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Letters

Traveling light

While I have been for many years an avid
reader of your most informative and well-
organized periodical and appreciate your
careful efforts to demystify science for us,
once in a while | am stumped.

Somewhere between Albert Einstein and
Arlin Crotts, something, it seems, has been
lost in translation. Einstein, I thought, had
told us the speed of light was constant. Crotts
seems to be telling us it is not (“A Burst of New
Data From Supernova 1987A" SN: 6/18/88,
p-388).

Every article I have read in your publica-
tion agrees that supernova 1987A exploded on
Feb. 23, 1987. Now, | realize that astronomers
mean 1987A exploded on that day about
160,000 years ago, adjusting as we must for the
time it took the light to reach us, since we are
located 160,000 light-years away.

But Crotts reports that 450 light-years from
the place of the explosion and also at 950
light-years from that spot, there are visible
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lightarcs—avisible light echo—seenin dusty
gas clouds. How could the light from a super-
nova explosion have traveled a distance of
both 450 and 950 light-years in a year and a
half?  thought light traveled a distance of 12
light-years in 12 years. And yet you report
that visible light photons left 1987A in Febru-
ary 1987 and somehow managed to bounce off
adusty gas cloud a distance of as much as 950
light-years away by June 1988!
Can you explain?
Barrett A. Hurwitz
New Bedford, Mass.

L geals Dust Cloud
o m\,s\@“‘m 950
light-years

Earth 160,000 Supernova
light-years

Light coming directly from the supernova took
160,000 years to reach Earth, while light travel-
ing from the supernova to the dust cloud and
then to Earth took 160,001.5 years to reach
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Earth. These two pathstogether form a triangle.
One side has a length of 160,000, while the other
two sides total 160,001.5. Knowing the angle
between the light’s path from the supernova
directly to Earth and the light’s path from the
dust cloud to Earth allows one to deduce the
triangle’s missing length: the distance from the
supernova to the dust cloud. That distance — 450
or 950 light-years — is just a small fraction of the
total distance traveled. —I. Peterson

Bee ware

I wondered, when looking at the photo-
graph of the microchipped bee (“Bee with a
chip on its shoulder,” SN: 7/9/88, p.23), if we
might not be verging on a macroscopic exam-
ple of the Uncertainty Principle — observa-
tion changing the behavior of that which is
observed. Were | loaded down with a large
object glued to my thorax, | am not sure that |
would run and jump and fly with hoi polloi.
And I would assuredly be in a foul mood when
next I lighted on an engineer.

Ted Mead
Port Neches, Tex.
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