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Letters

Poetry in motion?
“Hubble telescope eyes a younger universe”
(SN: 10/29/94, p.278) inspired the following:
There was a stargazer named Hubble,
Who said, “We expand like a bubble.”
But finding the rate,
Was a source of debate,
Dissension, contention, and trouble.
Ronald W. Angel
Bellevue, Wash.

The long end of the string

“Molecular Computing in a DNA Soup” (SN:
11/12/94, p.308) reminded me of a problem I
heard about a number of years ago. Briefly,
the problem is to find the longest path
through a network of connected nodes.

One ingenious approach involved modeling
the network using segments of string the
same length and connected in the same way
as the network. The solution is then found by
a simple, two-step process.

First, hold the network in the air by any end
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point. Next, grab the end hanging down the
farthest and hold the network up by it. The
longest possible path is the one from the
end you are holding to the end hanging
down the farthest. The path is easily deter-
mined by examining the “tight” path through
the network.

Despite the elegance and simplicity of the
“string” solution, | have never seen it applied
to real network problems, much less to gener-
al computing. After reading your article and
listening to some of the more “hyped” reports
in the general press, | am similarly at a loss as
to the applicability of the DNA solution.

Frank Lawlor
Austin, Texas

The operation was a success, but. ..

A study of the effects of scraping plaque out
of the carotid arteries reported a 55 percent
reduction in strokes (“Artery Surgery Slashes
Risk of Stroke,” SN: 10/8/94, p.228). This was
calculated from the ratio of the rate of
strokes for those treated (4.8 percent) to
those not treated (10.6 percent).
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The article also mentions that side effects
of stroke or death affected about 3 percent of
the patients.

In light of the side effects, the calculated 55
percent risk reduction is misleading. The
stroke death rate of 3 percent should be
added to the post-treatment rate, making the
comparison 7.8 percent versus 10.6 percent,
for a 26 percent reduction in strokes result-
ing from the treatment.

While this may still justify the procedure,
we should be concerned about how common
it is in evaluating medical treatments to
ignore side effects. This seems to be formal-
izing the old gag “that the operation was a
success, but the patient died.”

Keith Baker
Silver Spring, Md.
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