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Of Tom-Toms and Telephones

Let’s face it.

Coméared with current needs for the communication of technical infor-
mation, our communication system is not much more adequate than tom-
toms would be for transmitting, from Schenectady to Spokane, a message
giving the latest developments in nuclear fission. Eventually some distorted
variety of the original message would get through.

Our current system of book and report publication, sent to libraries to be
cataloged and stored, is as much out of step with the times as are tom-toms
for transmitting messages. Sheer bulk of reporting is too great to be kept up
with by the conventional means of the receiving, cataloging, storing, and
recalling. But no means has yet been devised to supplant satisfactorily con-
ventional means for library handling of reports. Something must be done
to organize, systematize, arrange in coherent recoverable order all the infor-
mation that is pouring out of research and development activities in count-
less science specialties. We are improving perpetually the methods of getting
out technical reports, but handling on the using end remains in the tom-tom
stage. It is time we quit beating the tom-tom and started ringing in on an
adequate system of cataloging, storing, and recovering information. Elec-
tronization seems to be the answer, but it has pitfalls that should be thor-
oughly investigated.

The complexity of a communication system necessary for a given civiliza-
tion depends on the scale of the civilization and its degree of technologic
development. Our civilization is the largest in scale and has reached the
highest degree of technologic development known in history. Therefore, our
communication system must be the most complex ever to function. But it
can be complex without fulfilling its function. Our present-day communica-
tion system for technical materials is just such a complex but inadequate
system. Since no over-all organization of technical communication exists,
even to call it a system is of doubtful legitimacy. ,

We need a system analogous to the telephone. A teleéphone call, across
town or across a continent, is from one person to another. One person trans-
mits information and another receives it. No matter how complex the trans-
mission and switching devices, the message goes through. Wrong numbers
and misinformation are, by and large, the fault of the transmitting person
and not of the transmitting equipment. The problem of technical com-
munication today is to get the message from one person who has information
to another who wants it. It is that simple. It is that difficult.—Jou~ H.
WiLson, Editorial Branch, U.S. Naval Ordnance Test Station, China Lake,

California.



