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Even before my first Michaelmas term had ended,

it was clear from my time in the Dyson Perrins
Laboratory that a career at the bench wasn’t for me.
Talking about science, rather than doing it, was a much
better fit.

After a short stint teaching, | moved into television, and
have worked in the production and development of
science films and podcasts ever since. It was through my
work - rather than my education - that | came across the
most fascinating stories from the history of science, and |
often wished I'd heard them as a child. Aside from being
entertaining, they were a wonderful window into the
journey of scientific knowledge - replete with curiosity,
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tenacity, and serendipity - and a reminder that there's always
more to discover.

The idea of writing a book for children that could include some
of my favourite science history tales had been percolating for
a long time, but it wasn't until last year that | finally got the
opportunity to do it. The result, Elements of the Day (published
by Red Shed) will be released on 19 June 2025. Aimed at
children aged 7+, it steps through a typical day to explore
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Take a Breath v q

Once you've woken up, it's tempting to stay snuggled under your
duvet - and even before you've left your cosy bed, there's another
vital element making your day by keeping you alive: oxygen (O).

BATTLE OF THE SCIENTISTS o
Even though humans have been depending ’

on oxygen for millions of years to breathe, it was

only discovered as an element around 250 years

ago. Amazingly, there are three people who lay

some claim to the oxygen discovery: and one of “
them had his head chopped off!

1. In Sweden, pharmacist
Carl Wilhelm Scheele made pure
oxygen in 1771. He did this by heating up
a compound, which contained oxygen.
Heating it up released the oxygen part
in the form of a colourless, odourless
(AKA non-smelly) gas.

2. Afew years later in England, Yorkshireman

Joseph Priestley - a polymath (a neat word for
someone who is really good at many things - he was

a chemist, mathematician, religious minister and political
activist) - discovered oxygen in a similar way to Scheele.

Priestley didn't hang around when it came to
publishing his work and beat Scheele to it, which
is why he's more well-known for the discovery.
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some of the elements and compounds we encounter without
a second thought, highlighting some of the fabulous stories
behind their discoveries along the way.

It's been a dream come true for me to work on a book about
Chemistry for young readers - and to see it come to life

through Hao Hao's beautiful illustrations has been an utter joy.

If | dare to dream further, it's that Elements of the Day might
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3. Soon after, French chemist Antoine Lavoisier learnt of
Priestley’s new gas and decided to do his own experiments ]
with it. He was the first to truly understand this amazing element
and figured out that when substances burn, they are actually
combining with oxygen in the air. When this happens, lots of
energy is released in the form of heat and light - a flame!

BURNING BREAKTHROUGH
Lavoisier also realised that respiration is essentially the same
process as burning (minus the flames!). During respiration, we
combine the glucose from the food we eat with the oxygen we
breathe in to give us energy. Everything we do requires energy —
even sitting still — which is why we need oxygen to survive.

Sooner or later, it's time to peel off the covers
and get going. And for some of us, the next
thing to make a dramatic difference
to our morning is something usually
found at the beach...
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inspire some budding young scientists. Perhaps they'll have
more success in the lab than | ever did, and go on to write the
next chapter in the grand story of scientific discovery...

Samantha Lewis (1998) is a freelance science producer/
development producer for TV and radio, and a children’s non-
fiction author. Elements of the Day was selected as The Times
Children’s Book of the Week in May 2025.
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