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I’m grateful to Frank Wilczek for the
enjoyable Reference Frame story about
Don “Mr. Wizard” Herbert (PHYSICS
TODAY, January 2008, page 8). I was
born in 1951, and I remember watching
Mr. Wizard from my earliest years. My
mother is far from a science person, but
she somehow knew that watching his
show was a good thing for me. 

Don Herbert helped make Wilczek
into an acclaimed physicist and physics
writer and me into a high-school
physics teacher. During 34 years of
teaching, I have helped numerous 
students learn the value and joy of sci-
entific curiosity, thanks in part to Mr.
Wizard.

Frank Lock
(fasterlock@ewol.com)

Englewood, Florida

Thank you for the item on Don Her-
bert, TV’s Mr. Wizard. His science of
everyday things never ceased to hold
my childhood attention and was a
major influence that eventually led me
to a career in engineering. When his
show was about to be canceled in the
late 1950s, I asked my father to help me
write a letter of protest to the network.
I was elated when we read in the news-
paper that the show was to be renewed
the following year.

It would be hard to single out my fa-
vorite episode, though I do remember
the toy steam engine that ran while it
was all frosty and obviously quite cold.
The challenge, to figure out what was

going on, was a simple but very effec-
tive lesson in thermodynamics. We
learned at the end of the show that the
steam engine’s boiler had been filled
with freon that was boiling off and driv-
ing the engine. 

Thank you, Mr. Wizard, for many an
enjoyable, informative, and challenging
program.

Robert Oppenheimer
(oppie51@verizon.net)

White Plains, New York

Frank Wilczek’s references to
greater and lesser wizards are true with
respect to the Wizard of Oz, a prototype
of tricksters who fits the first definition
of a wizard. As a grandmother, retired
librarian, and fan of the Harry Potter
books, I differ with Wilczek’s assess-
ment that fictional conceptions like
Harry Potter “tend to legitimize intel-
lectual passivity and wishful thinking.” 

In the books, J. K. Rowling’s protag-
onists must think how to use their
skills—albeit magic ones—to solve a se-
ries of problems, some of them life
threatening. True, wishful thinking has
sometimes helped them, but they are
actively seeking answers. They have
solved problems with the best available
information and sought additional in-
formation to help as well. 

Potter’s being a wizard is different
than Don Herbert’s; I agree Herbert was
a real-world wizard without peers.
Herbert’s magic was twofold: He was
not only a scientist but a skilled in-
structor. His wizardry opened worlds. 

Jane Daniels
(jdhiker@optonline.net)

Mohegan Lake, New York

Credentials and
conformity

I applaud and agree with William
Aghassi (PHYSICS TODAY, October 2007,
page 12) when he writes, “In today’s
physics community only credentials
and conformity count.” Actually, cre-
dentials also mean little today, unless
your research is in a trendy topic like
string theory and you write from a fa-

mous university like MIT, Cambridge
University, Imperial College, or Cal-
tech. Gatekeepers and editors shun
originality.

In his book The Einstein Decade,
1905–1915 (Academic Press, 1974),
physicist Cornelius Lanczos com-
mented, “How fortunate that someone
of the calibre of [Max] Planck was edi-
tor of Annalen der Physik [in 1905]. . . .
Today none of these papers would see
the light of day!”

Howard D. Greyber
(hgreyber@yahoo.com)

San Jose, California

Schrödinger
solution for the
Morse oscillator

In his review of Ilya Kaplan’s book, In-
termolecular Interactions: Physical Picture,
Computational Methods, and Model Poten-
tials (PHYSICS TODAY, July 2007, page
64), Lucjan Piela criticizes Kaplan for
saying that the well-known solution of
the Schrödinger equation for the Morse
oscillator is approximate. The reviewer
says it is exact. Actually, Kaplan is cor-
rect. The solution corresponds to an un-
physical boundary condition that the
wavefunction vanishes at an internu-
clear distance of minus infinity. The
exact solution for a diatomic molecule
would correspond to the wavefunction
vanishing at the origin. The difference
is large enough that it needs to be con-
sidered in practical work, especially for
the hydrogen molecule.

Donald G. Truhlar
(truhlar@umn.edu)

University of Minnesota
Minneapolis

Piela replies: The Morse oscillator is
a single point mass subject to the Morse
original potential cited in Ilya Kaplan’s
book, equation 5.22. Contrary to what
Donald Truhlar writes, the Morse oscil-
lator does not represent two point
masses with a spring, not to mention a
diatomic molecule. Therefore, Kaplan’s
equation 5.23 is an exact solution of the

The wizard’s legacy

Letters and opinions are encouraged
and should be sent by e-mail to 
ptletters@aip.org (using your surname
as “Subject”), or by standard mail to
Letters, PHYSICS TODAY, American Cen-
ter for Physics, One Physics Ellipse,
College Park, MD 20740-3842. Please
include your name, affiliation, mailing
address, e-mail address, and daytime
phone number on your attachment or
letter. You can also contact us online at
http://www.physicstoday.org/pt/
contactus.jsp. We reserve the right to
edit submissions.


