A visit from Daedalus

My technological friend Daedalus
stopped in to see me the other day,
He has changed somewhat since his
son learus was killed on their flight of
defection from Crete to Greece on
beeswax-and-feather wings. But still
he is the student of technology—sci-
ence in the service of man. At present
he is, in fact, a British chemist best
known through the inventions he sug-
gests on Ariadne’s page in that live-
liest of science weeklies, New Seicn-
tist. I hope you know him too.

Fairly quickly we disposed of trivia
like what luck he was having con-
tributing to the brain drain. Then we
turned to the more serious matter of
Daedalus, inventor. His New Scien-
tist pieces, all of them about 300
words long, have now reached 200 in
number and with one exception have
appeared every week since they
started (once one got caught in the
post and missed its deadline ).

Impossible probabilities. “Just how
do you choose the inventions you ex-
pound?” I asked him. He told me
that they had to lie within a long, nar-
row volume in “technological space.”
The long axis represents subject mat-
ter: Daedalus is interested in the
whole span of science and technology,
and even ventures into sociology and
economics. One short axis is com-
plexity; schemes must neither be
simply obvious nor so involved as to
obscure the underlying principles.
The third and crucial axis is feasibil-
ity; Daedalus's ideas cluster in that
uneasy region where notions seem in-
tuitively unworkable without possess-
ing any too obvious flaw.

Thus he has come up with such sug-
gestions as the canal whose fluid den-
sity varies from point to point so that
barges can coast downhill, a variable-
geometry aircraft made of bimetallic
strip and constantly optimizing itself
from the thermal effects of skin fric-
tion and engine output, a vacuum-
filled balloon extended against atmo-
spheric pressure by electrostatic re-
pulsion, a boat without a bottom kept
afloat by powerful bailing pumps and
a time-dilating serum extracted from
the blood of persons bored by long
conferences to make happy experi-
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ences seem to last much longer than
they really do,

Failure to be bad. Daedalus tries
to check all his surrealistic schemes to
make sure they won't in fact work,
Despite this endeavour, some 15% of
them succeed in making some contact
with reality.  About 5% of them turn
out to have been .*.11.1_'“1_&'5{('&[ before,
(Two
schemes, a |1.11|_\' quieter that gener-

seriously or in science fiction.

ates the antiphase signal of any noise
to cancel it and a reversible electro-
encephalograph that plays back brain
recordings to recreate the original
state of mind, were [ound to have been
suggested also in Arthur C. Clarke
stories.  “A worthy opponent,” com-
ments Daedalus. )

Another 5% are later seriously pro-
posed in the literature, and a further
5% are actually made to work.

I asked Daedalus for examples. On
2 Dee. 1965 he suggested variable-
focus spectacles—lenses of two plastic
sheets between which liquid could be
pumped. A pair were built and re-
ported by the National Institute for
Medical Research this year (though as
vet without the autofocus electronics
of Daedalus’s model). On 9 Dec.
1965 he dreamed up a red-hot com-
puter memory that fixed its data firmly
by cooling below the Curie point.
Last year, New Scientist reported that
Honeywell had built such a memory.

After my “cephaloferric friend”
Daedalus (famous for the adjectives
by which he is described) had sug-
gested an iron brain in which each
magnetic domain can switch its neigh-
that magnetic conduction
paths could “learn” their way through
it, he received reprints from some
brain physiologists who had seriously
considered this model of brain action
five years earlier. However, honor
was satisfied when a later paper dem-
onstrated the analogy invalid.

Daedalus’s suggestion of a syn-
chronous satellite connected to earth
by a cable is under NASA scrutiny
as Operation Skyhook, and another
scheme of his for effortless slimming in
a rotating centrifugal health clinic (15
Feh, 1968) was almost immediately
followed by a NASA finding that cen-
trifuged rats lost weight!

In fact Daedalus finds it distinetly
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We Measure Radiant Energy...

