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Chapter 8 – Section 1

China Reunified

Male Speaker #1: This is the world famous Beijing fireworks factory which produces one of China’s most celebrated exports.

The Chinese have been making fireworks for over a 1000 years and they are still exploiting a special formula that was discovered by accident.

In the ninth century the emperor’s alchemists mixed salt peter, sulfur and carbon in an effort to find the elixir of eternal life, they heated it and it blew up their faces, their hands and it burnt down their house. They discovered gunpowder.

Hence these ladies are working with only four kilos of gunpowder in very nonflammable rooms. Those alchemists soon realized that they got on to something exciting if dangerous and carried on experimenting. They put gunpowder into the bamboo sticks and threw them into the fire and invented the first fire cracker. They may not have discovered eternal life, but ever since, Chinese fire crackers have been used in ceremonies to ward off evil spirits. Over the next couple of hundred years the Chinese developed a whole array of fireworks, rockets, clattering wheels, you name it, they had it and the techniques haven’t changed much since. And this rather wonderful old fashioned bomb look alike is a modern day firework. It’s ironic when you think that a black powder discovered in the search for the secret of eternal life has killed untold millions.

Male Speaker #2: This is gunpowder. It’s a mixture of charcoal, sulfur and potassium nitrate which is also called salt peter or niter and in fact most of this mixture is potassium nitrate. That’s what supplies the oxygen and makes it burn fast. Now Marty is going to light this end and it will go along the trail and set fire to this little mountain of black powder there. It’s not contained so this will just burn very quickly. Okay Marty, got your fuse lit? I am stepping back, you light the trail.  Wow, you see it burns very fast but there is no explosion, no bang, but if you can tame that gunpowder within some container, then when it generates all that hot gas it will force his way out and that’s when you get an explosion. Now in this little package we have got about half as much black powder as there was in that heap, but it’s contained only by tape, but it’s held in. Let’s see what happens when we light this? In you come Marty, I am going well back. Wow, so you see just by containing that gunpowder you build up tremendous pressure and therefore an explosion. And once the Chinese had learnt that trick they started using their gunpowder in warfare.                             *****
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