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Lisa Randall - a professor of par-
ticle physics and cosmology at
Harvard — nceded to vens her
[rustration about “the way socnee
is curremly understood and
applied”. Knocking on Heaven's
Door, written with dry wit and
yoc-cool clariry, is the resph.
Modem sclence, a8 Randall

52

tedls It Is the siory of how humans
have used sechnology w exsend
the reach of their senses. Four
hundred  years  after Galideo
placed a couple of kenscs m &
be and swung the crude device
up mto the night sky, the e
scope has bocome the space
observatory. Galileo was the first
human being o see clearly the
mountains on the Moon. The
Planck spacecrafi, lsunched in
2009, was sent out to look for the
faintest evadence of radianon left
ot from the big bang. It is not
due 10 deliver its best data for sev-
cral years yer

At the other end of the scale 15
the particle collider, which, by
injecting and concentrating larpe
amounts of cnergy into dny
regions of space, occcasionally and
flectingly calls into existence the

tirnest constitzents of the fabric of
reality. The Large Hadron Callider
{LHC) 21 Cern will not be operat-
ing at full power for 2 year or two,
but It alrcady produces so much
dara thar it may 1ake several mere
years before any dsooweties can
be claimed definmively.

It 35 easy 1o be overwhelmed by
big scenee but, as Randall poines
out, scientists don't usually sc1 ot
1o answer the big questions; they
are much moare likely to become
obscssed sbout some small gues-
tion that they then worry at tena-
oously, sometimes for years. The
irony of the LHC s that although
it is enormous — 27 kilomewes of
tunnel four metres wide built
deep  underground,  housing
1252 magnets cach weighing 30
tons — what is truly jaw-dropping
abowt it B the finencss of the

measurements being made. Indi-
vidual proten collisions carry no
mere kinctic cnergy than weo
mosquitoes flying into each other,
and even then most of the energy
of the collision is carmied forward
with the rest of the beam as
makes iis 11,000 circuis of the
tnnel cvery sccond.

Qut of vears of dara — the accu-
mulated record of 3 billlon colli-
sons every seoond ~ evidence
from just a handfal of collisions of
the right sort may be all that is
needed 10 paint current theory in
a compleely new dm:m!z The
history of phsics is one of increas-
ingly subtic and refined measure-
ment made by Increasingly mpen-
sous and indirect means, Knocking
an Heaven's Doar is 2 book that
aryone at all mterested in scicnce
must read This is surcly the sa-
coce book of the year,

Richard Dawking's Laest book
Is a surprise. The man who is fast
becoming the nation's irascble
tecidy bear has wrimen a delighnful

book for children (it may tempt
parents, too). The Magic of Reality
is a charming and froc-ranging
history of science Go back
through the family photo albun
and mees your 170.000,000th
great-grandmother, or kam how
we come down with fl. [magina-
tivdy chosen detail — did yoa
know that there’s an Alaskan frog
that spends winter frozen into @
block of ive? — keeps the namative
Ively. | wish there had been such
a book when | was a schoolboy. 1
would have devoured ir, and pared
over the beaursul insratons (by
Dave McKean), [ would probably
even have copoyed  Dawkins's

around the globe and through his-
1ory. As an aduk these sections fool
like mild propaganda.

o bl at the Bookshop prive of
£15 (Randal) and £17 (inc pop) and
L2027 feboons) o 0845 271 2175



