. New Horizons 
is now expected to fly past 2014 
MU69 on January 1, 2019. Then, 
the spacecraft will be 43.4 AU from 
the Sun. Scientists say that objects 
in the Kuiper belt date back to when 
the Solar System first formed, or 4.6 
billion years ago. 

KAZAKHSTAN’S GEOGLYPHS

Scientists from universities in Ka-
zakhstan and Lithuania have dis-
covered around 50 geoglyphs in the 
Kazakh Steppe. This is a huge area 
of open, flat grassland in northern 
Kazakhstan. Geoglyphs are large 
man-made shapes on the ground. 
Often they are best seen from high 
up in the sky.

The most famous geoglyphs are 
Peru’s Nazca Lines. A pilot first 
discovered these geoglyphs in 1939. 
When he flew over a desert in Peru, 
the pilot was amazed to see large 
figures on the ground. In total there 
are about 700 geoglyphs. They in-
clude: a hummingbird, parrot, mon-
key, shark, lizard, dog, spider, and 
condor (a type of large bird). Some 
are very big. The condor, for exam-
ple, is 440 feet (134 meters) long. 
As well as figures, there are many 
geometric shapes (triangles, spirals 
and rectangles) and long straight 

runway-like lines. The Nazca Lines 
cover a desert area of around 280 
square miles (725 square kilome-
ters).

This desert in Peru is covered in 
pebbles, or small stones. The Nazca 
people made the figures and lines 
by moving the pebbles. This ex-
posed, or uncovered, the different 
colored ground beneath. The lines 
of the figures show up as lighter ar-
eas. This desert is one of the driest 
places in the world. The lack of rain 
has probably helped to preserve the 
geoglyphs. It is not possible to see 
the shapes when walking across the 
desert. The best view is from high in 
the air. No one knows why these fig-
ures were made. There are also ar-
guments about when the geoglyphs 
were made.

A square geoglyph with cross pattern in Kazakhstan

Kazakhstan is a large country. Its 
population is only 18 million. There 
are large areas of the country where 
only few people live. This is where 
the geoglyphs were found. The sci-
entists discovered most of them by 
using Google Earth. The shapes 
include: rings, crosses, circles, and 
squares. One of the more unusual 
figures is a swastika-like shape. The 
swastika is a symbol of good fortune 
in the Hindu and Buddhist religions. 
However, nowadays, in many coun-
tries it is the symbol most associated 
with Nazi Germany.

The geoglyphs in Kazakhstan 
were not created in the same way as 
the Nazca Lines. These geoglyphs 
were made with mounds piled up 
on top of the earth. These mounds 
contain rocks, pieces of stone, soil, 
and gravel. 

The “swastika” geoglyph in Kazakhstan

The scientists have investigated 
some of the geoglyphs, but, so far, 
have discovered very little. They 
think that they were made between 
3,000 and 7,000 years ago. Then, 
people who lived in this part of the 
world were nomadic. Why they 
wanted to stay in one place and build 
these large structures is a mystery. 
Some people think they are linked 
to constellations, or groups of stars, 
in the night sky. Others believe that 
they are connected with water.  

PEACE AGREEMENT IN SOUTH SUDAN

On August 26, the president of 
South Sudan, Salva Kiir, signed a 
peace agreement. The signing took 
place in Juba, the country’s capital 
city. The leaders of Kenya, Uganda 
and Ethiopia witnessed it. These 
countries all share a border with 
South Sudan.

The peace agreement is between 
Mr. Kiir’s government and a rebel 
group. Riek Machar leads the reb-
els. He signed the agreement ten 
days before. However, at that time, 
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Mr. Kiir refused to put his signature 
on the agreement. He eventually did 
so after the United Nations (U.N.) 
threatened to withdraw its support 
for his government. Several other 
countries, such as the U.S., Britain, 
China, and Norway, helped to orga-
nize the peace agreement.

South Sudan is a “new coun-
try”. It became an independent 
nation in 2011. South Sudan used 
to be part of Sudan. Sudan was 
a former colony of Britain. It be-
came an independent country in 
1956. Soon afterwards, fighting 
broke out between the north and 
south. In the northern part of Su-
dan, most people are Muslims and 
speak Arabic. Black Africans are 
the majority in the south. They 
follow the Christian faith, or tradi-
tional African religions.

Riek Machar (l) and Salva Kiir (r)

The United Nations (U.N.) 
helped to arrange a peace treaty in 
2005. This ended the war. As part of 
the treaty, it was agreed that people 
in the south could decide if southern 
Sudan should be a separate nation. 
In 2011 a referendum was held. 
This is a vote in which all adults can 
take part. Nearly 99% of the peo-
ple voted “yes” for independence. 
Then, six months later, South Sudan 
officially became “the world’s new-
est country”.

At the time of independence, Mr. 
Kiir was South Sudan’s president. 
Mr. Machar was the vice, or deputy, 

president. In 2013 the two men had 
a disagreement. Mr. Kiir dismissed 
Mr. Machar. The two largest tribal, 
or ethnic groups, in South Sudan 
are the Dinka and the Nuer. Mr. 
Machar is from the Nuer tribe and 
Mr. Kiir is a Dinka. At the end of 
2013, fighting broke out between 
the two groups.

The U.N. began a peacekeep-
ing operation in what’s now South 
Sudan a long time ago. It’s called 
UNMISS (United Nations Mission 
in South Sudan). After the fighting 
between Nuer and Dinka tribes be-
gan, the number of peacekeepers 
was increased to 10,000. Yet the 
civil war continued. Several peace 
agreements have been arranged, but 
all failed. Thousands of people have 
been killed and more than two mil-
lion forced to leave their homes.

The peace agreement includes 
a ceasefire. It says that all fighting 
is to stop. Mr. Machar is to become 
vice president again. A joint gov-
ernment will run the country for the 
next two and a half years. Then, new 
elections are to be arranged. All sol-
diers in Juba are to be replaced by a 
police force. 

Many people hope that this peace 
agreement will finally end the civil 
war. Yet a few days after Mr. Kiir 
signed the agreement, both sides 
accused each other of breaking the 
ceasefire. This was after fighting 
broke out in Unity state and Upper 
Nile state. 

HOUSE DUST STUDY

Researchers working at an Amer-
ican university have completed a 
study on household dust. Their work 
shows that even if there is only one 
person in a house, they do not live 
alone. On average, the dust in peo-
ple’s homes contains many thou-
sands of microbes.

Microbes, or microorganisms, 
are some of the smallest living 
things in the world. They can be 
only seen with high-powered mi-
croscopes. Microorganizms include 
bacteria and spores of certain types 
of fungi and mold. Microorganizms 
can be found everywhere in the 
world. They live in the soil, far be-
low ground, deep in the ocean and in 
the highest parts of the atmosphere. 
Some microbes live in extreme heat 
or cold. They can live in places 
where humans could not survive.

