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investigating the use of radioactive drugs, such
as those being manufactured here. This new
wave of nuclear medicine has kindled interest in
a host of relatively uncommon isotopes. Though
demand for such materials exceeds supplies,
innovative programs are evolving to help bridge
the gap. Page 264 (Photo: Mark Green/
International Isotopes Inc.)
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Letters

Keep plant names rooted

As a newcomer to the study of plant fami-
lies, a byproduct of my interest in herbal
medicine, | see the great need for reclassify-
ing plants based more on their evolutionary
relationships and chemical components
(“Botanists uproot their old tree of life,” SN:
8/7/99, p. 85). But rather than turning the
whole system upside-down, why not consid-
er a simple solution? Add a prefix or suffix to
the plant names, thus leaving them in their
current order for identification purposes but
allowing them also to be grouped by their
emerging properties. With today’s computer
technology, searching either way would be a

matter of a few simple keystrokes.
Eleanor K. Sommer
Gainesville, Fla.

Computers on the brain

You might be interested to know that the
first brain-to-computer communication actual-
ly took place in the mid-to-late 1960s (“Mind
over matter,” SN: 8/28/99, p. 142). Edmond
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Dewan, then at the Data Sciences Laboratory
of the Air Force Cambridge Research Labora-
tories in Bedford, Mass., described the
research in NATURE. A subject remained
motionless while voltages from electrodes
placed on the scalp were amplified and fil-
tered, then sent to a computer. The subject
attempted to control his alpha waves while lis-
tening to computer feedback of both alpha-
wave content and the computer’s interpreta-
tion in Morse code. The first communication
transmitted by this method, direct from brain
to computer, was the word cybernetics. | know
about the experiment firsthand, as | was the
programmer who developed the program.
Shel Michaels
Hollis, N.H.

The article left the impression that quadri-
plegics can only write letters by blinking to a
human scribe. In fact, there is computer tech-
nology out there that can help. First, eye-
trackers exist, which can tell roughly where a
person’s eye is pointing. And second, com-
puter software can throw up lists of letters
and words that are sorted by the probability
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of use. For example, if t has been typed, then
he is prominent in the subsequent list.

Don Lindsay

Sunnyuvale, Calif.

Several sea sources

There is little doubt that the tsunami in
Papua New Guinea was caused by an under-
sea slump (“Seabed slide blamed for deadly
tsunami,” SN: 8/14/99, p. 100). This is not a
new phenomenon. The seawave that des-
troyed parts of Valdez, Alaska, during the
Good Friday Earthquake was very convinc-
ingly shown to be caused by a failure of gla-
cial clays and similar sediments.

It has also been shown that tsunamis are
often generated by earthquakes—in some
cases by fault displacement and, in the
biggest earthquakes, by excitation of the fun-
damental oscillation of Earth generated by
the movement of large masses of the crust.
The simple truth is that seawaves can be gen-
erated by several sources. It does not require
a new paradigm to judge each on its merits.

David Saint-Amand
Ridgecrest, Calif.
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