


' Any starship 
that used this brakmg system 

would leave 
long, hot trails in space ' 

When the E T's finally 
arrive in our stellar 
neighborhood. how 
will we kr.ow they re 
here? One way. sug 
gests noted Pnnceton 
Un1vers1ty physicist 
Freeman Dyson ;s to 
look for !he si<Jd mar1<.S 
formed as the space 
craft comes 10 a hall 

No one has ye! 
proved that an Alfven 
drag system rs ;n fact 
pOSS1bie, Dyson adds. 
·But •t ought to be a 
srmple problem for a 
aradua!e stt.den! to 
soive I hope that 
SO""'.eone wilt lake .1 \JP 
oelore too lorlg. 

Put11ng the brakes 
on a starship moving 
at. say. half the speed 
of light is no mean feat 
says Dyson !" the 
book E xt1aterrestr1-
ats. Where Ille The'(? 
(Pergamon) In tact. 
Dyson knows of only 
one way that braking 
from near ·llght veloci­
ties might be accorn· 
phshed Thts braking 
system would rnake 
use of a phenomenon 
known as Affven drag 

UFO UPDATE 

According to Dy 
son. any starship that 
used tti1s bral<.ing sys­
tem wouid leave long, 
straight trails of hot 
plas111a in space­
thus the Skid rriarkS­
and these. m turn, 
would send out sig­
nals that could b51 de­
tected by radio tele­
scopes on Earth. The 
skid marks created by 
Al!ven dr-ag , then 
could actual!y provide 
a surprisingly mun­
dane lead tor a11 those 

Accidentally discovered by Nobel laureate Hannes Alfven 
when the Echo 1 satelhte expene'lced a s10woov.n in space 
50 ttmes greater than what Md t>eon expected Aliven orag 
turned out to be the resun o' an e1ectromag..,euc 'rnera:tion 
between the sate1111e 1:self and magr-et1cally cr.arged · pJas­
rr.as or gases. 1n space 11 s something hke playing marbles 
w•th magnets II you shoot ooe magnet pasr anotller the 
second magnet's pull is gomg to slow dovm the f:tst one 

The concept doeS have one problem Calculations show 
that a spaceship would have lo have enormous surface area 
1n order lo catch enough of the plasma energy for braking 
purpcses Bui Dyson has a way around th•s problem The 
braking system itself hE1 says. need nOI be a contiguous 
mass. but could be compooed of rang rhrn wires with spaces 
in iJEJlween The wires themselves would catch and carry 
the current from the plasma and use <It to slow down the 
crafl. Dyson th1n1<.s that a network of wire& one micron 1n 
diameter, speced ten meters apart, would work, 

radio astronomers who are d111gent1y combing the skies for 
signs ol e)(traterrestrtaJ Vasco da Gamas 

So far no such SIM marks have showri up, perhaps be­
cause the radro astronOmers 1nvotved :n SETI (Search for 
Extrate!Tl3str1at lnteltrgence) have not been lookrrig tor them 

J wouldr·1 expect them to be carrying on a aeocated searcti 
for the marks · says Dyson ·11 s hke e11eryth1119 eise 1r the 
SETI business-you make a hundred suggestioos and per­
haos one of them will turn up Radio astronomers are alwa}-·s 
making iip maps of the sky so 1f one ot them ever does see 
anything hke this. he should call attention to 11 

Has the lack ol evidence for skid marks made Dyson pes­
s1m1stic about interstellar travel by another species? "Not 1n 
the slightest. ·he replies "I think it's qwte likely thatthere are 
other species exploring space. There's no evidence for rt 
but there·s no evidence against it either The mostfnterest1ng 
thing," the physretst maintains, ··rs to keep devising ways of 
conducting the search." -BILLLAWREN 
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