Dust bunnies or dust mice

The researchers asked 1,200 vol-
unteers to collect some dust from 
their homes. These people lived in 
different parts of the U.S. They were 
instructed to take dust samples from 
the tops of an inside and outside door 
trim. This is because most people ei-
ther forget or do not bother to clean 
these places. The homeowners were 
also asked to fill in a form. Ques-
tions included: how many rooms 
does the house have, how old is it, 
does the house have a basement, are 
there carpets, and how often are win-
dows left open. The dust samples 
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and completed forms then had to be 
returned to the researchers.

Dust is small particles of many 
different things. Inside a house, dust 
can include: plant pollen, human 
and animal hair and skin cells, cloth 
and carpet fibers, particles of food, 
bits of dead insects, parts of spiders’ 
webs and tiny pieces of soil or sand. 
Sometimes dust collects in “clumps” 
in corners or under furniture. Some 
people call these clumps “dust bun-
nies” or “dust mice”. They are held 
together by static electricity.

Highly enlarged image of a house dust mite

Dust mites also add to dust. These 
tiny creatures can be only seen with 
a microscope. They live in carpets 
and other fabrics. Dust mites do not 
bite humans. They feed on dead hu-
man skin cells. The bodies of dead 
dust mites and waste they produce 
add to household dust. Dust mites 
are harmless. Yet people who have 
asthma are often allergic to them.

The researchers say that they 
found about 9,000 different microbes 
in the dust samples. On average, 
the dust from each house contained 
7,000 types of bacteria and 2,000 
kinds of fungi. Types of fungi de-
pended on where the house is locat-
ed. This suggests that the fungi occur 
naturally in the surrounding area.

The bacteria were different. 
Some types were more widespread 
in homes where most residents were 
women. Other bacteria were found 
in homes with more men. This is 

because certain kinds of bacteria 
are more common on either men’s 
or women’s bodies. The research-
ers say that the biggest “impact” on 
bacteria in people’s homes is pets. 
Dogs and cats bring many different 
types of bacteria into houses.

All the dust samples came from 
America. Yet, the researchers sus-
pect that the results would be sim-
ilar in other countries. They now 
plan to try to find out if any mi-
crobes in the dust samples affect 
human health. However, most mi-
croorganisms are harmless. Some 
are helpful, as they can prevent cer-
tain illnesses and allergies. 

ANCIENT TEMPLES DESTROYED

Three months ago Islamic State fight-
ers captured the city of Tadmur, in 
central Syria. This city is also known 
as Palmyra. It is famous for its an-
cient ruins. On August 23, the Islam-
ic State (IS) deliberately destroyed 
Palmyra’s Temple of Baal-shamin. 
Seven days later, the nearby Temple 
of Bel was blown up. Both buildings 
were about 2,000 years old.

Palmyra is a United Nations 
(U.N.) World Heritage site. These 
are places that the U.N. believes 
need special protection. They are im-
portant for historical, cultural or nat-
ural reasons. Palmyra means “city of 
palm trees”. The city was built next 
to an oasis, or place in the desert 
where there is water. The city is half-
way between the Mediterranean Sea 
and the Euphrates River. In ancient 
times, the trade route that connected 
countries in the east with the Roman 
world passed through Palmyra.

Palmyra became a wealthy 
city. Just over 2,000 years ago the 
Romans took control of it. About 
100 years later, Emperor Hadrian 

declared that Palmyra was a free 
city. This meant that it was still un-
der Roman control. Yet the city did 
not have to pay taxes to Rome. 

In 268 CE a woman known as 
Queen Zenobia became the ruler 
of Palmyra. She set up a powerful 
army and declared that Palmyra was 
no longer part of the Roman Em-
pire. Her army captured much of 
modern-day Egypt and Turkey. This 
annoyed the Roman leaders. A pow-
erful Roman force finally defeated 
the queen’s army. Soon afterwards 
the Romans captured Palmyra. They 
then destroyed the city.

Many of Palmyra’s stone build-
ings were constructed in an Ancient 
Greek or Roman style. There were 
several temples, where different 
gods were worshiped. The Temple 
of Baal-shamin and the Temple of 
Bel were dedicated to sky and lunar 
(Moon) gods. Hundreds of years lat-
er, the buildings were used as Chris-
tian churches. 

Temple of Baal-shamin, in Palmyra

The IS is a militant Islamic or-
ganization. It is also known as ISIS 
and ISIL. The IS currently occupies 
large areas of northern Syria and 
northern Iraq. It was set up about 
four years ago. Most IS supporters 
are Sunni Muslims. They believe 
that everyone should follow very 
strict religious rules. Many people 
say that IS fighters are fanatics who 
are prepared to commit genocide, 
or mass murder. They wear black 
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clothing and treat Shia Muslims, 
Christians and people of other reli-
gions very harshly. IS fighters have 
destroyed many Shia mosques and 
shrines and other religious buildings.

Temple of Bel, in Palmyra

The IS has deliberately damaged 
the ruins of famous ancient cities in 
Iraq. Nineveh is one example. IS says 
that, in its version of Islam, ancient 
statues of god-like figures and tem-
ples are signs of worshiping idols. In 
their teaching, there is only one god 
and therefore anything connected to 
other gods should be destroyed. 

A few days before the temples 
were blown up, IS fighters executed 
an 82-year-old Syrian man. He was 
an archaeologist who had studied 
Palmyra’s ruins for 50 years. The 
U.N. declared that the destruction of 
Palmyra’s temples is a war crime. 

LA TOMATINA

Thousands of people took part in 
one of the world’s biggest food 
fights on August 28. Called “La To-
matina”, the tomato fight is part of a 
festival that takes place in Buñol, a 
small town in Spain. This year was 
the 70th anniversary of the town’s 
first tomato fight in 1945.

During the weeklong festival 
there are parades, music and danc-
ing. Yet the main event is the tomato 
fight. It is held on the last Wednes-
day of August. The food fight lasts 

for one hour. People crowd into the 
town’s narrow streets and central 
square to throw tomatoes at each 
other. Now, the tomatoes have to be 
squashed before the fight begins.

No one is sure how “La Tomati-
na” started. Some say that it began 
when a group of young people start-
ed throwing tomatoes at each other. 
They took the tomatoes from market 
stalls in the town square. The police 
stopped the fight. They then ordered 
those who had thrown the tomatoes 
to pay for them.

The following year, on the anni-
versary of the tomato fight, the same 
group decided to do a similar thing. 
This time they brought their own 
tomatoes. They also began throwing 
them at other people. Again the po-
lice were called to stop the fight.

