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Ig Nobels: Not the Real
McCoys

A week before Sweden an-
nounced the 1993 Nobel laure-
ates, the third annual Ig Nobels—
a satiric version of the traditional
awards—were given out in Cam-
bridge, Massachusetts, by The
MIT Museum and Journal of
Irveproducible Results. Here are
some of the unlucky winners.

Physics: Author Louis Kerv-
ran for his book, Biological Trans-
mutations, in which he argues
that a cold fusion process pro-
duces the calcium in eggshells.

Mathematics: Robert Faid of
Greenville, South Carolina, for
calculating the exact odds
(8,606,091,751,882:1) that Mikhail
Gorbachev is the Antichrist.

Pyschology: John Mack of
Harvard Medical School and
David Jacobs of Temple Univer-
sity for concluding that many of
their patients, who claim to have
been abducted by aliens, actually
had been.

New at the ceremony this year
were 30-second long Heisenberg
Certainty lectures. Attendees in-
cluded several Nobel laureates
and other experts including Rus-
sell Johnson, professor emeritus

of Gilligan’s Island.

Closing the Case on
Cluster Impact Fusion
A preprint making the rounds of
the nuclear fusion community
officially closes the book on clus-
ter impact fusion, one of two fu-
sion dramas that began in 1989.
(The book virtually closed on the
other story, cold fusion, not long
after it opened.) Cluster impact
fusion was announced that year
by three Brookhaven chemists,
Robert Beuhler, Lewis Friedman,
and Gerhart Friedlander, who
said they had bombarded a deute-
rium-loaded target with huge
clusters of heavy-water mole-
cules and induced fusion yields
10 billion times greater than al-

lowed by classical theory.

The researchers treated these
first results cautiously, fearful of
getting the same treatment elic-
ited by the highly publicized and
incorrect cold fusion claim. The

caution didn’t help. The Brook-
haven work was quickly criticized
by physicists who argued that the
effect was likely due to experi-
mental artifacts and not some
novel fusion mechanism.

Two years later, in March
1992, the Brookhaven trio partly
acknowledged this when they
published an erratum in Physical
Review Letters, reporting that
they had overestimated fusion
rates and that stray ions in their
cluster beam may have been re-
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sponsible for their data. Still, they
allowed that cluster fusion might
exist, but at a much smaller rate.

Now Physical Review A has ac-
cepted for publication the final
word from Brookhaven. The or-
iginal effect indeed could be ex-
plained by “small ion impurities,”
the Brookhaven chemists say in
their abstract. Says Friedman:
“The paper is the end of the story.”

What's the morale of this fu-
sion story? “When you get a result
that appears to be spectacular and
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is supported by a large body of
circumstantial evidence,” Fried-
man says, “There is some tenden-
cy to want to believe that it’s real-
ly there. You have an obligation
to prove it one way or the other.”

Smart Materials Get a
Production Boost

If a damaged bridge over an Ala-
bama bayou had been smarter,
the recent Amtrak derailment
might have been avoided. Engi-
neers have been talking about
making structures out of “smart”
materials that sense their own
status and alert humans of dan-
gers. But smart materials aren’t
used much now, in part, because
they can’t be made efficiently.

That could soon change, says
physicist Charles Askins at the
Naval Research Laboratory. Ina
press release, he and coworkers
reported a new fabrication tech-
nique suitable for large-scale pro-
duction of sensors based on opti-
cal fibers. The idea is to embed
the fibers into materials such as
concrete or composites where
changes in the intensity, wave-
length, or phase of light traveling
in the fibers would reveal the
host material’s health.

Existing methods of making
the sensors entail stripping a pro-
tective polymer coating from the
fiber, before a laser treatment can
create stacks of closely-spaced
panes, or Bragg gratings, within
the fiber. The gratings reflect spe-
cific colors of light, and detectors
at one end of the fiber monitor
changes. After the gratings are
made, the coating is reapplied,
making the process time-con-
suming and expensive.

The new technique takes a
shortcut, beaming an intense laser
at a glass filament as it is being
drawn into a fiber and then it is
coated with the polymer. “Before
you could make ten [Bragg grat-
ings] a day,” Askins says. “Now
we can make many a second.”

“This looks like a way to make
kilometers of sensors,” says physi-
cist Gerald Meltz of United
Technologies Research Center,
where groundwork for making
the sensors had been done.
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