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Experiments in Concert

From July 1957 through December 1958 observers of 61 nations will
participate in the International Geophysical Year to produce the biggest
cooperative scientific venture in history. Geophysics is peculiar in its need
not merely for vast masses of data, but for data obtained simultaneously
in many different parts of the globe. Use of simultaneous measurements
was first made in 1741, when Celsius (known also for his thermometer
scale) of Uppsala, Sweden, suggested to the London instrument-maker
George Graham that they watch their suspended magnetic needles on a
common schedule, and so determine whether disturbances in a needle at a
given place implied disturbances at distant places as well. On 5 April, un-
usual motions were observed at both Uppsala and London.

Magnetic storms and other magnetic variations were not studied on a
large scale, however, until almost 100 years later, when Humboldt, the
great traveler, observer, and impresario of science, persuaded scientists
and governments to take part in a Magnetic Union. Under arrangements
worked out in part by Gauss, investigators at 50 stations sat in wooden
huts, recording the declination of magnetic needles—from Dublin to G6t-
tingen to Nertschinsk to Van Diemen’s Land in Tasmania to Philadelphia.
Reports were published from 1836 to 1841. In 1839 the British Govern-
ment dispatched two ships to antarctic seas to conduct magnetic research.

Humboldt noted that this project was “not without importance to sea-
men.” Gauss agreed and added: “The search for the laws of natural phe-
nomena is an end and has a value in itself for the natural philosopher, and
a peculiar charm invests the recognition of order and harmony in happen-
ings that apparently are quite irregular.” Some years later, Maxwell, who
was a boy attending Edinburgh Academy when the Union ended, com-
pared it with Bacon’s vision of “Experiments in Concert,” adding: . .. the
scattered forces of science were converted into a regular army, and emula-
tion and jealousy beeame out of place, for the results obtained by any one
observer were of no value till they were combined with those of the others.”

Direct inspiration for the present International Geophysical Year de-
rives from the two earlier International Polar Years of 1882-83 and
1932-33. The period of 1957-58 was chosen because it is expected to be
a good season for sunspots. Certainly, the boldest feature of the program
will be the exploration of the upper atmosphere—by balloons to 50,000
feet or more, by rockets to 200 miles or more, and by the artificial satel-
lites of the United States and the Soviet Union to perhaps 1500 miles.
The resulting data should bear both on theoretical questions and on such
practical matters as improved techniques of weather forecasting and long
distance radio communication.

Unfortunately, new knowledge about our planet can be made to serve
the needs of war as well as peace. But who does not hope that the close
of the International Geophysical Year will see a climate more conducive
to peaceful uses, and who does not hope that the cooperative effort itself
will contribute to this change?—]J. T.