Tomato fight in Buñol

Thereafter, on each anniversary, 
more and more people took part in 
the tomato fight. Eventually, local 
officials declared that they would 
organize an annual event. However, 
they said that people who wanted 
to join in must follow certain rules. 
One rule was that the tomatoes had 
to be squashed. This was to make 
sure that nobody got hurt.

Today, the tomatoes are specially 
grown for the festival. Before the fight 
starts, seven large trucks, loaded with 
squashed tomatoes, drive into the 
town. Soon afterwards the drivers tip, 
or dump, the tomatoes in the square.

Many of those taking part wear 
shorts, swimming goggles and 

shower caps. Some bring umbrellas. 
Nowadays, people come from all 
over the world for the festival. The 
firing of water cannons signals the be-
ginning of the fight. After 60 minutes, 
the cannons are fired again. Then 
everyone has to stop. Shop owners 
protect their storefronts by covering 
them with large plastic sheets.

The number of people traveling 
to Buñol for “La Tomatina” kept in-
creasing. The festival began to cost 
the town more and more money. The 
tomatoes, extra police, ambulances 
and security officials have to be paid 
for. Another problem was that there 
were too many people. Three years 
ago 40,000 people arrived in Buñol 
for the food fight.

To stop overcrowding and to help 
pay for the tomatoes and clean-up, 
town officials decided to sell tickets. 
The price of one ticket is €10 ($11). 
Those who want to stand on the 
trucks that bring the squashed toma-
toes into the town have to pay much 
more. Around 5,000 free tickets are 
given to people who live in the town.

This year 22,000 tickets were 
available. All sold. Many people 
who bought them were from Austra-
lia, Japan, Britain, and the U.S. The 
trucks contained 320,000 pounds 
(145,000 kilograms) of tomatoes. 
After the fight, fire trucks are used 
to wash the tomato pulp away. The 
acidity in the tomato juice helps to 
clean the streets. Most people who 
have been in the fight jump into a 
nearby river to get clean. 

GREENLAND GLACIER CALVING

At the end of August researchers an-
nounced that a huge area of ice had 
broken off Greenland’s Jakobshavn 
Glacier. This glacier is one of the 
largest in the northern hemisphere. 



September 3, 2015 Newsademic.com™ – American English edition page 9

The Jakobshavn Glacier connects 
Greenland’s ice sheet to the Arctic 
Ocean. Satellite pictures show that 
a 4.8 square mile (12.4 square kilo-
meter) area of ice has broken away 
from the end of the glacier.

Satellite image of Jakobshavn Glacier showing area 
of ice that recently broke off (calving front) (ESA)

When it nears the sea, the Ja-
kobshavn Glacier flows through a 
deep valley. It has been carved out, 
or eroded, by the ice. At the end of 
the last ice age, over 10,000 years 
ago, the sea level rose and flooded 
the lower part of the valley. These 
types of flooded valleys are known 
as inlets or fjords. The town of 
Ilulissat is on the coast where the 
Jakobshavn Glacier fjord meets the 
sea. This town has a population of 
about 4,500. It is Greenland’s third-
largest settlement.

When large pieces of ice break 
off a glacier it is known as calv-
ing. The place where this happens 
is called the “calving front”. The 
Jakobshavn Glacier’s calving front 
has retreated back along the fjord. 
Around 150 years ago, it was much 
closer to the open sea. Nowadays, 
when large areas of ice break off the 
glacier they can be too big to float 
down the fjord. Some bigger pieces 
get stuck on the bottom where the 
water is shallower. Eventually, more 
ice calving behind them breaks 
them up. When many smaller parts 
of the glacier break off, they form 
a mixture of floating sea ice, small 

icebergs and snow. This is known as 
“ice mélange”.

If a large area of ice breaks off 
a glacier and floats out to sea it be-
comes an iceberg. Icebergs formed 
by calving glaciers on Greenland’s 
northwest coast normally gradually 
drift south. On the way, they usual-
ly break up into smaller pieces. By 
the time they reach the Canadian 
island of Newfoundland, most have 
melted away.

However, some icebergs from 
the west coast of Greenland can 
reach the North Atlantic Ocean. 
There, they are a danger to ships. 
The iceberg that sank the Titanic in 
1912 is believed to have come from 
the Jakobshavn Glacier. The Titanic 
was a large passenger ship that was 
on its first voyage from Britain to 
the U.S.

Satellite image of Jakobshavn Glacier showing 
how the calving front has retreated since 1851

Glaciers move at different 
speeds during the year. They speed 
up in summer and slow down in 
winter. Satellites are used to mea-
sure the speed of the Jakobshavn 
Glacier. Recent satellite recordings 
show that, in summer, it moves at 
about 151 feet (46 meters) each day. 
The glacier is now moving much 
faster than it did in the 1990s. The 
researchers suspect that it is now 
one of the fastest moving glaciers 
in the world.

Warmer temperatures probably 
explain why the Jakobshavn Glacier 
has retreated so far from the sea. As 

this happens, the researchers say, 
there is less ice at the “front” of the 
glacier to hold back ice at the “rear”. 
This may be one reason why it is 
now moving so quickly.

Ice within Greenland’s huge ice 
sheet gradually moves towards the 
sea. The Jakobshavn Glacier is one 
of the ice sheet’s biggest drainage 
channels. Scientists estimate that 
about 10% of all Greenland’s ice-
bergs come from this glacier. 

Icebergs calved from Greenland’s 
glaciers are far smaller than those 
created by Antarctica’s ice sheet. 
There, in some places, thick layers 
of ice cover the sea. When parts of 
these ice shelves break away, they 
can form floating ice islands more 
than 155 miles (250 kilometers) 
long and 19 miles (30 kilometers) 
wide. 

BERSIH PROTESTS IN MALAYSIA

Tens of thousands of people in Ma-
laysia took part in protest rallies 
on August 29 and 30. The largest 
demonstration was in Kuala Lum-
pur, the capital city. The protest-
ers demanded that the country’s 
prime minister, Najib Razak, stand 
down, or resign. Government offi-
cials declared that the rallies were 
unlawful. Yet they did not try to 
stop them.

The protesters accuse Mr. Razak 
of dishonesty. Several news organi-
zations claim that $700 million was 
paid into the bank accounts of the 
prime minister and some of his close 
relatives. The money came from a 
government fund called 1Malaysia 
Development Berhad (1MDB). This 
is a type of sovereign wealth fund. 
The Malaysian government set up 
1MDB six years ago. Mr. Razak 
is in charge of its advisory board. 
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This is the group of people who run 
the fund.

