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Science is important

Kids are curious

Taxpayers deserve 

explanations

But scientists speak Latin

…we need interlocutors





Selling Toothpaste?

Jan Hendrik Schon

superconducting

semiconductor (2001)

BICEP2 detector: cosmic

polarization? (2014)

LIGO: gravity wave? (2016)

Associated Press just called



Outline

Eight and a half press conferences

High T superconductivity

Quasicrystals

Directed energy weapons

Cold fusion

Microwave background

Stopped light

neutrino oscillation

Quark gluon plasma

Solvay: the movie



High T superconductivity

March 1987



The Woodstock of physics

 50 speakers, Session 

goes until 3 am

 Two press conferences

 Bednorz and Miller get 

Nobel later that same 

year



Was the subject hyped?



Quasicrystals March 1987

(at the same Woodstock meeting)

Materials with fivefold 

symmetry.  Dan Shectman  

(chem Nobel in 2011)
Linus Pauling drama



Directed Energy Weapons
April 1987

 1983, President Reagan 

announces Strategic Defensive 

Initiative, “Star Wars”

 Physicists play a role: APS 

appoints a committee to 

investigate efficacy

 Evening Session; Press 

conference next day

 Embargo time messed up



SDI like a 

scaled-up

Buick

 Missile defense 

didn’t die, but 

the space-based 

version did.





Cold Fusion   April 1989

Feb: chemistry meeting

April: physics meeting





APS meeting

marathon session

“Should the people of Utah be 

embarrassed?  Absolutely.”  Steven 

Koonin

“I can accept one miracle 

occurring, but not two miracles.”   
Nate Lewis

“They should have their scientific 

epaulettes ripped off.” Leon Lederman



Cosmic Microwave background

April 1992

Cosmic Background 

Explorer (COBE).  LBL 

(Smoot) and Goddard 

(Mather)

Where to announce big 

results? Astronomy 

meeting in Jan.  Physics 

meeting in April



G A S P !



“…like seeing the face of God”
George Smoot



“…like seeing the face of God”



Stopped Light
Jan 2001

Embargoes: PRL 

(Walsworth and Lukin) 

vs Nature (Hau)

Exclusive scoop



---Getting tenure at Harvard
---Explaining to other reporters



Neutrino oscillation
April 2005

 2015 Physics Nobel: Takaaki 

Kajita (Kamiokanda) and Arthur 

McDonald (Sudbury)

 Shortfall of electron neutrinos

 It’s news if the New York Times 

says it’s news.



Quark-gluon plasma May 2006

--Melting protons: slam 

gold nuclei together

--6 trillion degrees 

--reverse alchemy

Too much information. 

Conceptual difficulty: why 

hold back from 

announcing QGP?



Solvay: the Movie     Mar 2006

Quantum nay-sayers: 

Einstein, Schrodinger, 

deBroglie

Max Born biographer 

debuts movie filmed by 

Langmuir


