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In his poem, “To A Mouse,” 
Robert Burns wrote that “the 
best laid schemes o’ mice an’ 

men Gang aft a-gley.” Down 
through the centuries the 18th 
century Scotsman’s words have 
applied to many situations, 
including our latest attempt at a 
vacation.

It’s mid-February, and we’re 
camped out at Lake Seminole, 
an Army Corps of Engineers 
project that lies along the 
Georgia-Florida line in a region 
known as the Wiregrass. To put 
it mildly, Lake Seminole is in 
out-of-the-way location. I quickly 
realize that this trip is going to 
be a challenge, having deduced 
that there are only three types of 
people suited to Lake Seminole: 
A. Fisherman; B. One-armed 
fugitives; C. Zombies.

THE ZERO GRAVITY EFFECT
Although we are “camped 

out,” we’re hardly roughing 
it. Having grown up with 
a grandfather who lived 
year-round in a tiny camper in 
our back yard, anything other 
than a tent just seemed like a 
small house to me.

Nowadays, though, roughing 
it constitutes not having 
Internet or cell service. Going 
to bed with dirt on the soles 
of my feet seems unthinkable. 
Standing in the doorway of 
the travel trailer, it dawns on 
me that I’ve lost touch with 
my backwoods childhood. In 
defi ance of all things civilized, 
I kick off my shoes, clutch my 
Kindle to my chest like a shield 
and boldly head out of the 
camper.

It’s burn season in south 
Georgia, when the undergrowth 
of the local pine forests (Daddy 
would have called them 
“Roosevelt pines”) undergoes 
controlled burning to help 
reduce the number of wildfi res 
that threaten the area every 
year. Across the lake, smudgy 
clouds dot the horizon like the 
dirty thumbprints of a giant; the 
air smells charred. It’s quiet, 
save for the occasional scolding 
chitter of a mockingbird.

Another sign of my softening 
with age has been discovering 
the pleasure of the zero 
gravity lounger. If you’ve never 
experienced the gloriousness 
of this amazing space age chair, 
you simply must run out and try 
one, NOW. After 20 minutes in 
my new lounger I feel like Zsa 
Zsa Gabor. I’m a new woman, 
courageous enough to face even 
the desolation of the wiregrass. 
Almost.

From my near prone 
position, I can see verdant 
balls of mistletoe caught up in 
the bare treetops. This time of 
year, they’re the only visible 
greenery. Live oaks abound, 
but their evergreen leaves are 
festooned with such thick layers 
of Spanish moss that they’re 
hidden from view. Nearly 
everything else is draped in 
now-dormant wild grapevine. 
The fanatical overgrowth 
and acrid, smoky air create 
the perfect setting for a rural 
apocalypse movie.

Safe and snug in the comfort 
of my lounger, I attempt to read, 
keeping one eye on the woods 
for zombies.

SIGNS OF LIFE
Suddenly the gloom lifts 

when, out of nowhere, visitors 
appear on the water. Not 
zombies, but a large fl ock of 
white birds. In the distance they 
look like swans, but as they 
move closer to shore their long, 
clapping bills reveal their true 
identity: pelicans.

Accompanying the pelicans 
are a horde of ducks. We laugh, 
watching them dip a full 90 
degrees and show off their 
damp, feathery bottoms. Several 
of the ducks fl ap their wings 
incessantly, splashing huge 
arcs of lake water everywhere. 
There must a good reason for 
the fl apping, but the pelicans 
don’t appreciate it and begin to 
move away from the ruckus.

The distant drone of a bass 
boat becomes louder and the 

ducks move on, too. Spurred 
by the commotion, we force 
ourselves out of our chairs 
to take the Jack Russells 
for a stroll. As we make our 
way around the campground 
the dogs search intently for 
squirrels, pulling their leashes 
this way and that like furry 
mine sweepers. Near the 
opposite end of the campground 
we discover a little creek 
draining away from the lake. A 
family of Canadian geese have 
made a rest stop here before 
continuing their way north. 
They’re quite comfortable with 
our presence, so we watch as 

their broad webbed feet pad 
around in the mud for several 
minutes. The dogs are so intent 
on sighting squirrels that they 
don’t notice the geese a mere 
three feet away.