Many countries have sovereign 
wealth funds. The money in these 
funds is invested. It can be used to 
buy company stocks or shares, gov-
ernment bonds, valuable metals, 
such as gold, and large buildings, or 
property. Money in sovereign wealth 
funds can also be used to pay for in-
frastructure projects like power sta-
tions or airports. These investments 
or projects are supposed to make ex-
tra money. This can then be used for 
government spending. Norway, Sin-
gapore, Qatar, and the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE) all have successful 
sovereign wealth funds.

Najib Razak, Malaysia’s prime minister

1MDB was set up to increase 
economic development in Malaysia. 
The plan was to encourage countries 
from the Middle East to help to pay 
for large projects in Malaysia. These 
include power stations and several 
large buildings. One project is to 
change an old airfield into a finan-
cial center. Some people have called 
this new complex the “City of Ma-
laysia”. However, recent financial 
reports show that 1MDB now has 
sizeable debts. This means that it 
owes large amounts of money.

Mr. Razak does not deny that 
$700 million was paid out of the 
fund. However, he claims that the 
money was “political donations” 
from people in the Middle East. This 
has angered many Malaysians. They 
cannot understand why the prime 

minister received political donations 
from Middle Eastern countries.

Mr. Razak is the leader of the 
Barisan Nasional (BN). He has 
been Malaysia’s prime minister 
since 2009. The BN is made up of 
several political parties that work 
closely together. The largest one, 
which Mr. Razak belongs to, is the 
United Malays National Organiza-
tion (UMNO). Malaysia was once 
a colony of Britain. It became an 
independent country in 1957. Since 
then, the UMNO has been on the 
winning side in every election.

About 30 million people live 
in Malaysia. It is a multi-religious 
country. Islam is the official reli-
gion. Roughly 60% of the popula-
tion are Muslims. These people are 
known as Malays. About 25% of 
Malaysians are people whose an-
cestors originally came from China. 
They are either Buddhists or Chris-
tians. Most of the remaining 15% 
are Hindus. These people’s families 
moved to the country from southern 
India when Malaysia was controlled 
by Britain.

Bersih rally in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

The Bersih “campaign”, or 
movement, was formed in 2006. In 
the Malay language bersih means 
“clean”. Its leaders say that Bersih 
is a non-political organization. Any-
one can be a part of it. At first, it 
was set up to demand changes to the 
way in which elections are run in 
Malaysia. Bersih followers claim 

that the electoral system in the coun-
try gives an unfair advantage to the 
BN. They also want “clean” govern-
ment, or no government corruption. 

The first Bersih rally took place 
in 2006. The latest, known as Bersih 
4.0, was the fourth. Most people 
who attend these rallies wear yel-
low T-shirts. There were Bersih 4.0 
protests in several Malaysian cities. 
They lasted for 36 hours. All the 
rallies were peaceful. During them 
people listened to speeches and 
prayers. 

MESSAGE IN A BOTTLE

An old English shilling was recent-
ly paid to a woman in Germany. 
The Marine Biological Association 
(MBA) in Britain sent the coin to 
her. This organization was set up in 
1884. It is one of the world’s lead-
ing marine science associations. 
The German woman was paid “one 
shilling” for finding a message in 
a bottle.

While on holiday a few months 
ago, the woman and her husband 
visited an island called Amrum. This 
is one of the many small islands on 
Germany’s North Sea coast. The 
woman saw a bottle on a beach. 
Some wording in red could be seen 
on a piece of paper inside. It said 
“break the bottle”. The woman’s 
husband tried to open the bottle, but 
was unsuccessful. They therefore 
they decided to break it.

There was a postcard inside. Writ-
ten on the postcard were instructions 
in English, Dutch and German. They 
asked the finder to write on the post-
card where and when the bottle was 
found plus their name and address. 
It should then be mailed to the MBA 
in Britain. In return the association 
would send them a shilling.
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In the past Britain used pounds 
(£), shillings (s) and pence (d). 
The £ (or L), s and d stood for li-
brae, solidi and denarii (libra was a 
unit of weight in Roman times: the 
solidus and denarius were Roman 
coins). There were twelve pence in 
a shilling and twenty shillings, or 
240 pence, in a pound. (Pence is the 
plural of penny.) Britain changed to 
a decimal currency in 1971. Now, 
there are 100 pence in one pound. 
Shillings were replaced by five 
pence coins. These coins are worth 
one-twentieth of one pound.

One of the drift bottles (MBA)

The message in the bottle was 
a part of an experiment that was 
organized over 100 years ago. Be-
tween 1904 and 1906 a researcher at 
the MBA put 1,020 of these “drift” 
bottles in the sea. He was trying to 
find out in which direction currents 
flowed in the depths of the North 
Sea. Nowadays, this information is 
recorded easily. Specially designed 
devices can automatically transmit 
their speed and location. 

The drift bottles were weighted. 
This was to make sure that they did 
not float on the sea’s surface. They 

were designed to “float” in currents 
just above the seabed. Each bottle 
was numbered. They were put in 
the sea in different places. Within 
a few months, about half had been 
found and the postcards returned. 
Fishing boats “caught” many of 
them in their nets. Yet several hun-
dred are still “missing”. 

Three years ago a similar bottle 
was found in a net by the captain 
of a fishing boat near the Shetland 
Islands. These islands are the most 
northerly part of Britain. This drift 
bottle was part of a different experi-
ment. It was dropped in the water in 
1914. After 97 years in the sea, it only 
traveled nine miles (14.5 kilometers).

Researchers at the MBA were 
surprised to receive the postcard 
from Germany. They say that the 
bottle picked up on the German is-
land was placed in the sea in 1906. 
One MBA researcher managed to 
find an old English shilling. This 
was mailed to the German couple. 
It’s thought that they now hold the 
record for finding “the world’s old-
est message in a bottle”. 

MONA LISA’S SMILE

Two scientists from Britain believe 
that they have solved the mystery 
of the Mona Lisa’s smile. Leonardo 
da Vinci painted this picture. It is 
probably the world’s most famous 
painting. The scientists think that the 
artist deliberately painted the picture 
so the woman’s mouth looks both 
upturned (smiling) and downturned 
(not so happy). It depends on how 
the viewer looks at the painting.

Leonardo da Vinci (1452 – 1519) 
was a polymath. This is a person 
with a wide range of learning and 
knowledge. Da Vinci was not just 
an artist. He was also an expert 

mathematician, engineer, inventor, 
writer, sculptor, architect, musician, 
and botanist, or a scientist who 
studies plants.