THERMAL @ INFRARED @ VISIBLE ® ULTRAVIOLET — The CINTRA family of radiometeric
instruments provides an Accurate Digital Answer to radiometric measurements within the broad

optical spectrum:

A SELECTABLE NARROW
SPECTRAL BAND RADIOMETER:
UV TO NEARIR...

Model 101 Quantum Radiometer

[] Measures both watts and equiva-
lent photons per second [ Auto-
matically ranges from 10-'" watts (or
optical amperes) resolution to 10-!'
full scale with provision for higher
range levels. [] Interchangeable,
calibrated, plug-in probes pre-select
the desired narrow spectral band,
providing for direct readout in abso-
lute units [] Direct readings of ir-
radiance and spectral density []
Fractional percent long term repeat-
ability [] Special purpose clip-ons
(i.e., filters, apertures and fiber optic
microprobes) are available.

THESE THREE RADIOMETERS ALL FEATURE...

[] Automatic ranging over many orders of magnitude []
Unique, simplified, digital data presentation
4-8 and linear analog outputs (logarithmic optional) over
[] Precalibrated, interchange-

the entire dynamic range

A SPECTRALLY FLAT RADIOMETER:
UV TO FAR IR

Model 202 Infrared Radiometer

[] Stable, flat response, black body
thermopile detector with a one cm®x
one steradian total effective field of
view [] Readout in watts, walts per
cm® or watts per cm® per steradian
[] Automatically ranges from 10-
watts resolution to 10-! full scale with
provision for higher range levels []
Fixed absolute measurements or vari-
able gain [] Optional filters, shutters
and irises maintained at thermopile
temperature to maximize stability []
Thermally floating thermopile housing
eliminates the effect of ambient tem-
perature changes.

ming capability
[] BCD 1-2-

A SENSITIVE DIGITAL
PHOTOMETER: TRUE VISUAL
RESPONSE...

Model 150 Digital Photometer

[] Specially corrected ultra stable
sensor accurately matches the CIE
standard observer curve [] Ideal
for light measurements in the pres-
ence of considerable non-visible ra-
diation [ Direct readout from 10-*
foot candles resolution to 10* full
scale in a single automatic range []
Clip-on adapter for direct readings
from 10-° foot lamberts resolution to
10* full scale [] Special purpose
clip-ons (i.e., filters, apertures and
fiber optic microprobes) are avail-
able.

able, plug-in sensing heads [] Remote function program-
] Selectable fast or slow response []
Hold range and hold reading controls
state design incorporating integrated circuits
range calibration resistors.

[] Silicon solid
[ 0.05%
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worrying that so many of his schemes
reach fruition despite the care he takes
to check them. Since he can, at best,
cover only 0.1% of the scientific and
technical literature and vet finds 5%
of his ideas in actual operation, he
finds it statistically inescapable that
all his fantasies have serious inde-
pendent existence somewhere!

Why? We probed to find the mo-
tivation of this wildly imaginative cre-
ator. He said, "It may be because I
find so much technology inherently ri-
diculous.” He spoke of the internal-
combustion engine, the gramophone
and color television as clumsy contri-
vances beneath Daedalus’s dignity.
“They are,” he said, “idiotic, inelegant
and most implausible,” On the other
hand he praised the diffusion pump
and inertial navigation as having true
elegance.

Daedalus’s own inventive efforts
strive always to be aesthetically satis-
fying. To help him he has the re-
sources of bREADCO (the Daedalus Re-
search, Evaluation and Development
Corporation, created in a New Scien-
tist caption a year or so ago), an
organization whose many departments
—Geoptics, Physical Impossibilities,
v.h.f. Finance, Psychometallurgy—just
about manage to keep up with the
stream of ideas from the founder.
New Scientist has received quite seri-
ous inquiries about the research activi-
ties of pREADCO; and indeed the per-
petual encroachment of reality upon
the fantasy world of Daedalus and his
mad inventions is a constant worry to
him. “It's getting more and more
difficult to keep ahead of the pack,” he
says ruefully. “I even find schemes
I'm working on announced proudly by
some manufacturer before I've got
them plausible enough for the col-
umn!”

