


Icicle Theory, Practice
and Weirdness

By Diana Thottungal

The theory part is pretty easy. Sun, or heat
escaping from the attic, warms piled up snow on
the roof. Snow melts and starts to drip down.
But the air is still cold and freezes the drip.

Voild, an icicle is born.

Out in the woods, snow can be piled on dead
leaves that have not yet fallen or on conifer
needles, but the effect is the same. Leaves or
needles that are busy photosynthesizing release
and radiate heat the

same way poorly

insulated attics do.

End of story? No.

Icicle Tips: They

look pointed but

really are tiny

inverted cups that hold the drops as they form.

Curved Icicles: These do make sense. If one side
of the icicle is consistently exposed to the sun, the
water stays melted, or gets melted on sunny days,
producing a curve that bows in on the sun side
and out on the shade side.

Bumps and Ridges: They look random but
aren't. First, the distance of the bumps from peak
to peak is consistent. Second, they apparently
vary in number according to the hardness of the
water. And third—most amazing—it seems that
these ripples move upward as the icicle grows!

Branches? In very still

air, an icicle can develop

a tiny branch. And, if

they can grow from a

roof or a leaf, they can

also grow from a leafless

tree or shrub branch, as

the Wikipedia picture at this site shows: http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Iciclesjpg.

For more information about icicle research, please see:
http://wwwmendeley.com/research/experiments-
morphology-icicles-9/
http://wwwinsidescience.org/current-affairs/1.1854

—Diana Thottungal is a naturalist at the
Eloise Butler Wildflower Garden
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