Mona Lisa

Da Vinci painted some of the 
world’s best-known works of art. 
He is also known for drawing 
things that were far ahead of his 
time. For example, he sketched pic-
tures of a helicopter, a calculator, a 
diving suit, an armored chariot, or 
tank, a machine gun, and a flying 
machine. As a scientist, da Vinci 
was interested in anatomy, or the 
study of the human body. He made 
detailed drawings of human mus-
cles and skeletons.

Most art experts think that da Vin-
ci was asked to paint the Mona Lisa 
sometime between 1503 and 1506. 
They believe that the painting is a 
portrait of Lisa Gherardini. She was 
the wife of a wealthy silk merchant 
and mother of many of his children. 
The family lived in Florence. Today, 
this city is in northern Italy. In da Vin-
ci’s time Florence was one of several 
city-states in this part of Europe.

If Lisa Gherardini’s husband 
asked da Vinci to paint his wife’s 
portrait, the artist was probably not 
paid for it. This is because da Vinci 
kept the painting. When he moved 
to France ten years later, da Vinci 
took the picture with him. Some 
think that it may have taken him 15 
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years to complete the portrait. It’s 
said that the Mona Lisa was one of 
da Vinci’s favorite pictures. He kept 
the portrait until he died. After the 
artist’s death, the King of France ac-
quired the painting.

Today, the Mona Lisa is dis-
played in the Louvre art gallery in 
Paris, the capital of France. The pic-
ture is 77 centimetres by 53 centi-
metres (30 inches by 21 inches), so 
it is not very big.

La Bella Principessa

If you look at the Mona Lisa’s 
head she seems to be smiling. Yet, if 
you then look at her mouth, her smile 
seems to disappear. The scientists 
now claim that da Vinci painted an-
other earlier portrait in the same way. 
A number of art experts now believe 
that da Vinci also drew a portrait 
called La Bella Principessa (“The 
Beautiful Princess”). For many 
years, it was thought that a German 
artist drew this picture. The drawing 
was done with colored chalks and ink. 

La Bella Principessa is a portrait of 
a 13-year-old girl. She is about to get 
married. When seen from a distance, it 
looks as if the girl is smiling. Howev-
er, close up, her mouth is downturned. 
She looks much less happy. 

The scientists did an experi-
ment with a group of people. They 
showed them pictures of the Mona 
Lisa and La Bella Principessa as 
well as another portrait by a dif-
ferent artist. Only the Mona Lisa 
and La Bella Principessa had the 
“changing mouths”. Then, the sci-
entists digitally blurred the other 
portrait. After doing this, most peo-
ple in the group said that this por-
trait’s mouth also changed.

The scientists say that da Vinci 
deliberately created an optical illu-
sion when painting or drawing these 
women’s mouths. The pictures were 
done in a style known as sfumato. 
This name comes from the Italian 
word “fumo”, which means smoke. 
Sfumato is a style where there are no 
clear borders between different col-
ors. Da Vinci used sfumato to blend, 
or merge, the lines between the lips 
and surrounding skin. As the mouth 
has no clear outline, its shape changes 
when seen from different angles. 

GLIDING SPIDERS

American scientists have been 
studying a type of spider in Peru 
and Panama. The spiders are arbo-
real. This means that they live in 
trees. The scientists have discov-
ered that if the spiders fall, they 
don’t hit the ground. Instead, the 
spiders glide and land safely. They 
seem to be able to “steer” towards 
a nearby tree trunk. 

The gliding spiders are members 
of a spider genus (or family) called 
Selenops. There are over 100 spiders 
in this genus. Selenops are found all 
over the world. Their name comes 
from two Ancient Greek words for a 
moon goddess and an eye. The spi-
ders were given this name because 
of their moon-shaped eyes.

Many people think that spiders are 
insects. This is incorrect. Insects’ bod-
ies have three main segments: head, 
thorax and abdomen. Most insects 
have wings and they have six legs. 
Spiders are a type of animal called 
arachnids. These creatures have no 
wings, eight legs and two main body 
parts: a head and an abdomen. Unlike 
insects, spiders do not have antennas.

“Flattie” Selenops spider (Stephen P. Yanoviak)

The areas where the scientists did 
their research are covered in jungle. 
Some trees in these forests are 230 feet 
(70 meters) high. About 60 spiders 
were collected from the trees. The 
scientists call these spiders “flatties”. 
This is because they look as if they 
have been flattened, or squashed. The 
spiders’ bodies are about two centi-
metres (0.8 inches) long. Each of the 
spiders was weighed, photographed 
and put in a container. 

The scientists took the containers 
to the tops of the trees. Each of the 
arachnids was then dropped. As they 
fell, the spiders were filmed with a 
high-speed camera. Nearly all man-
aged to change direction in mid-air. 
Then, after gliding, they landed on 
one of the closer tree trunks. Only 
a few fell nearly all the way to the 
ground. These spiders landed on 
lower growing trees and bushes. 

The spiders that landed on tree 
trunks glided for between five and 
eight metres (16 and 26 feet). The 
films showed that, soon after being 
dropped, the spiders turned their 
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undersides to face downwards. The 
spiders then “leaned” forward and 
extended their two front legs. The 
scientists described this as a “Super-
man pose”.

When most spiders were dropped 
there was no wind. The scientists 
then set up a fan-like device to cre-
ate some. Several flatties were then 
dropped into the wind. They still 
managed to control their fall and 
land on nearby tree trunks.

The scientists also dropped other 
types of spider. Some of these live on 
the ground and some are tree dwell-
ing. Yet none could control their fall 
like the flatties. Researchers are in-
terested in controlled gliding. Sev-
eral arboreal snakes and lizards are 
also able to glide. Some researchers 
suspect that this is how some crea-
tures first developed wings. This 
happened over a long time, many 
millions of years ago.

The scientists plan more studies 
with flatties in the future. They want 
to find out how the spiders know 
where nearby trees are. They also 
want to discover if hairs on the spi-
ders’ legs help them glide and change 
direction. It’s possible that this infor-
mation could be used for future robot 
design. These robots may then be able 
to turn themselves upright and con-
trol their direction when falling. 

NORTH AND SOUTH KOREA AGREE

After three days of talks, senior of-
ficials from North and South Korea 
made an agreement on August 25. 
Before the agreement, both sides 
were threatening to take military 
action against each other. Some 
feared that the dispute could lead 
to an armed conflict between the 
two countries.

North Korea and South Korea 
used to be one country. In 1910 Korea 
was taken over by Japan. Soon after 
Japan’s defeat at the end of the Sec-
ond World War in 1945, the North and 
South became separate countries.

In 1950 the North invaded the 
South. This led to the Korean War, 
which lasted for three years. The 
United Nations (U.N.), with mainly 
American troops, helped the South. 
China supported the North. The war 
ended in a truce. However, no peace 
treaty has ever been signed between 
North and South Korea.

