September 15, 2011

David Warren alerts us to the threat coming from Turkey. 
The greatest threat to the world's peace, at this moment, comes from a man named Recip Tayyip Erdogan. He is the prime minister of Turkey, at the head of the Justice and Development Party ("AK," from the Turkish). A former mayor of Istanbul, he was arrested and jailed when he publicly recited Islamist verses ("the mosques are our barracks, the domes our helmets, the minarets are our bayonets," etc.), in defiance of the old secularist, Ataturk constitution, which made it an offence to incite religious and racial fanaticism. ... 

... It was he who sent the "peace flotilla" to challenge Israel's right to blockade Gaza (recognized under international law and explicitly by the U.N.). He made the inevitable violent result of that adventure into an anti-Israeli cause célèbre. He has now announced that the next peace flotilla will be accompanied by the Turkish navy.
This will put Israel in the position of either surrendering its right to defend itself, or firing on Turkish naval vessels. There is no way to overstate the gravity of this: Erdogan is manoeuvring to create a casus belli. ...

... In other words, we are staring at the trigger for a genuine world war. With Recip Erdogan's twitching finger on it.

 

David Goldman (Spengler) outlines the situation in Egypt. 
Robert Musil’s Der Mann Ohne Eigenschaften (“The Man Without Qualities”), one of the great novels of the past century, is a portrait of the Austrian early in 1914. The readers know that their silly world will come to a terrible end a few months later with the outbreak of war, but the protagonists do not. Musil published a first volume and spent the rest of his life trying to write a second, without success, for it is the sort of story that has no end except for the abyss.
Arab politics today has a Musil-like quality of unreality, for the conclusion will be the collapse of the Egyptian state. The misnamed “Arab Spring,” really a convulsion of a dying society, began with food shortages. Egypt imports half its caloric consumption, 45% of its people are illiterate, its university graduates are unemployable, its $10 billion a year tourism industry is shuttered for the duration, and its foreign exchange reserves are gradually disappearing. ...
 

Roger Simon reports on the latest GOP debate. 
They say it ain’t over ’til it’s over or the fat lady sings at least a dozen times, finally making all the high notes in Aida and La Traviata in succession. Nevertheless — after only his second debate — things do look pretty good for Rick Perry.
And consider before this Tampa debate he was already twelve points ahead of nearest rival Mitt Romney, according to its sponsor’s (CNN) own poll.
So it’s no surprise that most of Monday’s affair — which mostly reprised the same questions from last week’s Reagan Library debate (this all could get pretty tedious fast) — was a game of “Everybody on Rick” with the Texas governor, perhaps in deference to his state’s proximity to Mexico, as the designated piñata.
Well, not quite everybody. Newt Gingrich and Herman Cain declined to attack Perry. (I will try to explain that later.) But Jon Huntsman, Michele Bachmann, Rick Santorum, Ron Paul, and, of course, Romney did their best to slam Perry at every opportunity, sometimes remembering, seemingly as an afterthought, to throw in an unkind word for Barack Obama, as if the Texas governor and the not the president was the incumbent.
 

 

This week's report on poverty in American must make the president wonder if he can ever get a break. Andrew Malcolm notes a study from the Heritage Foundation on the conditions of the poor. 
... Forty percent live in apartments, less than 10% in mobile homes or trailers and about 50% live in standard one-family homes. In fact, 42% own their own home.
The vast majority are in good repair, with more living space per person than the average non-poor person in Britain, France or Sweden.
Ninety-six percent of poor parents say their children were never hungry during the year due to an inability to afford food.
Eighty percent of poor households have air conditioning and 92% have a microwave.
One-third of poor households have a wide-screen plasma or LCD TV, 70% have a VCR and two-thirds have satellite/cable TV, the same proportion as own at least one DVD player.
Half of the poverty households have a personal computer and one-in-seven have two or more. ...
 

