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When you read about the eccentric 18th-
century English scientist Henry Cavendish,
whose rumpled silhouette graces our cover,
you're simply amazed at how much he antici-
pated. This is a way of describing discoveries
that remained unknown and were rediscovered
by others: Cavendish’s work in electrostatics
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“anticipated” Coulomb’s, his work on the D E PA RT M E N T S

capacity of condensers “anticipated” Fara-
day’s, and so on. While some scientists seem
in a rush to publish even dubious results,
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Looking Back

Cavendish represents the opposite extreme. ] 8 E ““lESI The m odest .
A brilliant experimenter, he all too often was Benrranging sums @CXPBIHE ?Hhtﬂlls t, Henry
g avendis

content to hide hislight under a bushel bas-
ket. It’s said he detested competition and
cared not a whit for fame, but it could be
argued that he simply wasn’t on good terms
with the human race! He died a wealthy man,
yet curiously enough he didn’t leave a penny
to science (an “oversight” corrected by his
descendants, as you’ll see when you read the
portrait of Cavendish in Looking Back, page
41).

Here’s a shocking bit of anticipation: to
establish how electrical potential is related to
current (which he found to be directly propor-
tional, as would George Simon Ohm years
later), Cavendish used his own body as a
meter! He would grab the ends of the elec-
trodes and estimate the strength of the cur-
rent by feeling how far up his arms the shock
went: fingers, wrists, elbows . .. Now that’s
hands-on science!
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