The border between the countries 
is where the opposing armies were fac-
ing each other when fighting stopped 
in 1953. The border, known as the 
Demilitarized Zone (DMZ), is a nar-
row strip of land covered in mines and 
barbed wire. Today thousands of 
soldiers still face each other across 
the DMZ.
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Nowadays, South Korea is a suc-
cessful country. It holds democrat-
ic elections for its politicians and 
president. Several big South Korean 
companies are world leaders in com-
puter technology, shipbuilding and 
industrial design. Yet it’s thought that 
thousands of people in North Korea 
do not have enough to eat. There is 
limited electric power. Only senior 
people in the government and army 
have enough food and supplies.

Within the last ten years, North 
Korea has developed and tested a 
nuclear bomb. The North Korean 
army is the fifth largest in the world. 
The country’s leaders control the 
newspapers and television and radio 
broadcasts. News reports from other 
countries are blocked.
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Members of one family have run 
North Korea since it became a sep-
arate country. Kim Il-sung ruled the 
country for 46 years. After his death, 
his son, Kim Jong-il, took over. Kim 
Jong-il died four years ago. He was 
succeeded by one of his sons, Kim 
Jong-un. Not much is known about 
the current leader. He is believed to 
be around 30 years old.

There have been many disagree-
ments and disputes between North 
and South Korea. Two serious 
incidents were in 2010. A South 

Korean navy ship was sunk. The 
South claimed that a North Korean 
submarine had attacked the ship. 
The North said that this was untrue. 
Eight months later, North Korea 
fired artillery shells at a South Ko-
rean island. The South fired back.

Flagpole on north side of the Demilitarized Zone 
(DMZ), in North Korea (Justin Paul Barrass)

Some incidents are less serious. 
One happened in the 1980s. South 
Korea put up a large flagpole near 
the DMZ. It is about 328 feet (100 
meters) tall. Soon afterwards, North 
Korea built an even bigger one on 
its side of the border. Its flagpole is 
525 feet (160 meters) high. At the 
time, some people called this the 
“flagpole war”.

The recent dispute began on 
August 4. Two soldiers were badly 
injured by mines within the South 
Korean side of the DMZ. The South 
accused the North of planting the 
mines. The last time this happened 
was nearly 50 years ago. In retal-
iation, the South began blaring 
propaganda messages and songs 
through large loudspeakers. The 
sound from these speakers is deaf-
ening. It can be heard for many 
miles inside North Korea. These 

messages are supposed to encourage 
North Korean soldiers to defect.

The North demanded that the 
loudspeakers be switched off. 
When this didn’t happen, it fired a 
rocket over the border. The South 
fired back. Satellite images showed 
that more than 50 North Korean 
submarines had left their bases. 
More large guns were moved near 
the DMZ. South Korea recalled its 
warplanes that had flown to the 
U.S. There, the planes were taking 
part in exercises with the American 
air force.

At the talks, the North eventually 
said that it regretted the recent land 
mine explosions. South Korea then 
agreed to switch off the loudspeak-
ers. Both sides also declared that 
they would “step back” from any 
further military confrontation. 

RARE NAUTILUS 

Scientists from the U.S. have man-
aged to catch and photograph a rare 
marine creature. Known as a crusty 
nautilus, it has only ever been seen 
alive twice before. The last time 
was over 30 years ago. The nau-
tilus was caught near Papua New 
Guinea (PNG), in the southern 
Pacific Ocean.

There are six species of nautilus. 
These creatures are a type of ceph-
alopod. This means that they are 
related to octopuses, squid and cut-
tlefish. Unlike these cephalopods, 
nautiluses live inside hard external 
shells. These are spiral-shaped, or 
similar to snail shells. 

An adult nautilus’ shell is about 
25 centimetres (ten inches) across. 
Different species have different col-
ored shells. Some nautiluses have 
reddish brown stripes. The crusty 
nautilus’ shell is light brown. It has 
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a rough outer layer. This is why it is 
called the crusty nautilus.

There are a number of chambers 
inside a nautilus’ shell. The creature 
can fill these with either seawater or 
gas. By altering the amount of gas in 
these chambers, the nautilus chang-
es its depth in the ocean. If there is 
more gas it rises. Less gas and more 
seawater inside the shell makes the 
nautilus go deeper. This is similar to 
how a submarine works.

Two species of nautilus, one on right is a rare crusty 
nautilus (Peter Ward, University of Washington)

Nautiluses swim by jet propul-
sion. Like octopuses and squid, 
they have an organ called a siphon. 
Nautiluses can expel, or force, large 
amounts of water out of their si-
phons very quickly. This pushes the 
creatures backwards. By changing 
the position of their siphon jets, 
nautiluses can alter their direction 
of travel.

Nautiluses have about 90 long 
tentacles. When threatened, the 
tentacles are withdrawn inside the 
shell. Nautiluses eat crabs, shrimps 
and small fish. They are also scav-
engers. This means that they will 
feed on dead fish and other crea-
tures. Unlike octopuses, nautiluses 
have poor eyesight. They find, or 
detect, their prey by “smell” and 
not sight. 

The cephalopods spend the day 
in deep water near or on the seabed. 
After the Sun goes down, they move 
towards shallower water to look for 
food. Other marine creatures, such 

as sharks, octopuses and turtle, prey 
on nautiluses. Nautiluses live in the 
warmer waters of the Pacific and In-
dian Oceans. Local fishermen catch 
nautiluses for their shells. These are 
then sold as ornaments. 

Nautiluses are often described as 
living fossils. They have existed for 
millions of years. Nautilus-like fos-
sils have been found that are around 
500 million years old. Therefore, 
nautiluses were swimming in the 
seas 265 million years before dino-
saurs walked on the land.

The scientists were recording 
populations of nautiluses near PNG. 
Each night they lowered some 
chicken meat to different depths. 
They then filmed the creatures that 
came to eat it. One night a crusty 
nautilus appeared. This was when 
the chicken was lowered to a depth 
of 600 feet (183 meters). The sci-
entists then sent down baited traps. 
These caught several nautiluses in-
cluding a crusty one. The scientists 
pulled them all up to the surface to 
take measurements and tissue sam-
ples. The nautiluses were then put 
back in the sea.

No one knows how many nauti-
luses there are in the oceans. Some 
marine researchers now fear that 
they are becoming an endangered 
species. 

AZTEC HEAD RACK

For many years archaeologists in 
Mexico have been working to un-
cover parts of the Templo Mayor 
(in Spanish this means “Great Tem-
ple”). This was the biggest temple 
in Tenochtitlan, the Aztec’s capital. 
Mexico City was built “on top of” 
Tenochtitlan. Therefore the ruins of 
the Great Temple are in the center 
of Mexico’s capital city.

