Prophecy:

THE LURE OF THE FRONTIER
Past parallels to the view that there is
- nothing worth having beyond the atmos-
phere are not hard to find. The committee
appointed by King Ferdinand and Queen
Isabella in 1486 to advise on the plans of
Columbus concluded:

The Western ocean is infinite and per-
haps unnavigable..Saint Augustine
says there are no Anlipodes..so many

~~enluries after the Creation it is un-
«ely that anyone could find hitherto
unknown lands of any value.

In 1844 Senator Daniel Webster pursued
the same theme:

What do we want of the vast worthless
area? This region of savages and wild
beasts, of deserts, of shifting sands
and whirlwinds of dust, cactus and
prairie dogs?..What use can we have
for such a country?

So much for California. Another US
politician, Cadwalader C. Washburn,
was equally dismissive of Alaska in 1868:

The possession of this Russian ter-
ritory can give us neither honor,
wealth, or. power, but will always be
a source of weakness and expense,
without any adequate return.

~Aristotelian professors who were con-
i oraries of Galileo made the follow-
ing pronouncement concerning discov-
ery of Jupiter's moons in 1610:

Jupiter's moons are invisible to the
naked eye, and therefore can have no
influence on the Earth, and therefore
would be useless, and therefore do not
axist.

IF GOD HAD MEANT US TO ALY
William Cowper, talking about bal-
loons in 1789, said:

Were | an absolute legislator, | would
make it the death penalty for anyone
convicted of flying: a bullet sent
through his head or his carriage would
not bs murder. The fable of Daedalus
would have been realized.

Lord Kelvin, the physicist and Presi-
dent of the Royal Society, made no secret
of his belief that heavier than air flying
machines were impossible. In 1896 he
wrote:

When a distinguished but eiderly scientist states that something is possible, he is almost
certainly right. When he states that something is impossible, he is very probably wrong.

! have not the smallest molecule of faith
in aerial navigation other than
ballooning..! would not care to be a
member of the Aeronautical Society.

The American astronomer, Simon
Newcomb, held similar views. He pub-
lished this in 1903:

The mathematician of today admits
that he can neither square the circle,
duplicate the cubs, or trisect the angle.
May not our mechanicians, in like
manner, be ultimately forced fo admit
that aerial flight is one of the great class
of problems with which man can never
cope?

Within two months the Wright brothers
had flown, though even they had prob-
lems with prophecy:

t confess than in 1901 | said o my
brother Orville that man would not fly
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for. fifty years. This demonstration of
my impotence as a prophel gave me
such a shock that ever since |
have..avoided all predictions.

Newcomb was forced fo revise his
views, but not by much. In 1806 he wrote:

The demonstration that no possible
combination of known substances,
known forms of machinery, and known
forms of force can be united in a practi-
cable machine by which men shall fly
for long distances through the air,
seems lo the writer. as complete as i is
possible for the demonstration of any
physical fact to be.

Nikola Tesla, the pioneer of electricity,
summed up the prospects for 1908:

The coming year will dispel an error
which has greatly retarded the prog-
ress of aerial navigation. The aeronaut
will soon satisfy himself that an
aeroplane...is altogether foo heavy fo
soar, and..can never fly as fast as a
dirigible “balloon.

THE POWER OF THE ATOM
In 1933 the physicist Ernest Ruther-
ford, soon after the first spilitting of the

atomic nucleus,
applications:

foresaw no practical

The energy produced by the atom is a
very poor kind of thing. Anyone who
axpects a source of power from the
transformation of these atoms is talk-
ing moonshine.

Albert Einstein agreed:

There is not the slightest indication
that (nuclear) energy will ever be ob-
tainable.

While Einstein later changed his opin-
ion, scepticism elsewhere persisted to
the last. In 1945 the White House Chief of
Staff, Admiral William D. Leahy, gave
President Truman his considered judge-
ment on the atom bomb:

That is the biggest fool thing we have
ever done...The bomb will never go of,
and | speak as an expert in explosives.

KEEPING IN TOUCH
Back in 1889 Thomas Alva Edison
opined:

Fooling around with alternating current
is just a waste of time. Nobody!ll use i,
ever. If's too dangerous..t could kill a
man as quick as a bolt of lightning.
Direct current is safe.