 

John Tierney visited the Monitor Center at the Mariner's Museum in Newport News.
Military secrecy was a bit lax during the Civil War, by today’s standards, but contractor deadlines were a lot tighter. 
The technology that revolutionized naval warfare began with a five-sentence message delivered to The New York Times 150 years ago, on Aug. 9, 1861, and the information was not exactly classified. It was an advertisement placed by the Union Navy, to appear the following six days, under the heading “Iron-Clad Steam Vessels.” 
“The Navy Department will receive offers from parties who are able to execute work of this kind,” the ad announced, describing its desire for a two-masted ship “either of iron or of wood and iron combined. The plans had to be submitted by early September, giving designers less than a month. 
Less than six months later, a shipyard in Greenpoint, Brooklyn, launched not merely an ironclad but an entirely new kind of warship. The U.S.S. Monitor had no masts and no line of cannons. It was essentially a submarine beneath a revolving gun turret, something so tiny and bizarre-looking that many experts doubted the “cheese box on a raft” would float, much less fight. 
But somehow it survived both the Navy bureaucracy and a broadside barrage to become one of the most celebrated ships in the world. Its designer and crew were the 19th-century celebrity equivalent of astronauts. Long after the ship sank in a storm off Cape Hatteras, N.C., the turret remained a cultural icon: an “armored tower” in Melville’s poetry, an image on book covers and film posters, a shape reproduced in items from toys to refrigerators. 
Now the original turret, which was recovered from the ocean floor nine years ago and placed in a freshwater tank to protect it from corrosion, is on display again. It has been temporarily exposed to the air so that it can be scraped clean — very carefully, in front of museum visitors and a live webcam — by a team of researchers at the U.S.S. Monitor Center of the Mariners’ Museum here in Newport News. The team expects to have nearly all the barnacles and sediment removed by the end of this month, giving the public a new look at the dents from the Confederate cannonballs and shells that would have sunk any ordinary ship of its day. Then the turret will be submerged again in fresh water for 15 more years, until enough ocean salt has been removed from the metal to allow it to face the air permanently. ...
 

 

A WSJ book review tells an amazing story of identical twins separated for almost 30 years
A Spanish mother gave birth to twin girls in 1973 at a hospital in Las Palmas, Canary Islands, but one of the babies was accidentally switched in the maternity unit. The mistake went undiscovered for nearly three decades. The mother assumed that she had given birth to fraternal twins (dizygotic, from two eggs) and not "identical" ones (monozygotic, two embryos developed from a single fertilized egg). The girl she named Begoña was her biological daughter; the baby named Beatriz was not. 
As Nancy L. Segal relates in "Someone Else's Twin," her fascinating account of the switched-at-birth misstep and the painful family and legal entanglements that followed much later, an unexpected encounter in a clothing store was the tale's turning point. A shop assistant mistook the 28-year-old Begoña for a person she knew named Delia. After Begoña explained who she was, the clerk—still struck by the resemblance—suggested that the two "doubles" meet each other. ...
 

 

Popular Mechanics has the story on crowd counting mechanics. 
On June 4, a huge crowd gathered in Hong Kong for a vigil to commemorate the 22nd anniversary of the Tiananmen Square massacre in Beijing. But just how huge? In some stories 77,000 people showed up. Another story, though, listed the attendance as nearly double that: 150,000. 

There's a reason for the disparity. The first figure—77,000—is a police estimate. The second is from the event's coordinators, who probably had some motivation to pad their numbers. To find out which crowd size was correct, two professors—Paul Yip at the University of Hong Kong and Ray Watson at Melbourne University—ran the numbers. To fit 150,000 people into that space, they'd have to cram together at about one person per 2.7 square feet (four per square meter), so that estimate is unrealistic. That would be "mosh-pit density," the researchers write in a new paper on crowd estimation techniques published in the journal Significance. 

This story of competing head counts is not uncommon. Estimating large numbers is difficult even with the best of intention. If you count the number of jellybeans in a jar three times, you'll probably have three different numbers, because people simply cannot count very large numbers without some error. Now, imagine trying to count a shifting mass of heads, some stooping to tie shoes, some sharing the same umbrella, some arriving late or leaving early. Plus, this is one field in which good intentions are rare. Crowd-size estimation is a murky science, positioned at the intersection of statistical precision and political sleight-of-hand, and plenty of people are motivated to either exaggerate or low-ball an event's attendance. 

