here is money to be made by selling a piece of metal wrapped in a scientific principle
b List's makttagate haw a slab of aluminum and rudimeantany electrochemistry can be com-
Dingd to chean svenvane wilh B sormbamg,

This mirache product claim is made by Silver Lightning, touted on television by none other than
Robén Leach. An inspired choice: the voice of thie “rich and famous™ exbiorting you to clean all that sil-
verwan you've gat lying around the mansion! (Unused markeding shogan: Let Silver Lightning leach
your lamish Fway!) According to Mr. Leach, Sibver Lightning enabiles you ta clean silver merely by
dipping it in water

Rather than purchase a Sikver Lighining of miy own, | examined the dis-
play model at the local K-Mart, $19.95 buys a peece of brushed alu-
minum abouwt & by 7 inches and 116 inch thick

According to the accompamying instruction
bookdet, the plate of aluminum is placed in a glass
container full of boiling water to which a teaspoon
ol baking soda has been added. You then dip the
tarneshed Silver Inbo the container, making Suwre that it
makes contact with the plate, and a few minutes later
remove the sihverwane, iree of tarmizh

The product was simulaied in the Skeptical Eye
Research Kitchen by placing a psece of aluminum fodl in
the battom of a glass baking dish. The skeptical investiga-
tors followed the Silver Lightneng instructions to the keter
= hot water, baking soda, contact with the plate with the
averizsed results. The tarmish was removed only trom the
area of silver submerged below the water ling, and the time far
removal increassd s the water coaled. Thers was akso a notice- T beest e
able rotten-egg smell in the kitchen “".","'“’".MT: “f.:‘

Where did the small come from? | consulied a chemistry texd Matiers aziosd Jenniter [right) bp
for the answer [ Chemvistn: The Mokecular Scisace, John Dlmstead

Mu“t gaky halt of o taredghed pilver Bowl,
i or just twg or thres minules, meach of B
I and Gragaony K. Williams, 1994, Mosby-Year Book) and found the {arnish was goae. and Ihe test [efl 3 Sisgonal ise
following information on page 828 o e Bl (2.
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“The tarmish that collects on objects
made of siber is sibver sulfide, a black solid,
Tarnish forms from trace amownks of ydro-
pen sulfide present in the atmosphens,”

The redox equation is 4 AQ + 2 HEE + ﬂg

5o the odor is hydrogen sulfide gas
being releasad as the tamish i dissolved
bigt koW do the aluminum and Daking Soda
contribute ta the process? Anoiher chem-
istry bt that | consulled | Chemising: A
First Cowrse, Garmetl, Richardson, and
Kigfer, 1961, Ginn) explains

“Silver sulfide tamish may be removed
chemically, using an aluminum pan and
baking soda, MaHCD,, sodution. A solutian
of about one gram of sal and one gram o
baking soda to one liter of kot waber is

g made, and the tarneshsd Siber 15 IMmMersed
2 in the solution. It is important that all the
silver articles are in cantact with the alu-
minum pan. The solution is then bailad

£ This method of cheaming Sihnraan

depends on the farmation of an électro-
charmical call in which the alurminum pan 15
the anode, the silver is the cathode, and the
baking s0da and salt form the electrobyte.
+ 2AgyS + 2 Hy0  The reduction
af the saheér in
fhe sihver sullice takes place gradually, and
no silver matal is kst from the slwerwar.”
A simitar method is described in an
article called “Cleaning Silver™ by Pater
Fowler and Rosemary Fowler (in the book
But The Crackiiag Is Superb: An Anfhol-
ogy on Food and Drink by Fellows and
Fareign Mambers of The Royal Sociaty;
Nicholas Kurti and Glana Kurti, Editors,
1988, 0P Publishing: New Yark), Tha
Fowlers nole thal “tamesh 5 0Hen Silvr
sulphide, which is readily Tormed when
silver forks and Spoons are used with
200s ar green vegetables, espacially
Brussals sprouts.”
So the Silver Lighining works as
atvertised and will 1251 farever. |5 thene any

read to buy ang? As my axparirmant and
Garrett 8t al. node, &y Aluminum or alu-
minume-lined contaimer will do. | recom-
mend the cheap foill baking pans available
in any supermarket; pick a size that accom-
rgdates your silver cheamning nesds.

There is ane other solution 1o the tar-
nishied sihvarsare problem: Lay off the egps
and Brussels sprouts!

David Shaw received his biochemisiry
degree from MIT. He is currently 3 multi-
media producer for McGraw-Hill's college
soence Bxbook group

This article was originally pulblished
under the tithe “Don’t Try This at Home
(because we already did)” in Skeptical £y,
a publication of the National Capital Area
Skeptics (1996, 9(2). 15). It is reprinted in
Chrsy Maltiars wilh thé pérmession of the
author and the publisher