The US pioneer of radio, Lee de Forest,
complained that his friends had repeat-
edly asked:

Of what possible use can your “radio-
telephone” be? It cant compare with
the wire phone... What the hell use is it
anyway, Lee?

In 1807 W.W. Dean, a telephone com-
pany president, told him:

You could put in this room (Dean’s of-
fice), de Forest, all the radiotelephone
apparatus that the country will ever
need.

These experiences did not deter de
Forest from statements such as (1932):

I do not believe that radio signals can
be transmitted beyond the atmos-
pheric envelope surrounding our
earth, due lo the reflection of the radio
waves from the Heaviside layer.

and (1957):

Regardless of all future scientific ad-
vances Man will never reach the Moon.
Man is inherently an earthy creature.

In 1943 EF. McDonald, President of
Zenith Radio, wrote on the future of tele-
vision:

Its technically sound, but economi-

cally #'s unsound.

and in the same year, Thomas J. Watson,
Chairman of IBM, said:

| think there is a world market for about
five computers.

DISCOURAGING WORDS ==

Dlscouraglng Words: Famous Quotes

» IXE  flight does not get a fair press in the mass media. Successes fre-
quently do not get a mention whlle fallures are given wide coverage.
Politiclans and academics are often quoted decrying the cost end question-
ing the feaslbliity of any new project. This article is presented as an anti-
dote to such depressing material. It examines the record of the pundits of
the past, frequently men of great distinction, who have falied lamentably to
imagine that a new development could be workable or useful, and contains
a selectlon of the many examples of the truth of Arthur C. Clarke’s Law of
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DON'T TELL ME MY BUSINESS

The above quotes show that even
1 those at the heart of a development can
be wrong. Another exampls was Charles
Rolls, co-founder of Rolls-Royce and an
early aviator, writing in 1908:

ference, were created together, in the
same instant..

and that

chemistry as well.

Pope Alexander il forbade the study of
physics to all ecclesiastics, thus prohib-
iting such scientific studies to the only
persons likely to make them. He ex-
pressly forbade:

this work took place and man was cre-
ated by the Trinity on the twenty-third
of October, 4004 BC, at nine o'clock in

| do not think a flight across the Atlan- g
the morning.

tic will be made in our time, and in our
time | inctude the youngest readers.

the study of physics or the laws of the
world, that any person violating this
rule shall be avoided by all and excom-
municated.

Jossph de Lalands, a French Academi-
cian, reported his calculations on the
possibility of flying in 1782, concluding
that:

Another aviation pioneer, the Ameri-

can Glenn H. Curtiss, stated in 1911: The advice that UK civil servants give

With the possible exception of having
more pleasing lines to the eye while in
flight, the monoplane possesses no
material advantages over the biplane.

T.AM. Craven, US Federal Communi-

cations Commissioner, reported in 1961:

There is practically no chance commu-
nications space satellites will be used
fo provide better telephone, telegraph,
television or radio service inside the
United States.

in 1927 Harry M. Warner, one of the

Warner Brothers, expressed his satisfac-
tion with silent films:

Who the hell wants to hear actors talk?

BRIGHT NEW HORIZONS

Simon Newcomb's record as a prophet

was ho better in his own speciality. His
opinion in 1888 was that:

We are probably nearing the limit of all
we can know about asironomy.

in 1887 Albert Michelson and Edward

Morley”s experimental faiiure to detect
the aether it a fuse which smouldered
away at the base of classical physics and
led in 1905 to Einstein's Relativity The-
ory. In 1903 Michelson was dismissive of
his own achievement;

..you would need wings of tremendous
dimensions and they would have fo be
moved at a speed of three feet per
sacond. Only a fool would expect such
a thing to be realised.

Professor W.W. Payne, responding to

Professor Goddard in 1908, said

..Let me say briefly about the paper
'On the Possibility of Navigating Inter-
planetary Space’, that the possibility
by your showing is so remote is it worth-
while to publish it? The speculation
about & is interesting, but the impossi-
bility of ever. doing it is so certain that it
is not practically useful.. | return the
paper with thanks.