"Almost everyone who has tried to make a crowd estimate has a vested interest in what the outcome of the estimate is," Charles Seife says. Seife is a journalism professor at New York University who writes about math and physics. [Disclosure: I had a class with Seife at NYU.] His newest book Proofiness tackles the ways that people try to fool others (and sometimes fool themselves) with numbers. "Whenever you see a crowd estimate," he says, "you have to wonder where it's coming from." Nevertheless, Seife says, if you do your math carefully, it is possible to count a large crowd to within a couple of tens of thousands. And researchers like Yip and Watson are now applying new strategies to find out whether it is indeed possible to get a more accurate count of a teeming mass of humanity. ...
 

 

Christopher Hitchens in rare form.  
The other night, I was having dinner with some friends in a fairly decent restaurant and was at the very peak of my form as a wit and raconteur. But just as, with infinite and exquisite tantalizations, I was approaching my punch line, the most incredible thing happened. A waiter appeared from nowhere, leaned right over my shoulder and into the middle of the conversation, seized my knife and fork, and started to cut up my food for me. Not content with this bizarre behavior, and without so much as a by-your-leave, he proceeded to distribute pieces of my entree onto the plates of the other diners.
No, he didn't, actually. What he did instead was to interrupt the feast of reason and flow of soul that was our chat, lean across me, pick up the bottle of wine that was in the middle of the table, and pour it into everyone's glass. And what I want to know is this: How did such a barbaric custom get itself established, and why on earth do we put up with it? 
There are two main ways in which a restaurant can inflict bad service on a customer. The first is to keep you hanging about and make it hard to catch the eye of the staff. ("Why are they called waiters?" inquired my son when he was about 5. "It's we who are doing all the waiting.") The second way is to be too intrusive, with overlong recitations of the "specials" and too many oversolicitous inquiries. A cartoon in The New Yorker once showed a couple getting ready for bed, with the husband taking a call and keeping his hand over the receiver. "It's the maitre d' from the place we had dinner. He wants to know if everything is still all right." ...
 







 

 

Ottawa Citizen
The man who could trigger a world war
by David Warren
 

The greatest threat to the world's peace, at this moment, comes from a man named Recip Tayyip Erdogan. He is the prime minister of Turkey, at the head of the Justice and Development Party ("AK," from the Turkish). A former mayor of Istanbul, he was arrested and jailed when he publicly recited Islamist verses ("the mosques are our barracks, the domes our helmets, the minarets are our bayonets," etc.), in defiance of the old secularist, Ataturk constitution, which made it an offence to incite religious and racial fanaticism.

Erdogan's credentials as an anti-Semite, but also as an anti-Communist, were established from his school days. He came from an observant Muslim family, and while nothing he says can be taken without salt, he claims an illustrious ancestry, of fighters for Turkish and Ottoman causes.

He is an "interesting case" in other respects. His post-secondary education was in economics; he is a very capable technocrat, and under his direction the Turkish economy was rescued. He is a dragonslayer of inflation, and public deficits; he took dramatic and effective measures to clean up squalor in the Turkish bureaucracy, and as the saying goes, "he made the trains run on time."

Erdogan is also a "democrat," who has no reason not to be, because he enjoys tremendous and abiding domestic popularity. The party he founded came to power by a landslide, and has been twice re-elected. (He had a stand-in for prime minister at first, for he was still banned from public office.) There are demographic reasons, too, why Turkish secularism has been overwhelmed by Turkish Islamism. The Muslim faithful have babies; modern secularists don't.

The "vision" of this politician, which he can articulate charismatically, is to combine efficient, basically free-market economic management, with a puritanized version of the religious ideals of the old Ottoman Caliphate. (Gentle reader may recall that I am allergic to visionary and charismatic politicians, who operate on the body politic like a dangerous drug.)

Erdogan's vision has turned outward. His strategy has been to seek better economic integration with the West, while making new political alliances with the East - most notably with Iran. He now presents Turkey as the champion of "mainstream" Sunni Islamism, while trying to square the circle with Persian Shia Islamism. This could still come to grief over Syria, where the Turks want Iran's man, Assad, overthrown, and the Muslim Brotherhood brought into a new Syrian government.

