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Dedication
Powerful and unpredictable forces churn beneath our feet every day. 

Occasionally, these forces break free with devastating and tragic results. This 
book is dedicated to Brian Taylor, a passionate, devoted educator and science 
enthusiast, who – along with many of his staff, students, and others – was lost 

on February 22, 2011, during the Christchurch, New Zealand earthquake.
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OLD MAGNES WAS A SHEPHERD. He lived about 3,000 years 
ago in Magnesia, Now part 
of turkey.

Every day, he trudged up the 
mountainside to look after 
his small flock of sheep.

One clear morning, after a 
stormy night of terrifying 
thunder and lightning …

… he noticed something 
very strange. The iron 
nails in his shoes … 

… and the iron tip of his 
walking stick mysteriously 
stuck to the rocks on the 
ground. 

This story is a legend. It was 
written down almost 1,000 
years after it happened. 
We can’t be sure, but many 
people believe that the 
word “magnet” comes from 
either Old Magnes, or from 
Magnesia, the place where 
he lived.

We know now that the rocks contained lodestone, 
which is rich in a material called magnetite. 

This caused them to become 
magnetized by the electric currents 
that struck the Earth during the 
lightning storm.

the iron in Old Magnes’s shoes and walking stick became 
attracted to the rocks.

Iron and magnetite are two of a few natural magnetic 
materials. 

Some early Greek 
philosophers thought that 
magnets were alive and 
had souls!

They thought that, since 
magnets attract each 
other, they must be living 
beings. 

Through the centuries, many of the world’s greatest 
scientists have tried to explain, in many different ways, 
the mysterious forces between magnets.

The Earth is a giant magnet, too. This only adds to the 
intrigue of magnetic forces, as well as the determination 
of scientists to better understand them.

The Mystery of the Magnet
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Take two magnets. The ends of the magnets 
are called poles.

each magnet has a north 
pole and a south pole.

Slowly bring two poles together.  
What happens?

If the two jump together, you have joined 
one north and one south pole.

If you feel them pushing 
apart …

repelling each other …

it means you are trying to 
connect either a north and 
a north pole … 

… or a south and a south 
pole.  

Like poles repel …  Unlike poles attract.

A compass points north, right? You use a 
compass to find your way when you’re lost,  
don’t you?

The first compasses were made 
in China, and they pointed south. 
They were used as astrological 
instruments. 

Well, that’s not why the compass was originally 
invented. 

The compass

The Chinese believed that a compass showed the best way to do common things, like line 
up their houses, lay out their village streets, and plow their fields.

CHINA
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