FORAGING
We didn’t bring much in the 

way of food with us, planning 
instead to stock up after we 
set up camp. Winding our way 
through the countryside we 
come across a fi eld of perfect, 
half-grown cabbages. A little 
farther down the road another 
farmer is preparing to set out 
tomato plants. One fi eld is 

cleared and ready, two others 
are still covered in the skeletal 
remains of last year’s crops. 
Other than the farms and 
half-burnt woods there is little 
else to see.

After several miles of 
winding road, we fi nally 
approach a town that looks to 
be on the losing side of a battle 
against the ever-encroaching 
wilderness. The IGA looks 
to have been closed for some 
time. We keep going until we 
catch sight of a Piggly Wiggly 
sign. We’re in luck; the store 
is small, but open. I stop at 
the hot deli case, and the 
store manager plunks a tray 
of chicken fi ngers in front of 
me. Momentarily, I envision 
a horrifi c image of chickens 
with actual fi ngers scratching 
around in a farm yard. It must 
do for dinner tonight. Tired, we 
purchase enough to sustain us 
for a day or two and plan to fi nd 
a bigger store later.

DAY TRIPPING
A couple of days later we 

decide that since we’re a fair 
distance from any shopping to 
speak of, we’ll make a day of it 
and head an hour or so away 
toward Panama City, Florida. 
Our fi rst stop is Mexico beach, 
but the cold and wind keeps us 

off the sand. We simply view 
the wild waves from our vehicle, 
thankful that we aren’t in a boat.

Over lunch at a small 
local diner, we strike up a 
conversation with a couple 
seated near us. They live 
in Tallahassee but have a 
beach house that they come 
to once a month or so. They 
recommend the grouper 
sandwich, which we’ve never 
tried. It’s accompanied by a 
cup of lusciously creamy clam 
chowder. While we eat, the 
couple tells of a couple of other 
places for a good grouper 
sandwich. Mike’s Café and the 
Saltwater Grill receive their 
highest recommendations.

Warmed by our meal, we 
head out into the wind again 
and make our way into Panama 
City Beach. Everywhere, racks 
of aqua and coral clothing 
fl utter in the wind outside shop 
doors to entice prospective 
buyers. I browse, but the fl imsy 
summer garments have lost 
some of their appeal in the day’s 
chilling wind. It’s turned into a 
good day for food.

A sign reading “Nasal 
Napalm” lures me into the 
Pepper Palace. Credited as the 
hottest product in the shop, the 
napalm in question is grated 
horseradish, not particularly 
impressive but it did get me in 
the door.

The sales representative 
talks me into sampling 
her favorite sauce, a mild 
peach-based condiment.

“I put it on everything,” she 
says, “even ice cream.”

Sampling it, I agree that it’s 
delicious, more like mildly spicy 
preserves than a hot sauce. I 
then try another fruit-based 
condiment called Cinnamon 
Apple BBQ. It’s perfect to 
pair with pork but would also 
be delicious on biscuits or 
breakfast toast.

After an afternoon of window 
shopping, we opt for supper 
at a popular tourist locale. 
Haufbrau House is a German 
beer garden/restaurant 
conveniently in the middle of 
the rows of shops. We nosh on 
Jager schnitzel with hunter’s 
sauce, red cabbage and spaetzli. 
Up on the stage a college-aged 
girl, dressed in traditional 
German clothing, is playing the 
accordion. A large tip jar sits 
in front of her and from time to 
time diners drop a few dollars 
in, no doubt a contribution 
toward books or dorm dinners. 
It’s a loud but not unfriendly 
place, and many of our fellow 
diners sing along in German 
and English.

BYE, FELICIA
Well, we’ve managed to 

tough it out for just over a week 
in the Wiregrass, which, for 
me, is about a week too long. 
Though we still have several 
days of vacation left, we’ve 
opted to spend them closer 
to home. The morning that 
we leave is cool but sunny, 
promising to be one of the more 
pleasant days since we’ve been 
at the lake. It fi gures.

As we batten down the 
camper, a farewell committee 
fl oats by. It’s the largest fl ock 
of ducks I’ve ever seen in my 
life. There are quite literally 
thousands of what look to be 
mallards out on the water. 
I think to myself, there are 
more ducks than water in Lake 
Seminole. As we pull away from 
the campground I’m equally 
certain that the Wiregrass holds 
more ducks than people. Unless 
you count zombies.