How do you get it across?

Since our principal job around here is
peddling information, I never miss a
chance to see how others do it. While
we are primarily interested in dis-
seminating ideas on a general or non-
specialist level, we are certainly in-
terested in how the technical societies
go about their primary task of help-
ing specialists in a given field com-
municate with each other.

I recently heard about an intriguing
type of discussion session which the
rheologists tried out at their last an-

nual meeting. Their regular sessions,
like those of most societies, consist of
formal presentations of contributed
and invited papers, and again like most
groups they have found that the ses-
sions seldom lead to discussions in
much detail or depth. They set out to
devise a new format for discussions at
their meetings that would systema-
tize, just slightly, the traditional bull
session, which is often the most useful
method of exchanging ideas.

Each session with a
a topic,
The reviewer posed the questions and
summarized experimental facts and
theoretical attempts to explain them.
Then, while the moderator kept the
discussion  within reasonahle
limits (quite a job at times!), the par-
ticipants launched their trial balloons
and confronted their critics.

The rheologists apparently like to
argue, because each of the two sepa-
rate sessions lasted from 8 p.m. until
after midnight on the only free eve-
ning of a three-day meeting.

Like some other organizations, the
Optical Society of America has been
experimenting with the long abstract
as an optional way to present a paper.
In addition to the normal 200-word
abstract, the author prepares a four-
page summary that may include charts
and any other type of explanatory ma-
terial. This long abstract is distrib-
uted with the meeting program. Then
the actual presentation of the paper
can be devoted to discussion; increased
effectiveness comes from having your
audience well informed before they
come to the meeting.

The society experimented with the
long abstract at three meetings. Now
the OSA Society Objectives and Policy
Committee is evaluating the results.

Of course OSA imposes a rigid and
limiting rule that you can't cite the
long abstract in scientific literature.
The 200-word abstracts are published
in the Journal of the Optical Society
of America; the society considers
the long abstracts, however, to be in
unrefereed, “throw-away” form, Just
how you convince somebody not to
say that he heard so and so here or
there or read it in a long abstract, I
have never really figured out. But if
that is one of the rules of the game and
people want to play by them, I sup-
pose they know what they are doing.
Anyway, if the players start to lose in-
terest, the umpires can change the
rules to bring excitement back to the
game again, ]

started out
moderator, a reviewer, and
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High-veltage
Fast-discharge

CAPACITORS

Developed in response to customers’
inquiries, these capacitors meet ad-
vanced requirements in scientific ap-
plications.

PULSE
LASER

CAPACITOR
Model ESC-302
0.01 uf, 20 kv, 3 nanohenries.

Life: 108 shots at repetition-
rate of 100 pulses per second.

Parallel-p
ENERGY-STORAGE

CAPACITOR
Model ESC-347A

0.25 uf, 17 nanohenries. Ringing
frequency into a short circuit is
2.5 megahertz. Suitable for use
in fast Marx and field-reversal
impulse-generators.

COAXIAL-DISC

CAPACITOR
Model ESC-328

0.05 uf

20 kv
1nh

This new version of our patented co-

axial disc capacitor is expressly de-

signed to facilitate assembly of low-

inductance capacitor-stacks to operate

at the megavolt levels required in
EMP research.

All of the above capacitors are now
included in our standard line of
“non-standard'’ capacitors. If you
need an energy-storage capacitor
or system, there is a good chance
you will find it in our catalog. If not
just let us know and we'll design
one for you in a hurry. How else
can we expand our line?

THRE

— DEUTSCHMANN
LABORATORIES

CANTON, MASS. 02021: Tel, (617) 828-3366

NOVEMBER 1968 « 19



