the New World, probably from Asia, did
not walk across the frozen desert of
Beringia, but used boats to go around the
edge, where the richest supply of food would
have been. It was further suggested that
these “boat people” may have traveled along
the west coast of North American until they
were south of the glaciers before they came
inland, which could explain why South
America (Chile, for example) apparently
was populated before North America.

There has also been speculation that Eu-
ropeans could have come across the North
Atlantic in boats. I would think that if the
moisture captured in glaciers dropped the
level of the oceans some 300 feet, additional
islands might have been exposed in the
North Atlantic. And, similar to Antarctica,
with the mass of glacial ice on the land,
there could have been ice shelves extending
out connecting these islands.

There would not have to have been a
land bridge; it could have been an “ice
bridge.” And like the stories of the Irish St.
Brendan, a few Europeans could have made
the voyage and met some of the larger popu-
lation of Asians. It could even have been an
accident, a storm that blew a boatload or
two of European marine mammal hunters
(similar to Northwest Coast Indians) off
course. That makes much more sense to me

than a long trek overland by a small group

of men and women across such a vast dis-

tance. At least it certainly makes a better
story.

Jean M. Auel*

Post Office Box 430,

Sherwood, OR 97140, USA

* Author of The Clan of the Cave Bear, The Valley
of Horses, The Mammoth Hunters, and The Plains
of Passage.
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Conceiving a Black Hole

In his Research commentary “At the border
of eternity” (Science’s Compass, 27 Feb., p.
1321), G. S. Bisnovatyi-Kogan states, “As
long ago as 1796, [the astronomer and math-
ematician Pierre Simon] Laplace noted that
light cannot leave a star when its free-fall
velocity, a function of the star’s mass and ra-
dius, is larger than the speed of light.” This
idea occurred 13 years eatlier to the natural
philosopher John Michell, who described it
in a 26 May 1783 letter to the chemist and
physicist Henry Cavendish. Michell calcu-
lated that “if the semi-diameter of a sphere
of the same density with the sun were to
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exceed that of the sun in the proportion of
500 to 1, a body falling from an infinite
height toward it, would have acquired at its
surface a greater velocity than that of light,
and consequently, supposing light to be at-
tracted by the same force in proportion to
its vis inertiae, with other bodies, all light
emitted from such a body would be made to
return towards it, by its own proper grav-
ity.” Michell pointed out that this dark star
could be detected because of its strong
gravitational force on nearby stars.

Michell also devised the so-called “Cav-
endish experiment” and even built the origi-
nal “Cavendish apparatus” for determining
the density of the Earth and thus the uni-
versal gravitational constant G. He died be-
fore carrying out the experiment, and some
years later his equipment was given to Henry
Cavendish, who rebuilt the warped appara-
tus and carried out the measurements.
Cavendish’s famous paper of 1798 begins
with a history of Michell’s role.

Laurent Hodges

Department of Physics,

lowa State University,

Ames, IA 50011-3160, USA
E-mail: lhodges@iastate.edu
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