Turkey's military was the guarantor of pro-western Turkish secularism, under the Ataturk constitution. With characteristic incomprehension of the consequences, western statesmen supported Erdogan's efforts to establish civilian control over the generals - our old NATO friends. By imprisoning several senior officers on (probably imaginative) charges of plotting a coup, Erdogan was able to induce the entire Turkish senior staff to resign, last month.

They did this because they had run out of allies. Hillary Clinton and company hung the only effective domestic opposition to Erdogan out to dry. Turkey's powerful, western-equipped military is now entirely Erdogan's baby, and the country's secularist constitution is a dead letter. Erdogan, the Islamist, now has absolute power.

It was he who sent the "peace flotilla" to challenge Israel's right to blockade Gaza (recognized under international law and explicitly by the U.N.). He made the inevitable violent result of that adventure into an anti-Israeli cause célèbre. He has now announced that the next peace flotilla will be accompanied by the Turkish navy.

This will put Israel in the position of either surrendering its right to defend itself, or firing on Turkish naval vessels. There is no way to overstate the gravity of this: Erdogan is manoeuvring to create a casus belli.

He has made himself the effective diplomatic sponsor for the Palestinian declaration of statehood next week - from which much violence will follow. Every Palestinian who dies, trying to kill a Jew, will be hailed as a "martyr," with compensation and apologies demanded.

He has been playing Egyptian politics, by adding to the rhetorical fuel that propelled an Islamist mob into the Israeli embassy in Cairo last Friday. He is himself in Cairo, this week, on a mission to harness grievances against Israel, in the very fluid circumstances of the "Arab Spring." For action against this common enemy is the one thing that can unite all disparate Arab factions - potentially under Turkish leadership.

The West is just watching, while Erdogan creates pretexts for another Middle Eastern war: one in which Israel may be pitted not only against the neighbouring states of the old Arab League, but also Turkey, and Iran, and Hamas, and Hezbollah.

This is what is called an "existential threat" to Israel, unfolding in live time. It could leave the West with a choice between defending Israel, and permitting another Holocaust. In other words, we are staring at the trigger for a genuine world war. With Recip Erdogan's twitching finger on it.

 

 

Pajamas Media
Endgame for Egypt
by David P. Goldman
 

Robert Musil’s Der Mann Ohne Eigenschaften (“The Man Without Qualities”), one of the great novels of the past century, is a portrait of the Austrian early in 1914. The readers know that their silly world will come to a terrible end a few months later with the outbreak of war, but the protagonists do not. Musil published a first volume and spent the rest of his life trying to write a second, without success, for it is the sort of story that has no end except for the abyss.

Arab politics today has a Musil-like quality of unreality, for the conclusion will be the collapse of the Egyptian state. The misnamed “Arab Spring,” really a convulsion of a dying society, began with food shortages. Egypt imports half its caloric consumption, 45% of its people are illiterate, its university graduates are unemployable, its $10 billion a year tourism industry is shuttered for the duration, and its foreign exchange reserves are gradually disappearing. In August, the central bank’s reported reserves fell below what the bank calls the “danger level” of six months’ import coverage, or $25 billion, from $36 billion in February, although I suspect that even this number is bloated by $5 to $10 billion of Algerian and Saudi loans and trade credits. Despite reports in the press that food price inflation in Egypt has slowed, Arab-language Egyptian media report that the price of some staples, like rice and sugar, have risen by 50% or more since March. The military government is distributing bread and propane (the main cooking fuel).

Egypt turned down a proposed loan from the International Monetary Fund earlier this year because the military government could not accept the conditionality attached to IMF money. The Gulf States and the West may keep Egypt on life support, which would leave a large proportion of Egyptians in a limbo of extreme destitution. The fiscal collapse of Southern Europe (and sever problems elsewhere) makes this an inopportune time to come to the West with a begging bowl. As for the Gulf States: they are not even meeting their commitments to the Palestine Authority, and can’t be expected to carry a $15 to $20 billion annual financing requirement for Egypt.