Recently, the archaeologists 
made a shocking discovery. Under 
layers of earth, they uncovered the 
remains of what’s known as a “tzom-
pantli”. This was a wooden rack on 
which human heads were fixed. The 
Aztecs believed in human sacrifice. 
The heads fixed to the tzompantli, 
or skull rack, were from people who 
had been sacrificed or captured in 
wars, or conflicts.

The tzompantli found in the 
Templo Mayor had an unusual base. 
The rack stood on other human 
skulls. These had been arranged in 
a large circle and mortared together. 
(Mortar is a type of cement.) The 
skulls were all “looking” at a cen-
tral point in the circle. Its not yet 
known if anything was in the mid-
dle of this circle.

Remains of Aztec head rack (PAU-INAH)

After traveling between different 
places for many years, a group of 
people founded the city of Tenoch-
titlan in 1325. These people were 
called the Mexica. Later, the city 
they founded would become the 
center of the Aztec Empire. Tenoch-
titlan was built on swampy ground. 
Lakes surrounded it. The Mexica 
built canals and causeways. They 
worked out how to use the lakes to 
grow food crops. Their city grew 
bigger and bigger. 

In 1431 the Mexica leaders 
made an alliance with two other 
powerful cities. These were called 
Texcoco and Tlacopan. This ar-
rangement was called the Triple 
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Alliance. It was the beginning of the 
Aztec Empire. Over time Tenochtit-
lan became the most important of 
the three cities. The Aztecs then 
began to take over other parts of 
Central America. Eventually, they 
controlled all of what is now mod-
ern-day Mexico.

In 1519 a Spanish soldier, or 
conquistador, landed on the east 
coast of Central America. His name 
was Hernán Cortés (1485 – 1547). 
He had brought a small force of 
soldiers with him. The Aztecs had 
never seen Europeans or large 
wooden sailing ships before. At 
first, they thought that Cortés and 
his soldiers were gods. Cortés and 
his men traveled to Tenochtitlan. 
There, they were amazed to see the 
gold and other riches in the city. 
Soon afterwards Cortés made plans 
to attack the city. To do this he made 
an agreement with a group of peo-
ple called the Tlaxcala. They were 
enemies of the Aztecs.

Templo Mayor ruins in Mexico City

Eventually, the Spanish and the 
Tlaxcala captured Tenochtitlan. 
Yet, by this time, many of the Az-
tecs had died from smallpox. The 
Spanish brought this disease to Cen-
tral America. The local people had 
no immunity to smallpox. Cortés 
captured the Aztec king, or em-
peror, Cuauhetemoc. Later, Cortés 
ordered his execution. The Spanish 
destroyed Tenochtitlan. They then 
began to build their own city on top 
of the ruins. As Mexico City grew, 

the surrounding lakes were filled in 
and built on.

The archaeologists say that some 
Spanish soldiers described seeing 
a large tzompantli near the temple 
500 years ago. They suspect that 
what they have found is the remains 
of this skull rack. 

SEABIRDS AND PLASTIC

Researchers from Australia and 
Britain have completed a study on 
seabirds and plastics. Surprisingly 
their work shows that 90% of all 
seabirds have pieces of plastic in-
side their stomachs. In 1960 it was 
five percent. If plastic waste con-
tinues to be dumped in the sea, the 
researchers say that this figure will 
get higher. They predict that nearly 
every seabird, or 99%, will have 
eaten some plastic by 2050. 

When thrown away, plastic items 
do not rot. They never disappear. 
Plastic items slowly break up into 
smaller and smaller pieces. In the 
seas and oceans, tiny bits of plastic 
can harm fish, seabirds, and marine 
mammals. Thinking it is food, fish 
and seabirds will eat small bits of 
plastic. They cannot digest it. If too 
much gets into their stomachs, the 
plastic kills them. Some people be-
lieve that over one million seabirds 
die every year from eating plastic.

A recent study estimated that 
about eight million tons of plastic 
is dumped in the sea every year. 
Now there are large areas of float-
ing garbage in some of the world’s 
oceans. Much of it is discarded 
plastic bottles and other plastic con-
tainers. Circular ocean currents are 
called gyres. These currents can col-
lect huge areas of floating garbage, 
or “garbage islands”. Nowadays, 
the large gyre in the North Pacific 

Ocean is often called the “Great Pa-
cific garbage patch”.

There are about 400 different 
types of seabird. Most species make 
their nests in groups. These are 
known as colonies. Some seabird 
colonies may have about 20 birds. 
Others have millions. Some sea-
birds have long migration routes. 
They may cross the Equator or cir-
cumnavigate the world. Each year a 
seabird called the short-tailed shear-
water flies around the Pacific Ocean 
in a large figure of eight. It is known 
to fly from the island of Tasmania, 
in southern Australia, to the Arctic 
Ocean near Alaska.

Seabird with stomach full of plastic (Sparkle Motion)

The researchers say that the 
birds most likely to eat bits of plas-
tic floating in the sea are seagulls, 
shearwaters, penguins, and alba-
trosses. They list the things that they 
have found inside seabirds. These 
include: the tied ends of balloons, 
bottle tops, cigarette lighters, tooth-
brushes, dolls’ arms, and model cars 
and toys. 

The researchers compared two 
maps. One is where most of the 
oceans’ floating plastic is. The oth-
er covers the main feeding areas of 
seabirds. When overlaid, or placed 
one on top of the other, the maps 
show that the areas of risk are not 
the “floating garbage patches”. The 
worst, or highest risk areas, are in the 
Southern Ocean, or around South 
America and South Africa and the 
southern parts of Australia and New 
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Zealand. This is where the majority 
of the world’s seabirds live.

The map overlay shows that all the 
world’s oceans have become polluted 
with plastic. It was thought that some 
seas, such as the Southern Ocean, 
did not have much plastic. They 
contain far less plastic than the float-
ing garbage patches. Yet now these 
seas have enough smaller pieces of 
plastic to affect 90% of the seabird 
population. The researchers believe 
that the worst area, or where seabirds 
are most likely to eat plastic, is in the 
southern Tasman Sea. This sea is be-
tween Australia and New Zealand.

The researchers say that unlike 
climate change, this problem is easy 
to fix. If less plastic were put in the 
oceans, seabirds would not eat so 
much of it. 

MILITARY PARADE IN BEIJING

A huge military parade was held in 
China on September 3. It took place 
in Beijing, the country’s capital city. 
The event was organized to mark 
the 70th anniversary of Japan’s 
surrender in 1945. This marked the 
end of the Second World War in the 
Pacific. The Chinese government 
declared that this day would be a 
national holiday.

