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for-several advantages over rivals have emerged 
during the programme analysis phase. The British 
box-section track on which the machine runs costs one 
third of the American 'trough' type to build, and is 
safer. A danger of the trough is that objects that would 
collect in it could cause a derailment. The British 
company also seems to have benefited from a break
through in linear motor design, for which Professor E. 
Laithwaite is responsible. This is the single-sided linear 
motor where the reaction rail can be laid flush, like a 
ribbon, on the upper face of the box-track. Alignment 
of a vertical member for carrying the reaction rail had 
produced all sorts of problems and a bump might cause 
the whole motor to tear through the floor of the car 
with equally hideous consequences. When such a 
motor was first proposed the general opinion was that 
it could not be done. Within recent weeks Professor 
Laithwaite's quarter scale design has been operating 
with great success in the yard of the Cambridge work
shops. 

At present the chief rival to the British system is the 
design of the French Bertin company. Its full-scale 
designs have carried out more hovertrain test runs than 
any other enterprise and, this week, is putting on the first 
demonstration for the press of a high-speed (150 m.p.h.) 
run by its SO-passenger prototype for inter-city travel. 
This machine operates on an 18 km stretch of track 
outside Orleans. But so far it is still pushed by a pro
peller on the tail driven by a gas turbine. This is con
sidered unacceptably noisy in a built-up area, but as yet 
there is no indication that the SO-passenger craft is to 
be fitted with linear motor propulsion. The French 
reversed-T form of track, though not so costly as the 
American, is considered less elegant as well as more 
expensive than the hollow box now adopted by the 
British company. 

CONSERVATION 

The Floral Motorway 
THE frustrated motorist stuck in a motorway traffic 
jam can anticipate better things for the future. In an 
effort to do its own bit for European Conservation 
Year the Ministry of Transport is cooperating with the 
Nature Conservancy on a vegetation survey of the Ml 
motorway, an exercise which could lead to the protec
ted banks of motorways being used for the conservation 
of wild plants. 

A team of nine student botanists, under the leader
ship of Dr M. Way of the Monks Wood Experimental 
Station, is dividing into three groups, each of which has 
been allotted one-third of the motorway, and is examin
ing the roadside flora at one mile intervals. Two groups 
have already been in action for almost a week and so 
far are fairly pleased with their findings. The early 
section of the motorway which ha..~ now been in use for 
ten years is yielding the best results-some forty to 
fifty species of grass and plants have already come to 
light. The banks are apparently large enough and far 
enough away from the road for the exhaust fumes not 
to overcome the abundant flora. 

This survey will give a complete picture of the state 
of plant life along the banks of the Ml and should show 
whether in the future it will be practical to use such land 
for the organized conservation of wild plants and 
studies of their distribution. 
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Miscellaneous lmelllgence 
Funds for Undergraduate Biol,ogy Department8 and How 
t~ Find Them, a pamphlet published by the US Commis
s10n of Undergraduate Education in the Biological 
Sciences, is disappointingly silent on the particular 
vogue words and catchphrase, such as cancer or ecology, 
which are rumoured to be the open sesames to certain 
coffers. The most cunning advice the commission has 
to offer is of the sort, "Invite foundation officials to 
visit your campus" or "Make your approach through 
a local contact". But the commission clearly knows 
its business since it is itself supported by a grant from 
the National Science Foundation. 

Tm:cK and fast come the new journals about the 
environment in all its polluted aspects, sprouting up 
like the dragon's teeth Jason sowed into a cohort of 
clanging soldiery. Already this year has seen the 
birth of Your Environment, Environmental Pollution, 
Advances in Environmental Sciences and the Ecologist. 
Of the many, many more that are doubtless 
on publishers' drawing boards, the International 
Journal, of Environmental Studies, edited from the 
Blackburn College of Technology and Design and 
supported by an editorial board of 57 experts, doubtless 
has, of all varieties, surely the most to offer: "The level 
of publication"-says the circular inviting contribu
tions-"will be that of Nature". 

THE imagination may trace the noble dust of Alexander 
till we find it stopping a bung hole, but the reality is 
often less lofty--or so it was in the experience of the 
workmen who last month discovered the skeleton of a 
Saxon warrior whilst digging the foundations for an 
electricity sub-station at Luton in Bedfordshire. 

THE textbooks credit the average adult with 20 feet 
of small intestine but the true average is nearer 15 
feet, according to Dr R. E. Weissman of the Dartmouth 
College Medical School, a fact he has discovered in the 
course of short-circuiting the gastro-intestinal tracts 
of obese patients. 

THE Anglo-Italian Society for the Protection of Animals 
and the Italian League for the Defence of Dogs have 
cooperated in causing to be closed down the dog pound 
at Naples where the city's vast number of stray dogs 
used to be gassed. Instead, the dogs are to be put down 
with the injection of an anaesthetic supplied by the 
Anglo-Italian Society. 

DR THOMAS 0. PAINE, administrator of NASA, has 
sent a complete copy of the Apollo 13 Review Board 
Report to the Soviet Academy of Sciences, apparently 
"so that lessons which might be learned from the 
accident can be applied to prevent a similar hazard to 
Soviet cosmonauts". But perhaps the real reason is 
pour encourager les autres. 

THE Soviet Union is almost the last home of miracles. 
The latest wonder to be announced by the Novosti 
Press Agency is a curative mountain oil that forms 
high up in the cliffs "at the level of eagle nests". 
Found only near Krasnoyarsk in Siberia, the oil not 
merely heals grave bone fractures and nerve damage, 
but is "more effective than penicillin" to boot. The 
miraculous unguent, known as barchin, takes ten 
years to form from its eyrie-high rocks. 
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