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bison was not sought out for the
demonstration. She, along with other
violinists, has been working with Fry
for the past several years. Fry is leaving
more than 600 pages of his notes and his
experimental records to the rare books
and manuscripts section of the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin–Madison Libraries,
with free access to anyone interested.
Also, a video book on the simple
physics of violins is in preparation.

Neither Fry nor I claim to have a pre-
cise mechanical method for turning out
great violins, each sounding exactly alike.
However, a violin maker who under-
stands the science of his instrument can
make consistently better ones, perhaps
eventually even better than those of the
Cremona masters. Fry’s effort, like any
scientific and artistic inquiry, is a quest
for truth, enlightenment, and beauty. 
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Oil sands and
the environment

The December 2009 issue of PHYSICS
TODAY (page 8) had an interesting letter
exchange on environmental effects in
the Alberta tar sands—especially on the
impacts of oil development on birds. In
response to a letter, Murray Gray,
Zhenghe Xu, and Jacob Masliyah, au-
thors of the original article on the sub-
ject (PHYSICS TODAY, March 2009, page
31), wrote that claims of the specific ad-
verse effects on birds and bird habitat
were “grossly exaggerated,” as though
the claims focused only on the effects of
mining and the tailings ponds that store
waste products. Yet the Natural Re-
sources Defense Council study to which
the article authors seem to refer also re-
viewed the current and potential future
effects of fragmentation from in situ
drilling, water withdrawal, air and
water toxins, and global warming.1 The
harmful effects of tar-sands operations
on birds nesting in the region are very
real and will grow if the oil-removal op-
erations continue along their planned
path of rapid expansion.

The public in the US and Canada
needs to understand the real, long-term
ecological costs of tar-sands oil devel-
opment and determine whether petro-
leum from that source is what people
want fueling their motor vehicles. Birds
are telling us it is time for a change in
North American energy policy. Better

energy options are available, options
that do not foul our air, poison our wa-
ters, or kill our backyard birds.
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Gray, Masliyah, and Xu reply:
Readers who are interested in the envi-
ronmental impact of energy supply
need to ensure that they consider accu-
rate information, and avoid the kind of
hyperbole presented in the above letter.
On the specific issue of the Canadian oil
sands, readers are encouraged to exam-
ine the recent impartial report from the
Royal Society of Canada, which details
the shortcomings of government regu-
lation, the need for the oil industry to
improve its practices, and the exagger-
ated claims of environmental groups.1
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Multiferroics
 erratum

We wish to correct an error that ap-
peared in our article “Multiferroics:
Past, Present, and Future” (PHYSICS
TODAY, October 2010, page 38). Hans
Schmid’s work on multiferroics and
magnetoelectrics was funded not by the
Swiss Post Office but initially by the
French National Center for Telecommu-
nications Studies in the early 1960s and
later in the 1980s and 1990s by the Swiss
National Science Foundation. We apol-
ogize for the error and thank Schmid for
bringing it to our attention.
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