METROLOGY

Centimeters Inch Up

This year legislation has a chance.

Both the House and Senate are
girding for the latest round in a po-
litical-scientific battle that has been
fought in Washington since the time of
Thomas Jefferson. The question: How
should we measure things?

The opening bell was the introduc-
tion, in both Houses, of bills calling
for a study of possible switch-over to
the metric system from the present
inch-pound-quart system. Such a study
would look into the costs (enormous,
say industry sources) and the benefits
(enormous, according to metrists).

After decades of wrangling, such a
bill almost became law last session.
Passed by the Senate and approved by
a House Committee, the bill failed in
the House Rules Committee.

Proponents of the study hope for
better luck this year.

The legislation definitely will not call
for a switch-over to metric measure-
ment, but simply requires a study of
three years of what would happen if
such a move was made.

Writers have had a lot of fun with
the metric system—“I Love You a
Hectoliter and a Decaliter. R |
wouldn’t touch it with a 3.048 meter
pole”—but the possibility of conver-
sion is a deeply serious matter to sci-
entists and to manufacturers.

One strong proponent of setting up
metric as the official system in the
United States is Dr. Edward Teller,
associate director of the University of
California’s Lawrence Radiation Lab-
oratory. He goes so far as to declare
that Russia orbited a satellite before
the U.S. because “in 1927 the Russians
did away with whatever versts and
other absurd units they were using,
and, like most of the world, completely
adopted the metric system. Also rela-
tively recently, the Hindus and the
Japanese have adopted it. But there are
still some wild Anglo-Saxon tribes
which cherish their traditions above
everything else.”

In Russia, then, scientists talk to en-
gineers in a common mathematical lan-
guage—but in America the scientist
speaks metric and the engineer speaks
another tongue. Laborious translation
adds up to costs of millions of dollars
a year—some say up to $100 million
in the space industry alone.

The United States Army has changed
to metric measure in all its weapons—
a move to make them compatible with
North Atlantic Treaty Organization
forces. But the machines that produce

the rifles are still calibrated in fractions
of an inch—all the specifications must
be translated.

Indirect costs are cited too. The
metric supporters contend that because
the system is decimal—all measures are
a tenth or ten times the others—it can
be learned by a child in an hour. The
brute memory needed to relate 12
inches to a foot, three feet to a yard or
fluid 16 ounces to a pint or a different
ounce to pounds would be unneeded
and valuable educational time freed for
other matters.

Further, since most of the world—
with the current exceptions of the Brit-
ish and the Canadians—work on the
metric system, our trade would improve
because our products would be com-
patible with those of other nations, pro-
ponents say.

America, of course, inherited its
measurements from Great Britain—al-
though wisely going to a decimal sys-
tem in currency. Now the British them-
selves, after elaborate studies, are
abandoning the inch-pound system to
take up the metric.

On the other hand, conversion costs
to industry—recalibrating or replacing
machine tools—would be immense.
General Motors, for example estimates
the total cost to be about $26 billion.
For General Electric alone, the com-
pany says, $200 million would be need-
ed. A Stanford survey suggests $11 bil-
lion for the total cost. Ford Motor Co.
has estimated that the change-over
would eat up one-fifth to one-fourth
of its capital investment.

One industry that has changed over
on its own volition is drug manufactur-
ing. Eli Lilly and Co. began the move
in 1955 and took four years to com-
plete it. Some 2,500 formulas had to
be changed, machinery and instru-
ments recalibrated, and 10,000 em-
ployes taught to think in metric terms.
The firm’s Ralph W. Ernsberger de-
clared: “It is increasingly apparent that
the economic advantages far outweigh
the difficulty encountered along the
way.” Many drug and chemical manu-
facturers have followed suit.

It is certain that a long time would
be needed to complete any change.
Road signs might be altered from miles
to kilometers fairly rapidly, automobile
speedometers and odometers would take
longer to become widely metric. Some
measurements, such as land titles in feet
or acres might remain unchanged for
generations.
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LAST CHANCE ON EARTH. A
Requiem for Wildlife. By ROGER A.
CaRras. Drawings by Charles Fracé.
Profiles of 40 noble and fascinating
land animals, birds, and sea crea-
tures who.may be extinct within 25
years unless action is taken. $12.95

DANGEROUS TO MAN. By RoGER
A. Caras. Revealing light on the
whole subject of which animals are
dangerous to humans and which are
not. Many surprises! Photos. $10

SHADOWS IN THE SEA. The Sharks,
Skates, and Rays. By HaroLp W,
McCormick, Tom ALLEN, & CapT.
WiLLiaM E. Young. The true story,
stranger than any fiction, of the
most graceful and deadly of all
ocean creatures. Illustrated. $10

OUR DYNAMIC WORLD. A Survey
in Modern Geography. By A. JosEPH
WraicHT. How geographic facts
have shaped the economic and com-
mercial realities of today’s world.
Illustrated. $7.95

THE ELEMENTS RAGE. By Frank W,
LANE. The full story of typhoons,
earthquakes, volcanic eruptions,
lighting, floods, meteor impacts, and
other destructive quirks of nature.
70 photos. $7

CHAINS OF FIRE. By Kent WiL-
coxsoN. Everything science now
knows about volcanoes — with ac-
counts of the great historic eruptions,
from Pompeii to Bali. Halftones,
maps. $6.95
ISLANDS IN SPACE. The Challenge
of the Planetoids. By DANDRIDGE
M. CorLE and DonNaLp W. Cox.
Foreword by Willy Ley. Two space
scientists show why the asteroids
should be our next target for explor-
ation after the moon. $6.95

THE QUEST. By Tom ALLEN. A doc-
umented report on what scientists
now know — or hope soon to learn
— about life on other worlds. Illus-
trated. $4.9

TELESCOPES FOR SKYGAZING. By
HEeNRY E. PauL. Complete informa-
tion for the amateur astronomer on
choosing, testing and using tele-
scopes, spotting ’scopes, binoculars,
astronomical photography, and long-
range terrestrial observation. Illus-
trated. $4.95

FRONTIERS IN ARCHEOLOGY. By
RoBERT SILVERBERG. Asborbing ac-
counts of archeological discoveries in
such places as Anyang, Easter Island,
Monte Alban, Teotihuacan, Jericho,
Zimbabwe. Maps & photos. $4.95
A PICTORIAL TREASURY OF THE
SMITHSONIAN INSTITUTION. By
RoBErRT B. WIDDER. A sumptuous
9” x 12” volume presenting many
of the treasures in our national
museum. 639 dazzling photos, 51 in
color. $20
Now at your bookstore, or
order from CHILTON BOOKS,
Dept. SN, 401 Wainut St.,
Philadelphia 19106
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