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affect ground-based astronomy. As-
tronomers have either removed their
telescopes to sites where the impact 
is minimal or worked with local 
communities—for example, in Tucson,
Arizona, and in the West Texas counties
surrounding McDonald Observatory—
to reduce the growth of light pollution.
Both efforts have been successful.

Light pollution will be controlled
through the public’s recognition of its
detrimental effects on life in general,
not through its impact on the small
number of research observatories or
the relatively small number of profes-
sional astronomers in the world. We
applaud the IDA and its continued ef-
forts, and we pledge to continue our
support for its work.

J. Craig Wheeler
(wheel@astro.as.utexas.edu) 

Kevin Marvel
(marvel@aas.org)

American Astronomical Society
Washington, DC

Safer vehicles
by redesign

The technical discussion titled “Vehicle
Design and the Physics of Traffic
Safety” by Marc Ross, Deena Patel, and
Tom Wenzel (PHYSICS TODAY, January
2006, page 49) is largely devoted to pro-
tecting the occupants of an automobile
during an accident. Little is said about
designing the car to help prevent the ac-
cident in the first place.

The article did mention poor road
design and, briefly, driver error; it also
referred to a vehicle’s center of gravity
as a potential problem, particularly if
the driver needs to swerve to avoid a
collision. However, one big factor not
covered is poor car design—in particu-
lar that of sport-utility vehicles, which
are extremely dangerous to oncoming
drivers at night.

The headlights of SUVs and popular
pickup trucks are at such a height that
they shine directly into the eyes of on-
coming drivers. The few seconds of
blindness means loss of control by the
oncoming driver, and the result may be
to drive near or over the edge of the
road. The SUV driver may continue on,
never realizing that his lights caused
the accident. When the police arrive
and examine the overturned sedan and
injured passengers, they check for alco-
hol and drugs. If no such evidence is
found, they still blame the driver for
being asleep at the wheel or suffering a
lapse in judgment. 

When an SUV and a sedan collide
head on, the SUV’s high bumper destroys

the front end of the sedan and slams the
engine into the driver’s lap. The charac-
teristic design of an SUV—with higher
headlights and a higher bumper—makes
it a dangerous vehicle that should be re-
moved from the market.

Romuald Anthony
(rombob2@cox.net)

Santa Barbara, California

The good article on vehicle design
and safety mentioned various innova-
tions in the continuing effort to reduce
traffic deaths. The best solution, of
course, is one that prevents accidents
rather than just reduces the severity of
injuries. One contributing factor to the
better Canadian statistics shown in the
article’s figure 2 is the mandatory use of
daytime running lights in Canada. For
20 years or more, headlights that turn on
with the ignition have been required on
all new cars sold in Canada, wherever
they were made. In daylight they oper-
ate at a low power; in twilight or dark-
ness they switch to full power. They
greatly improve the visibility of ap-
proaching cars in dim light or poor
weather, and they were generally cred-
ited with a reduction of 10% to 15% in
the frequency of collisions when they
were introduced. My car is six years old
and I have never turned the lights on or
off and don’t know how it could be done.
I switch between high and low beams at
night, but the automatic controls handle
everything else. They even brighten the
lights if I enter a tunnel for more than a
few seconds.

Ian Halliday
(ihalliday@idirect.com)

Ottawa, Ontario

Ross, Patel, and Wenzel reply:
These two thoughtful letters illustrate
the importance of myriad details of ve-
hicle design to dangers and safety in traf-
fic. The height of the lights of most SUVs
and trucks, which temporarily blind car
drivers at night, is a significant risk
(which has been crudely quantified in fa-
tality statistics as around 100 per year).
Ian Halliday’s comments about daytime
running lights are indirectly supported
by the impressive fatality reductions
that are being achieved in Canada (see
figure 2 of our article). Those reductions
should inspire Americans to question
the less-than-impressive claims of suc-
cess made for US traffic safety programs.

Vehicle design is critical to traffic
safety. Specific design features, such as
the heights of car seats versus the heights
of “truck” fronts, where the trucks are
merely serving as car substitutes, are
among the most important issues for
safety design. Differences in vehicle
structures are important; but as we ar-

gued in our article, the laws of physics do
not imply that vehicle mass, as such, is a
safety feature. Observation suggests it is
relatively unimportant in today’s fleet.
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Early geodynamo
work

Regarding the February cover article on
the quest for a laboratory geodynamo
(PHYSICS TODAY, February 2006, page
13), it is important, as Isaac Newton
said, to “stand on the shoulders of gi-
ants” as we advance our understand-
ing. Unfortunately, the present genera-
tion often fails to do so. Consider, for
example, the Bullard–Rikitake dynamo
theory, which explains not only the
axial field but also its periodic sponta-
neous reversal, as observed in ocean-
bottom cores. Here is the background:

In the early 1950s, Edward Bullard
and a student of his named Rikitake
built a geodynamo at the University of
Newcastle upon Tyne in the UK. It con-
sisted of two counter-rotating iron
cylinders about two meters in diameter,
connected electrically by an equatorial
layer of mercury. It generated an axial
magnetic field that spontaneously re-
versed its direction every 20 minutes, 
as Earth’s field is known to do every 
10 000 years or so. 

The actual geodynamo has yet an-
other peculiar and unexplained prop-
erty: It is substantially off-center by
about 10% of Earth’s diameter. Earth’s
field is about 0.6 gauss in Siberia, and
about 0.1 gauss in the diametrically op-
posite region in the southern Atlantic
Ocean, as I pointed out in a paper pre-
sented in the 1950s at a symposium at
Newcastle. This asymmetry is consider-
ably harder to explain than the field gen-
eration itself or its periodic reversals. 

I mention this for readers who may
be interested in joining this fascinating
field of experimental geophysics. 

Henry H. Kolm
(henrykolm@comcast.net)

Francis Bitter National Magnet Laboratory
Massachusetts Institute of Technology

Cambridge

The different research groups cited
in Bertram Schwarzschild’s story about
experiments using a laboratory ana-
logue of the geodynamo may have been


