
QUIZ Time!  
TP Creations (All Rights reserved) 
 

 “Safety and Health - those were the days!” 

Welcome! This is yet another of our exciting Safety Website quiz! 
Three $30.00 shopping vouchers to be won!  

During the olden days, (i) lack of working knowledge and understanding of 
workplace hazards; (ii) improper or unintended use of equipment or 
materials; (iii) inexperienced workers; (iv) lack of appropriate personal 
protective equipment, and (v) slack safety and health practices were among 
the main causes of workplace accidents. In their pursuits for breakthroughs 
while being unclear about the potential risks involved, many workers might 
have gotten injured or died in workplace accidents or from occupational 
exposures. Let’s turn back the clock and ponder over these incidents: 

1. Ancient Chinese alchemists hoping to produce a medicine for eternal life 
experimented by putting different ingredients together in a big pot and heated 
the mixture over a period of time.  The mixture of mainly fertilizers, some 
yellow foul-smelling crystalline solids (traditionally used in the early days as 
medicinal tonic and laxative, and in baths for people who had fits and skin 
diseases), wood charcoal and honey in their magic pot caused an explosion 
and many people got burnt or hurt. Because the final black product was highly 
flammable, they called it “fire medicine” and used it as an antibacterial cream 
and to kill insects before its eventual usefulness was made evident.  

  Question: What was this “fire medicine”?   

2. In 1669, a German alchemist trying to create the legendary ‘Philosopher’s 
stone’ (a supposedly magically substance that would turn base metals into 
gold) stored many buckets of urine in his basement cellar for many days. 
Distilling the stinking urine, he hoped it would condense to gold. Instead, he 
obtained a white waxy substance that ‘glowed’ a pale green in the dark. Later 
scientists discovered that the substance was highly reactive and the glow 
observed was actually caused by the very slow spontaneous burning which 
was not recognized by the German alchemist then as he saw no flame nor felt 
any heat.  Later scientists found that the same substance could be obtained 
from fresh urine as well.  We now know that the substance is a hazardous 
substance to be kept under water at all times as it is a fire hazard and 
handling should be with forceps as contact with skin can cause severe burns! 

Question: What was this substance?    



3. In the 1870s, a young assistant of a very famous scientist accidentally spilled 
a bottle of photography liquid while working in the dark room. He should clean 
up the mess immediately, but he did not! When he returned some time later, 
he found that the photography liquid had partially evaporated to become a 
thick, sticky material. As he tried to wipe it away, long thin strands of fiber 
were formed. The material is now used everywhere and is a major component 
in a wide variety of items such as clothing, upholstery and carpeting. 

Question: What was this useful but highly flammable fiber called?   

4. In 1879 at John Hopkins University, a scientist forgot to wash his hands 
(goodness gracious!) after an experiment. Well, he went home and had some 
bread for dinner. He noticed that the bread tasted initially sweet and then 
bitter. He told his wife about it, but she said she tasted nothing strange with 
the bread. He then licked his fingers and thought the bitter taste was probably 
from some chemicals from his lab. The next day tasting the chemicals (OMG!) 
he had been working with the previous day confirmed it was an oxidation of 
the substance he tasted at home. This substance was used in drinks, food 
and medicine but there were concerns from the 1960s that the product might 
cause cancer in animals.  

Question: Name the substance he discovered.      

5. In 1952, a certain rubber material was accidentally splashed on a scientist 
assistant’s canvas tennis shoes (thank goodness, the toes were covered!). 
This lady scientist tried all ways to remove the spill but failed, so she 
considered this spill as a protector from spills. The product went on to become 
the most famous and widely used fabric protector.   

Question: What is the name of this product?  

6. For her work, a Polish-born French scientist won the Nobel Prize twice. 
However, like many other research workers of those early days, she was 
evidently unclear about the harmful health effects of the substance she was 
working with.  Much of her work had been carried out under poor laboratory 
conditions without any safety measures. For instance, she carried test tubes 
of the substance in her pocket and stored them in her desk drawer! The 
damaging effects of those mysterious pretty blue-green lights that the 
substance gave off in the dark were not yet known then.  She died from 
aplastic anemia contracted from prolonged exposure of the dangerous 
substance in her work.  

Question: What word did she use to describe such light-emitting 
behavior?   

Now, send your answers to TP Lim at mdclimtp@nus.edu.sg by 

30 June 2013! Good luck! 
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