THE RECIPE
Robert Burns’ wise saying 

also applies to cooking. One 
of my favorite episodes of the 
Julia Childs show was when she 
attempted to make a Yule Log. 
The icing failed to set properly 
and the cake began falling apart 
on live television. Undaunted, 
the world-renowned chef 
forged ahead, explaining in her 
sing-songy voice that sometimes 
things just don’t go the way 
we’ve planned.

SEE JOURNAL/PAGE C2

LAURA’S TRAVEL JOURNAL: South Georgia Wiregrass
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A 1959 portrait of Hungarian actress Zsa Zsa Gabor is shown.
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The American Pelican is one of the largest birds in North America, with a wingspan of up to 9 feet.

Wikimedia
Crispy golden onion rings can be made easy with pantry staples. 
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As a child 6 years old, 
just hitting that golden 
age where curiosity, 

awareness, 
knowledge and 
understanding all 
seem to start to 
come together, I 
was very fortunate 
that the year was 
1969 and NASA was 
about to succeed in, 
as President John 
F. Kennedy said, 
“landing a man on 
the moon and returning 
him safely to the Earth.” 
I missed the speech by a 
couple of years, but I was 
there for the payoff.

It’s a whole lot of years 
later, and laying on the floor 
in our living room watching 
the Apollo missions on TV 
is still one of the clearest, 
most vibrant memories I 
have. I remember getting 
a poster — actually, I 
think it was probably 
really a placemat — of 
the Apollo 11 astronauts 
at a Jerry’s restaurant. I 
had that picture on my 
wall for a long time. Much 
has changed. Can you 
imagine a 6-year-old kid 
getting a picture of three 
astronauts (or any other 
real-life, non-sports people) 
at a restaurant and being 
thrilled by it today? Neil 
Armstrong, Buzz Aldrin 
and Michael Collins were 
heroes to me. It was a 
grand time to be a kid in 
America. At least it was for 
me, fortunate as I was.

Anyway, I’ve been 
thinking about those days 
lately, for some reason. 
Part of it is probably just 
nostalgia, and part of it 
is probably related to the 
anti-science environment 
that seems to permeate 
much of modern life. That, 
coupled with a couple of 
news articles I’ve read lately, 
gave me the inspiration for 
this week’s column.

Elon Musk’s company, 
SpaceX, is talking about 
sending people to orbit 
the moon in 2018 in their 
Dragon capsule atop a 
SpaceX Falcon rocket. 
NASA is hard at work on 
its new launch system, the 
very boringly named Space 
Launch System (or SLS — 
this is what happens when 
you let engineers name 
things). At least NASA’s 
crew capsule has a cool 
name — Orion. So, rockets 
are in the news again. I’ve 
been a little sad that NASA 
has been running kind of 
under the radar since the 
last shuttle flight in 2011. It’s 
hard to believe that it’s been 
almost six years since the 
last shuttle flight.

I was raised on the Apollo 
missions to the moon, and 
I can remember how proud 
and thrilled I was when the 
space shuttle first flew in 
1981. I also remember how 
devastated I was when the 
Challenger shuttle blew up 
in 1986. That was 30 years 
ago. All in all, there were 
135 shuttle flights. Shuttle 
flights became almost 
mundane. It was easy, 
after watching so many 
launches, to get complacent 
and forget about what a 
magnificent achievement 
the space shuttles were. 
No other nation on Earth 
could have done it. I doubt 
any other nation could do it, 
even today, and we started 
research and development 
on the program in 1972 — 
45 years ago.

There is something 
about space flight, 
particularly manned space 
flight, that is particularly 

inspiring. Some of that is 
probably because I think 
people have a very deep, 

very ancient 
connection with 
the cosmos. We’ve 
been wondering 
about and dreaming 
about the stars since 
the first time our 
ancestors looked 
up at the night sky. 
Part of it is the 
adventure of it. Part 
of it is the sheer 

audacity of making the 
attempt to leave the Earth. 
Whatever it is, the lure of 
spaceflight endures. Many 
a kid became a scientist or 
engineer because of the 
space program.

But, this is a column 
about rockets, so let’s get 
on with the rocket science! 
Well, let’s get on with that 
in a minute. Let’s talk about 
the term “rocket science.” 
That term has been used 
to describe really difficult-
to-understand things or 
really smart people (rocket 
scientists) since back in the 
early days of space flight, 
back in the 1950s. Although 
it makes its point, the 
science of rockets is really 
pretty simple, for the most 
part.