In the past, military leaders con-
trolled Japan. By the early 1900s the 
country had fought successful wars 
in China and the far east of Rus-
sia. In 1910 Japan occupied Korea. 
(Today, Korea is divided into two 
countries, North Korea and South 
Korea.) Then, in 1931, Japanese 
forces invaded Manchuria. This is 
the northeastern part of China.

The Japanese leaders set up a 
new state, or country, in Manchuria. 
They called it Manchukuo. The Jap-
anese arranged for a former Chinese 

emperor to be Manchukuo’s ruler. 
However, Japanese military com-
manders told him what to do. When 
others control rulers in this way they 
are often called “puppets”.

In 1937 Japanese forces in Man-
chukuo invaded other parts of Chi-
na. This was the beginning of what’s 
known as the Second Sino-Japa-
nese War (1937 – 1945). During 
the war many Japanese soldiers and 
their commanders behaved very 
badly. Millions of Chinese civilians 
were killed. 

China’s president, Xi Jinping

In 1941 Japan launched a sur-
prise attack on Pearl Harbor. This is 
a large American naval base in the 
Pacific Ocean. The Japanese also 
attacked the British in Malaysia and 
Hong Kong. This meant that China, 
the U.S. and Britain were now all 
fighting against Japan.

Then, there were two competing 
groups in China. One was the Kuo-
mintang (KMT). Also known as the 
Nationalists, it was led by Chiang 
Kai-shek. The other group was the 
Communist Party of China (CPC). 
Its leader was Mao Zedong. After 
the Japanese invaded, the KMT and 
the CPC agreed to stop attacking 
each other. Most of the people who 
fought against the Japanese in China 
were KMT soldiers. 

In 1945, American air force 
planes dropped two atomic bombs 
on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki. On August 15, Japan 
agreed to surrender. Many countries 

such as the U.S. and Britain mark 
this date as the end of the war. They 
call it V-J Day (Victory over Japan 
Day). The Japanese leaders signed 
a formal surrender document on 
September 3, 1945. Other countries, 
such as China, mark the end of the 
war on this date.

After the war against Japan end-
ed, the conflict in China between the 
KMT and the CPC restarted. After 
many years of fighting the Commu-
nists controlled most of the country. 
In 1949 the Nationalists retreated to 
the island of Taiwan. This explains 
why China and Taiwan remain two 
separate countries. 

Traditionally, China has not cel-
ebrated the end of the Second Si-
no-Japanese War or Second World 
War. This year was different. Some 
time ago Xi Jinping, China’s presi-
dent, announced that there would be 
a large military parade to mark the 
70th anniversary of the end of the 
war against Japan. 

Flag parade in China

In recent years, China has be-
come a very successful country. Its 
leaders have decided to spend large 
amounts of money on its army, navy 
and air force. Today, China has one 
of the world’s biggest armies. The 
only country that spends more mon-
ey than China on its armed services 
is the U.S.

The leaders of many other coun-
tries were invited to the parade. 
They included Vladimir Putin, the 
president of Russia, and the South 
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Korean president, Park Geun-hye. 
Ban Ki-moon, the secretary-gener-
al, or leader, of the United Nations 
(U.N.) was one of the many guests. 
However, the leaders of Japan, the 
U.S. and European countries, such 
as Britain, Germany and France, 
chose not to attend.

During the parade over 12,000 
soldiers marched through Tianan-
men Square. This is a large open 
area in the center of Beijing. Hun-
dreds of tanks, rocket launchers and 
military vehicles drove past. Fighter 
jets, larger military aircraft and heli-
copters flew overhead. 

SHIGIR IDOL

Scientists in Germany have 
made a surprising announce-
ment. A Russian museum sent 
a very old, long piece of carved 
wood to their laboratory. The 
Russia museum asked the 
German scientists to date the 
wood. They knew that the sci-
entists have the latest technolo-
gy for dating organic material, 
like wood. After completing 
the tests, the German scientists 
said that the wood was at least 
11,000 years old. This means 
that it is the world’s oldest 
known wooden sculpture.

The long piece of wood is 
known as the Shigir Idol. It 
was discovered in a peat bog 
in Russia in 1890. Peat bogs 
form in wet areas when dead 
plants do not decay. Over 
time, this dead plant material 
builds up. It absorbs water, so 
the bog becomes even wetter. 
More plants, especially moss-
es, then grow on the top. Peat 
bogs are known to preserve 
organic matter. The acid in 

the bog and lack of air makes things 
decompose very slowly. In the 
past well-preserved human bodies, 
which are thousands of years old, 
have been found in peat bogs. 

The Shigir Idol was carved from a 
single larch tree. The tree was about 
160 years old when it was cut down. 
Originally the carved piece of wood 
was 17.4 feet (5.3 meters) long. It 
was therefore as tall as a two-story 
house. When dug up, the sculpture 
was in a number of pieces. Over 
the years some have gone missing. 
The parts that remain, including the 
head, are about three metres (ten 
feet) long. An archaeologist made a 

drawing of the complete Shi-
gir Idol in 1914. So, pictures 
of the missing parts still exist. 

Different markings have 
been carved on the wood 
below the head. There are 
straight lines, curved lines, 
herringbone markings, and 
chevrons, or upside-down 
“V” shapes. Also there are 
seven faces at different levels. 
The carvings are on both sides 
of the piece of wood. Many 
people think that these mark-
ings “say something” or are 
a type of writing. Yet no one 
has been able to decode them. 

The sculpture is kept in a 
specially made glass case in a 
museum in Yekaterinburg, in 
central Russia. Some muse-
um staff suspect that the Shi-
gir Idol is a type of map. The 
chevrons, straight lines and 
curved lines show the way that 
someone would have to travel. 
Some straight lines were for 
the number of days the journey 
took. Others were for steep sid-
ed valleys. The curved lines are 
water symbols and the chev-
rons represent hills. 

Another question was how the 
sculpture was kept in an upright 
position. The museum staff do not 
think it was dug into the ground. 
Nor do they believe it was leant up 
against a tree. Doing either of these 
things, they say, would have hidden 
many of its carvings.

Head of the Shigir Idol

The first attempt to date the wood 
was done in 1997. After testing a 
tiny piece, Russian scientists said 
it was 9,500 years old. Nobody be-
lieved them. The German scientists 
have now proved that it is even old-
er than this. Amazingly, it is at least 
twice as old as the Great Pyramid of 
Giza, in Egypt, and Stonehenge, in 
Britain. The Shigir Idol shows that 
the people who lived in this part of 
the world 11,000 years ago were 
far more advanced than previously 
thought. 

Shigir Idol
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