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Baking Soda and Vinegar Blew Up the Balloon

Wednesday, November 12. Light rain.

In science class today, Ms. Lin pushed a small cart into the room, lined with
bags of materials. She said we would do the experiment where a balloon inflates
itself, one set per group: a clear plastic bottle, half a cup of white vinegar, two
spoons of baking soda, and an uninflated balloon. The five of us gathered around the
table to look. Zhao Yifan picked up the balloon and raised it to his mouth to blow,
and Ms. Lin caught his hand: not yet, no mouths allowed today.

The steps were on the blackboard: pour the vinegar into the bottle, put the
baking soda into the balloon, carefully stretch the balloon’ s mouth over the bottle’s
neck, then lift the balloon upright so the powder slides into the bottle. It sounded
smooth; doing it was all bumps. The funnel was too small, and half the baking soda

spilled on the table. Sun Lei could not stretch the balloon’ s mouth open, so we took
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turns helping him. We finally got it on, his hand slipped, the balloon snapped off,

and a splash of vinegar flew out, stinging our noses.

The first time we lifted the balloon, the powder poured in, the bottle began to
gurgle, white foam rising, but the seal was not tight. Air hissed out of the gap, and
the balloon swelled halfway and then wilted. Our whole group groaned together. I
checked the joint, folded the balloon’ s mouth outward over the neck of the bottle,
and pinched it tight. Ms. Lin passed by, took one look, and said: checking is right,

do it again.

The second time, I raised the balloon slowly, and the baking soda slid little by
little into the vinegar. At first the bottle was quiet, then a great cloud of bubbles
rose from the bottom, gurgling faster and faster, the foam climbing to the neck. Just
then the balloon moved on its own: first a bump, then it stood up round and fat,
growing bigger and bigger, hard when touched. The balloon inflated! Five of us
watched it inflate together. Sun Lei shouted the loudest. Groups from next door
crowded over, and even Ms. Lin came and stood at our table looking at that balloon.
She said this group fixed the seal on the second try, and that is what an experiment

is.

At the end of class the balloon was still round. We set it on the edge of the
lectern, and it slowly softened, the liquid in the bottle ticking now and then. 1
wrote today into my diary: the failed attempt was not wasted; it taught us to check
the joint. And a balloon can rise without a mouth. When those two things in the

bottle meet, a breath of air is born right between them.
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