The basic theory behind 
rocket science has been 
understood for over 300 
years, when Isaac Newton 
came up with his Laws of 
Motion. It’s specifically 
the Third Law that applies 
to rockets — a simple 
way of stating it is “for 
every force applied in 
one direction, there is an 
equal force applied in the 
opposite direction.” That’s 
why rockets work. If you 
have ever had one of those 
little rockets you fill up with 
water and then pump air 
into before you let it go and 
it shoots into the air (loved 
those as a kid!), you have 
used a rocket. So, “rocket 
science” isn’t all that big a 
deal, fundamentally. “Rocket 
engineering,” however, is 
another matter entirely. 
Engineering a machine 
that can lift hundreds of 
thousands of pounds of 
mass and accelerate it to a 
high enough speed (about 
40,000 kilometers/hour or 
25,000 miles/hour) that 
it can escape the Earth’s 
gravity is a very big deal, 
indeed.

Given that the idea of a 
rocket is, essentially, pretty 
straightforward, it shouldn’t 
be all that surprising that 
the first rockets were 
invented a long time ago. 
Actually, it was a very long 
time — about 800 years 
ago in China. They used 
gunpowder as a fuel, much 
like the bottle rockets of 
today. The plans for the first 
controllable, liquid-fueled 
rocket were developed by 
Robert Goddard in 1912, 
and the first one actually 
flew in 1926.

It’s amazing how little 
rockets have changed. 
The solid-fuel rockets that 
boosted the space shuttle 
into orbit are really not 
very different from the 
gunpowder-fueled rockets 
of 13th-century China. The 
liquid-fueled rocket engines 
of the space shuttle orbiter, 
and those of the SpaceX 
Falcon and the SLS, are 
not much different from 
the engines of WWII V-2 
rockets, or Goddard’s early 
rockets, for that matter. 
What is different is size, 
power, safety, controllability 
and efficiency. Early 
Chinese gunpowder 
rockets generated probably 

only a few pounds of 
thrust. The solid fuel 
rocket boosters of the 
space shuttle, which were 
the most powerful rockets 
ever built, generated over 
3-million pounds of thrust, 
each. The liquid-fueled 
engines of the Saturn V 
rockets that powered the 
Apollo missions generated 
about 1.5-million pounds 
of thrust, each. The first 
stage of the Saturn V had 
five engines, so the total 
thrust was over 7.5-million 
pounds.

What is all this about 
thrust, you ask? “Thrust” 
is the amount of power 
generated by the engine, 
and it’s what makes rockets 
move. Let’s get back to 
Newton’s Third Law. For 
every action (shooting 
something out one end of 
a rocket), there is an equal 
and opposite reaction (the 
rocket goes up). If you 
shoot a mass out the back 
of a rocket at some given 
thrust, it will push in the 
opposite direction just as 
much. So, a rocket engine 
with one-million pounds of 
thrust pushes on the rocket 
to lift it with one-million 
pounds of force. Equal 
force, opposite direction.

With the little water/air 
rocket we were discussing 
before, the “thing” that 
gets shot out of the rocket 
is water. What shoots the 
water out is the compressed 
air you pumped into it. 
When the water goes out 
in one direction, the rocket 
moves in the other. Most of 
the time, what gets shot out 
of the rocket is a gas. How 
much gas and how fast it 
moves is what determines 
the thrust. That’s why a 
rocket launch is such a 
dramatic and awesome 
thing to watch. Lots of flame 
and noise.

The gasses are generated 
by combustion of a fuel. As 
we all know from previous 
articles, combustion is a 
form of oxidation, meaning 
that the fuel combines 
with oxygen to release 
energy. In a rocket, lots 
of fuel combines with lots 
of oxygen very quickly to 
produce a huge volume of 
exhaust gasses expanding 
at incredible pressure. If you 
burn 10,000 pounds of fuel, 
it will generate probably 
50,000 pounds of exhaust 
gasses (as the mass of the 
fuel combines with the mass 
of the oxygen). All that gas 
is produced very fast, so the 
pressure is very high. If the 
pressure is very high, the 
gasses will move very fast 
as they shoot out the back 
of the rocket.

