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Earth’s average surface temperature
is around 288 K, the elevation of 
33 K being due to absorption and 
reemission of terrestrial radiation by
greenhouse gases in the atmosphere’s
lowest layer. Feedbacks and other
complications aside, the surface 
temperature rises in line with an
increased effective absorption coeffi-
cient, as is shown in the wonderfully
simple model calculations in Atmos-
pheric Science by J. M. Wallace and
P. V. Hobbs (Academic Press, 1977).
However, the average temperature 
of the atmosphere, in the sense
described above, cannot change.

Second, the oceans are in thermal
contact with the adjacent atmospher-
ic layers, and therefore their temper-
atures are intimately connected.
While the actual transfer mecha-
nisms—radiation, eddy transfer, and
so on—may well be complicated and
do affect the quantitative outcome,
the warming tendency of the
enhanced greenhouse effect 
cannot be disputed.

This short letter necessarily gloss-
es over a lot of detail, but I hope that
Whitten’s suggestion of “pseudo-
science” can at least be laid to rest.

ROBERT E. ROBSON
Institute for Low-Temperature 

Plasma Physics
Greifswald, Germany

Notes on Alpher,
Herman, and Moore

The January 2002 issue of PHYSICS
TODAY, especially the book review

on page 51, has brought back memo-
ries of days long past. When I joined
the Applied Physics Laboratory (APL)
of Johns Hopkins University in the
early 1950s as an Atomic Energy
Commission postdoctoral fellow, I ini-
tially shared an office with Ralph
Alpher. I remember very distinctly
that George Gamow, Alpher’s former
thesis adviser, frequently came to
visit with Ralph and Bob Herman to
discuss the Big Bang and its conse-
quences. Having been present at the
“birth” of the calculation of the back-
ground radiation, a most remarkable
tour de force, I concur with Martin O.
Harwit’ s comments about the injus-
tice done to Herman and Alpher by
the physics community in general
and the Nobel Prize committee
specifically in not recognizing and
acknowledging the seminal impor-
tance of their work. Certainly other
worthy work has been denied credit.
As examples, why did Lise Meitner

not share the Nobel Prize in Chem-
istry with Otto Hahn and why did
Gordon Gould not share the honors
bestowed on so many others for the
development of the laser? These are
important questions that historians
of science need to address.

The same issue also has an item
about the wonderful gift to Caltech
by Gordon Moore and his wife, Betty
(page 25). Before Gordon cofounded
Intel, he was a postdoc at APL in the
late 1950s, and he, Herman, and I
coauthored a paper on flame spec-
troscopy.1 It is indeed a small world.
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Corrections
January 2002, page 77—It was 
J. Bruce French, not Anthony French,
who worked with Victor Weisskopf on
the electrodynamic calculation. Felix
T. Smith’s e-mail address is
ftsmith@mplvax.sri.com. �




