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COVER: A 15,000-ampere thermionic emitter glows in
tests at |,750°F Although thermionic energy conversion
is not new, it remains largely unknown. The simple tech-
nology — it has no moving parts— converts heat to elec-
tricity directly, and is particularly well-suited for high-
temperature applications. See story p. 202. (Photo by
Rasor Associates Inc.)
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Autism

I felt progress was taking a step backwards
when I read the article on autism (SN: 12/3/77, p.
374).1 haven't read a good “blame the mother”
piece in several years. However, it was a step up
for parents from Bruno Bettleheim.

We have a 15-year-old son who was diagnosed
very early as being a classical case of infantile
autism. He has a perfectly normal fraternal twin
brother with a great sense of humor, an IQ of 132
and the average number of adolescent prob-
lems and joys. How fortunate for us! He has
made it possible for us to keep our self-esteem
(in the face of Bettleheim and friends) while we
coped with one of the most difficult problems
that can happen to a family. We feel sympathy
for families that don’t have our built-in ego pro-
tection.

While my pregnancy was complicated, in
contrast to Mr. Ward’s research it was also one
of the happiest years of our marriage. It was free
from any great worries, including financial. We
don't think we're deluding ourselves when we
feel pride in our cope-ability and our indepen-
dence. Mr. Ward seems to be talking about an
entirely different group of parents than those I
have come in contact with. My observations
show an exceptional type of parent who refuses
to be crushed by a load that would break the
average person. Maybe he is one of those pro-
fessionals who use autism as a wastebasket
word, to include all young children who show
withdrawal symptoms. | would also venture a
guess that the “normal” mothers in Mr. Ward’s
control group would have had less positive
memories if they had lived with seven years of
autism between the memory and the reality.

Our situation raises a very specific question
for me. Isn't it possible that the environment
(before and after birth) was healthy for a nor-
mal infant, but an infant who had an abnormal-
ity couldn't thrive in that healthy environment
because of an inability to get what he needed
out of it? It makes as much sense to me as any
other question I've heard raised.

Mary Caul
Aurora, Colo.

The sting

I was glad to see your article “Somebody Save
the Honeybees” (SN: 12/10/77, p. 392). Unintel-
ligent use of insecticides has posed a major
threat to honeybees. A relatively recent de-
velopment in microencapsulated parathion
has, to date, proved the greatest threat to hon-
eybees. This type of insecticide preparation has
a time-release effect. In addition to this, the
microcapsules are about the same size as pol-

len grains posing the danger of being collected
by field bees, stored in the hive along with pol-
len, and, therefore, continually poisoning the
colony over a prolonged period of time.

A comment is also warranted to your opening
sentence about picnickers calling honeybees
pests. The generally misinformed public con-
tinues to blame the relatively non-aggressive
honeybee and the beekeeper for attacks by
stinging non-honeybee Hymenoptera such as
yellow jackets, hornet, wasps, bumblebee, etc.
It disturbed me to find you perpetuating this
false allegation. .
Robert Berthold, Jr.

Doylestown, Pa.

The end of the (ghost) ride

My sincere thanks to Joseph Puretz, Robert E.
McDaniel and others, who perceive my objec-
tive. I would like to put the issue to rest, lest
SciENCE NEws becomes a waste land of letters
about light ghosts (SN: 12/10/77, p. 390; 1/14/78,
p.19; 2/11/78, p. 83; 3/11/78, p. 158).

Many years ago, as a very young teenager, |
asked a gentleman, who was also attending cer-
emonies at Palomar Observatory, this question:
“Tonight we will observe a celestial object in the
east receding from us at almost the speed of
light. We will also observe an object in the west
receding from us at almost the speed of light.
What do the observers on the object in the east
see when they look at the object in the west, for
their velocities, relative to each other, are al-
most twice that of the speed of light?”

“Young man,” he replied (in part), “The scien-
tific community must have tools to discern the
universe. Theories are just that: theories ...
tools. Tools are often replaced by more efficient
tools when there is need.”

So, with regards to Timothy Mann, Stanley
Drake and “that” gentleman at Palomar, I con-
tinue to ask the question: What do the obser-
vers on the celestial object in the east see when
they look at the celestial object in the west, a
black hole?

Oh, by the way, the gentleman’s name at Pa-
lomar was Albert Einstein.

Ronald B. Gitchell
Meeker, Colo.

Pie in the sky

In arecent issue (SN: 1/14/78, p. 22) the statis-
tics on average weights of Americans provided
anunmentioned but sobering insight that might
help spur the less disciplined in their struggle to
hold weight down. Both men and women in the
oldest age group, 65-74, show a distinct drop in
average weight.

It seems likely that this drop may be caused
by the fact that by age 64 many of the more
obese have passed on to that great big choco-
late sundae in the sky.

Thom Phillips
Macon, Ga.
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