It was no better by 1920. An Editorial in

the New York Times of January 18, 1920
said:

That Professor Goddard with his ‘chair’
in Clark College and the countenanc-
ing of the Smithsonian Institution, does
not know. the relation of action to reac-
tion, and of the need to have something
better than a vacuum against which to
react - to say that would be absurd. Of
course he only seems to lack the knowl-
edge ladled out daily in highschools..

In 1926 A.W. Bickerton, a New Zsaland

their masters is notorious for erring on the
side of caution. This could explain some
of the following, the first from a British
naval official in 1837:

..even if the propeller had the power of
propelling a vessel, it would be found
altogether useless in practice, be-
cause the power being applied in the
stern it would be absolutely impossible
fo make the vessel steer.

In 1878 a parliamentary committee
reported on Edison’s selectric light: ’

Good enough for our transatlantic
friends...but unworthy of the attention
of practical or scientific men.

In 1907 the Wright brothers were aliso
dismissed. The War Office was:

..not disposed to enter info negotia-
tions with any manufacturer of aero-
planes.

and the Admiralty’'s advisors:

..were of the opinion that the aero-
plane would not be of any practical use
to the Naval Service.

The Air Ministry might have learned
from this prejudice, but the evidence from
1934 is that it did not. Responding to the
Society’s founder P.E. Cleator, they said:

professor of physics and chemistry, ex-
amined Goddard's proposal for a rocket
fo the Moon:

The more important fundamental laws
and facts of. physical science have all
been discovered, and these are now so

We follow with interest any work that is
being done in other countries on jet

firmly established that the possibility
of their. ever being supplemented in
consequence of new discoveries is ex-
ceedingly remote.

Sir John Erichsen was similarly pessi-

mistic in 1873:

There cannot always be fresh fields of
conquest by the knife.. The abdomen,
the chest, and the brain will be forever
shut from the intrusion of, the wise and
humane surgeon.

In 1835 the raiway engineer Thomas

Treadgold wrote:

(that) any general system of conveying
passengers would...go at a velocity
exceeding ten miles an hour, or there-
abouts, is extremely improbable.

in our times, of courss, even London

buses averags eleven miles an hour.

YOU CANT ARGUE WITH FIGURES

in 1822, Dr John Lightfoot, Vice-Chan-

cellor of the University of Cambridge, the
great rabbinical scholar of his time, gave

This foolish idea of shooting at the

moon is an example of the absurd
lengths to which vicious specialisation
will carry scientists..For a projectile
enfirely to escape the gravitation of: the
earth, it needs a velocity of 7 miles a
second. The thermal energy of a
gramme at this speed is 15,180
calories...The energy of our most vio-
lent explosive - nitroglycerine - is less
than 1500 calories per gramme. Con-
sequently, even had the explosive
nothing to carry, it has only one tenth
of the energy lo escape the earth...
hence the proposition appears to be
basically impossible.

The Canadian astronomer Professor
J.W. Campbell disagreed in 1941. Moon
flight was not impossible but:

It would require a million tons of
take-off weight to carry one pound
of. payload on the round. trip.

IT'S OFFICIAL

In 1243 the Dominicans interdicted

propulsion, but scientific investigation
into the possibilities has given no indi-
cation that this method can be a seri-
ous competitor to the airscrew-engine
combination. We do not consider that
we should be justified in spending any
time or money -on it ourselves.

FAMOUS LAST WORDS

It is of course also possible 1o err in the
direction of over-optimism. For exampls,
Captain Edward J. Smith's 1906 state-
ment of faith in marine engineering:

| cannot imagine any condition which
would cause a ship to
founder...Modern shipbuilding has
gone beyond that.

Six years later Captain Smith com-
manded the maiden voyage of the Titanic.

TRUTH AT LAST

Finally, here is a quote from somecne
who got i right, the 19th century US edu-
cator Thomas R. Lounsbury:

We must view with profound respect

every member of their order from the
study of medicine and natural philoso-
phy. In 1287 this was extended fo include

the infinite capacily of the human mind
lo resist the inroad of useful knowl-
edge. :

his famous demonstration that:

heaven and Ea—nh, centre and circum-

06 SPACEFLIGHT, Vol. 34, July 1992



	1.pdf (p.1)
	2.pdf (p.2)

