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[G]eneral relativity had ... 
become so much of a game 
consisting of playing with 
problems of a mathematical 
nature, that an acceptable 
connection with “real” 
physical problems had been 
lost and practically most of 
the scientists working in that 
field were not or were no 
longer attached to physical 
laboratories, but to 
mathematical institutions.  

Andre Mercier, 1993, p. 110
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[G]eneral relativity had ... become so much of a 
game consisting of playing with problems of a 

mathematical nature, than an acceptable 
connection with “real” physical problems had been 
lost and practically most of the scientists working 

in that field were not or were no longer attached to 
physical laboratories, but to mathematical 
institutions. (Andre Mercier, 1993, p. 110)



Most of my colleagues have pointed out in their comments 
that the field of general relativity has not received the 
attention which it deserves and that it is particularly 

important to attempt to obtain some synthesis of the 
methods and concepts used in general relativity with 

the ideas now employed to discuss elementary 
particles. One reason for the neglect of general relativity 

has been the great difficulty of work in this field which 
challenges even the best theoretical physicists; solution of 

the major problems involved will probably require a 
determined program which may extend over many years. A 
second and related reason has been the difficulty of 

obtaining adequate support for this field; the 
problems are not of the type which are supported by 

federal agencies which finance so much of the 
research in physics in the United States by short term 
contracts, mostly in fields which appear to have more 

immediate applicability to defence problems. 

Letter to J. S. Toll from John Wheeler, December 28, 1955





Bahnson [IFP] contra Babson [GRF]





Lots of people, including 
Einstein, talk about gravity, 
the restraining force which 
makes people walk on floors 
instead of floating in midair. 
What worries Roger Babson, 
74, economic oracle and 
head of the Babson 
Institute, is that no one does 
anything about it. [1950]

Lots of people, including 
Einstein, talk about gravity, 
the restraining force which 
makes people walk on floors 
instead of floating in midair. 
What worries Roger Babson, 
74, economic oracle and 
head of the Babson 
Institute, is that no one does 
anything about it. [1950]

Enter Babson (= Wealthy Crank No.1)





[He] was not a man who inspired 
confidence as a prophet in the manner of 
Irving Fisher or the Harvard Economic 
Society. As an educator, philosopher, 
theologian, statistician, forecaster and 
friend of the law of gravity he had 
sometimes been thought to have spread 
himself too thin. The methods by which he 
reached his conclusions were a problem. 
They involved a hocus-pocus of lines and 
areas on a chart. Intuition, and possibly even 
mysticism, played a part. Those who 
employed rational, objective, and scientific 
methods were naturally uneasy about 
Babson, although their methods failed to 
foretell the crash. In these matters, as so 
often in our culture, it is far, far better to be 











“External stimuli will be urgently needed in the near 
future to encourage young physicists to embark upon 

gravitational research in spite of the odds”



Enter Bahnson (= Wealthy Crank No.2)













Bryce S. DeWitt 
rslty of California 

tical Division 
Laboratory 

rkeley 4, California 

Mr. DeWitt: 

!OO! SO MARSHALL aT' 
W, NSTON-SAl L M. N C 

June 14, 
(Tr ans. 6-10-55) 

Saturday I flew down to State College in Raleigh and had a long chat with 
. Clifford Beck who heads their Department of Physics and who is in charge of 

r new nuclear reactor. I understand that this is the only nuclear reactor on 
college ca.mpus in the country. 

We worked out a plan that we believe is quite practical in appr oaching the 
I wrote you about on May 30. He feels that our best appr oach would be to 

a qualified scientist come to State College for a one-year period, starting in 
soon as possible, and work with the Nuclear Laboratory facili ties on his own 
tiative as far as his responsibilities and duties are concerned. P ossIbly he 

want to give a siminar to advanced students once a month but even this coull 
left optional. There would be no administrative duties and no teaching. He w 
a tree lance research scientist that had all of the facilities of the school at his 

but none of the headaches. Dr. Beck is quite interes ted in such an arr 
.nd in the field study. Both of us realize that nothing can be accomplished' 

abort or possibly foreseeable period of time, but we feel that it is a matter 
receive the concentrated consideration of a capable per son in such a setup 

Or. Beck called his good friend, Dr. John Wheeler, at Princeton Univers 
Ifte.rnoon. Dr. Wheeler recommended you as a person who was interested i 
field and as a very qualified physicist. He seemed to feel that you would be 

in such an opportunity and in view of your letter to Mr. Babson, I felt 
we were working in the direction that you had in mind. 

Our present plan is to try to setup a foundation fo r advanced research in 
physics which would not disclose the primary inter est in gravity. This i 

from the standpoint of security and to avoid publicity. I believe such a 
can be setup and that we might be in position to offer you a job for at I 

par at Stnte College on this basis. I am sure that both of us would want to rev 
. of the work at the end of a year but if you are interested in making 
permanent change, we might be able to give a mor e extended guarnntee of 

,," O I ' YI NG HE A TING · VENT ILA T ING · COOLING · A I R F I LTERING DEHUMIDIFYI 

Enter Wheeler…
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Enter Glenn Martin Company…



Enter Martin (= Wealthy Crank No.3)
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A Lesson in how to tame a wealthy crank…







Gravity bought and sold!



No, no, no. It was in the wind. When I 
say it was in the wind, it was in the 
wind. I was invited to give talks in 
Seattle and all over the country, and I 
quickly learned that I should talk 
about gravity and they would ask me 
about anti-gravity.  

[Interview of Louis Witten: Donald 
Salisbury and Dean Rickles] 



There were people, and I don’t 
know who — this is one of those 
hearsay things that nobody can 
verify, so I will say it, but it’s 
totally unverified — that some 
officer in the Air Force, thinking 
about the next big thing that the 
Air Force needed, was an anti-
gravity device. And so they 
needed somebody to work on 
general relativity. 

[Interview of Josh Goldberg: 
Donald Salisbury and Dean 
Rickles] 











I went to visit him and visited his laboratory, and the 
basic idea of his laboratory was he had a strong 
electrostatic field, which was about 150,000 volts 
over a distance of about like that, about a meter. And 
he had an operator operating this thing. But I knew 
enough about experiments to know that this was not 
a very happy place, because I knew that for strong 
electrostatic fields, there shouldn’t be any sharp 
points around. Everything should be curved, and 
nothing was curved. 

And the operator was working on it, his hair was 
standing up. [Chuckling] And then Bahnson took a 
long cylindrical pipe, and he smoked a cigarette, and 
he blew through the pipe into this central place 
where the electrostatic field was, and low and behold, 
the smoke rose. “Explain it!” [Laughter] Just at that 
moment, there’s a table with a sharp corner, and I 
was standing with my back to it, about a foot away, 
and there was a spark from my backside to the corner 
of the table. So I said, “Let’s go down into the 
hall.” [Laughter] And I said it’s nothing worth 
explaining. It’s completely understandable. You can 
explain it. It’s not worth explaining. You had an 
electric field, you got ionization, you get motion. I 
said look at the operator, his hair is standing on end! 
[Laughter]
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