A large mass of gas, 
moving very fast, has a lot 
of kinetic energy. Isn’t it 
interesting how the subjects 
of previous articles just keep 
coming up again? Anyway, 
all that energy being 
ejected from the rocket in 
one direction pushes the 
rocket to move in the other 
direction. Rockets generally 
carry their own supply of 
oxygen, partly because 
they use a lot of oxygen 
very fast to create all that 
thrust and the oxygen in the 
air isn’t enough. Another 
reason is that most rockets 
are meant to fly either very 
high, where the air is thin, 
or all the way into space, 
where there is no air at all. 
Liquid-fueled rockets carry 
liquid oxygen with them 
to mix with the liquid fuel, 
which is usually something 
like high-grade kerosene, 
although it can also be 
a more specialized fuel 

that releases even more 
energy when it burns than 
kerosene.

The good thing about 
liquid-fueled rockets is that 
they can be controlled. You 
can increase or decrease 
the thrust or turn the 
rocket on or off and back 
again. The big down sides 
of liquid-fueled rockets is 
that they are incredibly 
complicated and the fuel 
and oxygen aren’t stable 
for very long. The fuel and 
oxygen have to be loaded 
into the rocket shortly 
before takeoff. There are all 
kinds of pumps and pipes 
and valves that have to work 
perfectly to mix the right 
amounts of oxygen and fuel, 
all at very high pressures 
and very high speeds, 
in the very unforgiving 
environment of the inside 
of a rocket engine, which 
is essentially a barely 
controlled explosion. That 
is why the engineering is so 
complicated.

Solid-fuel rockets have 
benefits and downsides. 
The big benefit is that 
they’re very, very much 
simpler. A solid-fuel rocket 
is, more or less, a very large 
amount of explosive packed 
into a tube that is open at 
the bottom. You ignite the 
fuel/oxidizer mixture and 
it burns until it is gone, 
producing a great deal of 
thrust as it burns. Most 
solid rocket fuel is a mixture 
of a metal (like magnesium 
or aluminum that burns 
very hot) as a fuel, an 
oxidizer (some chemical 
with lots of oxygen in it) and 
some other things to hold it 
together and make it stable. 
Most ICBM (intercontinen-
tal ballistic missiles) are 
solid-fuel rockets because 
they can just sit in a silo for 
years, ready to go because 
the fuel/oxidizer mix is 
stable, and then be fired 
at a moment’s notice. The 
big downside of solid-fuel 
rockets is that most of 
them, once ignited, will 
just fire until they run out 
of fuel. The thrust can’t be 
increased or decreased, 
and they can’t be shut 
down and reignited later. 
Some very advanced 
solid-fuel rockets can be 
controlled, but they tend to 
be much less efficient and 
much more expensive.

Next time you see a 
bottle rocket shoot up on 
the Fourth of July, you’ll 
know that you’re watching 
technology that’s been 
mostly unchanged for over 
800 years. It’s a perfect 
demonstration of Newton’s 
Third Law of Motion. Even 
better than that, you’ll also 
know that the bottle rocket 
is fundamentally the same 
as the solid-fuel boosters 
that sent the space shuttle 
into orbit. Watching 
the bottle rocket is fun. 
Knowing why the bottle 
rocket goes up makes it 
more fun. Knowing that the 
bottle rocket and the SRB 
on the space shuttle are 
basically the same, except 
for a few details, is even 
better.

Now you know rocket 
science. How about that? 
Not such a big deal, after 
all.

Michael J. Howard, Ph.D., 
is the vice president for 
education and research at 
Baptist Health Madisonville. 
He can be reached by email 
at madisonvillescience@
gmail.com or via Twitter at @
madville_sci.

Rocket science is for everyone
Recently, on 

Thursday, Feb. 
23, Governor Matt 

Bevin made 
a comparison 
between the 
Environmental 
Protection 
Agency 
(EPA) and a 
famous work 
of literature: 
Frankenstein. 
He was speaking 
in an interview 
for CPAC, the 
Conservative 
Political Action 
Conference. He went 
on to point out that the 
EPA was created out of 
good intentions, but like 
the monster in Mary 
Shelly’s 1818 novel, it 
turned on its creator. At 
the heart of this is the 
current discontent over 
regulatory agencies and 
how they have restricted 
business.

