LETTERS
‘“Reactor Captains”’

I wish to comment from my back-
ground as a member and chairman of the
General Advisory Committee to the U.S.
Atomic Energy Commission in the early
1960’s. At that time the committee con-
sidered the human organizational aspect
for safe operation of nuclear reactors
and recommended the concept of ‘‘re-
actor captains,”’ somewhat analogous in
role to the captain of a ship. We were
concerned lest reactor operations be left
in the hands of operators with insuffi-
cient depth of knowledge and sense of
responsibility and that unnecessary mis-
takes or carelessness might then occur,
as apparently did at Three Mile Is-
land.

The essential elements of the ‘‘reactor
captain’’ concept include an appropriate
professional education providing real un-
derstanding of the complexities of a nu-
clear reactor with government examina-
tions and licensing, and clearly recog-
nized responsibility with the correspond-
ing full authority for the safe operation of
the reactor. This concept also implies
subordinate but comparably trained and
licensed reactor officers, an accurate
“‘log”” of the condition and operation of
the reactor, and so forth.

I still believe that this concept is ap-
propriate, indeed necessary, and urge its
renewed consideration.

KENNETH S. PITZER
Department of Chemistry,
University of California,
Berkeley 94720

Oceanographic Research:
Sailing Vessels

In his review (18 May, p. 753) of Susan
Schlee’s book On Almost Any Wind (1),
Dale C. Krause says that the notable
sailing vessel Atlantis, built in 1931 for
the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institu-
tion, was ‘‘the first American ship spe-
cially designed for oceanographic re-
search.”” (Schlee did not say that.)

In 1907 Alexander Agassiz was de-
signed and built in San Diego *‘especially
for the purposes of”’ the West Coast ma-
rine station that was the forerunner of
Scripps Institution of Oceanography.
The 85-foot Agassiz was also a sailing
vessel, with twin gasoline engines. She
was built for use in the 12,000-square-
mile area from Point Conception to the
Mexican border and seaward to about
120 miles, which region included depths
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to 1100 fathoms. She was outfitted with
‘‘apparatus’’ designed in some cases by
the hardy researchers of the oceanic
areas of northern FEurope: dredges,
trawls, closing nets, current meters, and
so forth (I). Alexander Agassiz served
the institution for 10 years.

Identifying the first American ship de-
signed for oceanographic research is
complicated by the matter of defining
such early research. Considerable effort
went into designing two U.S. Navy ‘‘ex-
ploring vessels’’ for the U.S. Exploring
Expedition of 1838-1842, but the ships
were found to be too slow and so did not
take part. In 1838 the Coast Survey
schooner Nautilus was built specifically
for surveying. So was the steamer Blake
in 1874. Surveying was one of the ocean-
ographic arts in those days, and a great
deal of significant oceanography was car-
ried out from Blake —some of it by Alex-
ander Agassiz. In 1879 the coal-burning
steamer Fish Hawk, complete with a
floating fish hatchery, was built for the
U.S. Fish Commission, headed by Spen-
cer F. Baird. She was found quite suit-
able for dredging and trawling, at least in
coastal waters (2).

A qualified claim can be made that Al-
exander Agassiz was the first American
ship designed for oceanographic re-
search by a nongovernmental institution.
However, Atlantis certainly left a greater
legacy to American oceanography.

ELiZABETH N. SHOR
Scripps Institution of Oceanography,
La Jolla, California 92093
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College Entrance Standards

City College has been defamed, this
time in the editorial (p. 1199) in the
23 March issue of Science entitled ‘‘Can
meritocracy in academe be saved?,”’
written by John D. Palmer of the Depart-
ment of Zoology of the University of
Massachusetts in Amherst. In the inter-
est of City College, and of truth, I would
like to put the facts in perspective.

Palmer states that ‘‘the once great City
College of New York, which for 54 years
produced more graduates who went on
to earn doctorates than all but one other
American college, dropped all entrance
standards in 1969.”’ The first part of this
sentence is correct. The second part is
false.
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