Bevin holds a 
degree in East Asian 
studies from a liberal 
arts college, where 
presumably he read 
literature, such as 
Mary Shelley’s novel, 
Frankenstein or the 
Modern Prometheus. 
Previously, Bevin has 
advocated putting more 
emphasis on workforce 
training, rather than on 
such spurious subjects 
as (French) literature. 
It is ironic that Bevin 
would rely on his 
liberal arts education 
to justify deregulating 
environmental 
protections while 
claiming that one 
or another form 
of literature is not 
something we should 
support. How would 
he be able to make the 
comparison if not for his 
liberal arts education?

It is true that in the 
novel, Dr. Frankenstein 
creates a living being 
that is monstrous 
because it is unnatural 
and composed of 
cadaverous tissue. 
It is also true that it 
pursues its creator, 
partly seeking to 
understand why it was 
created, and partly out 
of its need to rebuke 
Dr. Frankenstein for his 
pride and presumption 

that he could create 
life and not accept the 
consequences. One of 

the important 
issues in the 
novel focuses on 
the monster’s 
innocence. It 
does not intend 
harm, especially 
at first, but is 
treated badly 
and at one point 
the villagers 
pick up torches 
and pitchforks 
(perhaps where 

that phrase/concept 
comes from) and they 
storm the castle, seeking 
to destroy the monster. 
In one scene, the 
monster is befriended 
by a blind man, who 
does not see how 
different the monster 
looks. Shelley writes so 
that we can sympathize 
with the monster, 
to a degree. One 
unintended extension 
of Bevin’s metaphor: 
the people who are 
bent on deregulating 
are like those who 
don’t understand the 
regulatory monster 
and seek to destroy it, 
causing it to bring its 
revenges.

Mary Shelley wrote 
the novel, one that 
begins in the form of 
a letter writing journal 
(epistolary), as part 
of an 1816 ghost story 
competition among 
literary friends—John 
Polidori, who wrote one 
of the earliest vampire 
stories, and the poets 
Percy Shelley and Lord 
Byron, who became 
synonymous with the 
intellectual movement 
known as Romanticism. 
The novel is a masterful 
examination of the 
role of science in 
the modern world. 
Prometheus, mentioned 
in the title, was the 
Greek god who brought 
fire (science) to 
mankind.

Have a good literary 
day!

Scott Vander Ploeg, Ph. D. 
is a literary critic and 37-year 
veteran educator who 
offers to help elucidate the 
complex and evolving world 
of the humanities.

Frankensteining it

DR. SCOTT
VANDER 
PLOEG

NOTABLE NUGGETS

MICHAEL J.
HOWARD
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BARE CUPBOARD 
ONION RINGS

This recipe resulted 
when one garden season 
produced a bumper crop of 
hybrid yellow granex onions. 
(This is the same variety 
known as Vidalia, but they 
can only be called that if 
grown in Vidalia, Georgia.) 
I decided to fry up some 
onion rings, and meal prep 
was well underway when I 
realized that we had neither 
flour nor eggs. Hurriedly 
searching the cupboards, I 
found a box of pancake mix 
and a jar of Miracle Whip and 
put them to work. This batter 
is also good on chicken, fish 
or other veggies.
2 large sweet onions, sliced 
and separated into rings
1 ½ cups buttermilk com-
plete pancake mix

¾ cup salad dressing 
(Miracle Whip type — not 
mayonnaise)
Up to ¼ cup cold water 
(beer would also work)

Heat a deep fryer to 360 
degrees F, or until a drop of 
the prepared batter 
immediately sizzles in the 
oil. (Alternatively, heat 2-3” 
of oil in a large skillet.) Line a 
plate with paper towels.

In a large bowl, mix 
together the pancake mix 
and the salad dressing. Add 
just enough water to create 
a batter the consistency of 
regular pancake batter. Coat 
each onion ring in the batter 
and immediately drop it into 
the fryer. (Frying a small 
amount at a time will ensure 
that the oil stays at a high 
temperature.) Fry for about 
90 seconds or until one side 
of the onion rings is golden 
brown. Turn and brown the 
other side. Lay the onion 
rings on the paper towel 
lined plate and keep them 
warm until all the rings are 
fried. Serve immediately 
with ketchup or the 
condiment of your choice. 
Serves four.
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