It does not compute. Western economists can concoct all the economic recovery plans in the world, but a country that can’t teach half its people to read, and can’t produce employable university graduates, and can’t feed itself, is going to go down the drain. Nasser, Sadat and Mubarak kept Egypt under control by keeping most of its people poor, ignorant, and on the farm, and by warehousing its youth in state-run diploma mills. After sixty years of such abuse, Egypt simply can’t get there from here.

The result, I predict, will be a humanitarian catastrophe that makes Somalia look like a picnic. It’s not surprising that the Egyptian mob might attack the Israeli embassy. The Egyptian street has nothing to do but rise up against perceived oppressors, because nothing good awaits them; and the desperation that will follow the collapse of the Arab “Spring” threatens every Middle Eastern regime, such that the rulers have to try to get out in front of the rage. But what will they actually do? The Egyptian military is hanging onto power by its fingernails. If it attacks Israel, it will lose, and generals will be hanged from lamp posts. The Syrian military is too busy killing protesters to attack Israel, or to assist Hezbollah in a confrontation with Israel.

What we are likely to witness during the next two years will be repellent, even horrifying–but not necessarily dangerous.

 

 

Roger L. Simon
Round Two: Rick Perry and the Seven Dwarfs
 

They say it ain’t over ’til it’s over or the fat lady sings at least a dozen times, finally making all the high notes in Aida and La Traviata in succession. Nevertheless — after only his second debate — things do look pretty good for Rick Perry.

And consider before this Tampa debate he was already twelve points ahead of nearest rival Mitt Romney, according to its sponsor’s (CNN) own poll.

So it’s no surprise that most of Monday’s affair — which mostly reprised the same questions from last week’s Reagan Library debate (this all could get pretty tedious fast) — was a game of “Everybody on Rick” with the Texas governor, perhaps in deference to his state’s proximity to Mexico, as the designated piñata.

Well, not quite everybody. Newt Gingrich and Herman Cain declined to attack Perry. (I will try to explain that later.) But Jon Huntsman, Michele Bachmann, Rick Santorum, Ron Paul, and, of course, Romney did their best to slam Perry at every opportunity, sometimes remembering, seemingly as an afterthought, to throw in an unkind word for Barack Obama, as if the Texas governor and the not the president was the incumbent.

The five, however, did their Perry dissing in different ways. The first three — Huntsman, Bachmann and Santorum — I would classify as the soreheads. They are all doing miserably in the polls. Huntsman and Santorum always were. They are both currently at 2%, tied with a generic “Someone else” and 2 points behind “None/No one.” (No surprise here with Santorum who, when last facing the electorate, lost reelection in his home state of Pennsylvania by 18 points.) Who, besides their wives, really knows why they are running?

Bachmann, too, once flying high, has herself sunk to a mere 4% (tied with “None/No one”) since Perry entered the race. No wonder she’s sore at the Texan. She took after him, as did Santorum, during the Monday debate because some years ago Perry evidently tried by fiat to have high school girls vaccinated against cancer of the cervix. Perry admitted this approach was a mistake and this whole thing had apparently been rehashed ad infinitum by Kay Bailey Hutchison in her recent, ill-fated run against Perry for the Texas gubernatorial nomination, but never mind. To Bachmann and Santorum this attempt to prevent cancer, whether ill-founded or not, was a form of child molestation or something. The more they went on about this, the more rabid, and frankly scary, they sounded.

But they never sounded quite so nutsy as Huntsman when he accused Perry of “treason” for not building a border fence. Either the Utah governor is suffering from a cognitive disorder or, more likely, he deliberately misunderstood Perry’s position on the border. But he certainly seemed over-heated. Of course, what Huntsman was really trying to do was define Perry as the dangerous one because he had used the word treason in association with Fed chairman Ben Bernanke. But the word flew back in his face.

All of this was — I would guess almost deliberately — grist for Perry’s mill. Which leads me to the man who is putatively the Texas governor’s great rival — Mitt Romney. My advice to Mitt is that he start rereading his Mark Twain. Ironically, it is the New England governor who is being played for the rube here. He allowed himself to be drawn into the most obvious of traps by again accusing Perry of being excessive in his use of the term “Ponzi scheme” with respect to Social Security. It would “scare” seniors.

What a setup that was. It took Perry about thirty seconds to explain that in no way would his plans to reform Social Security affect those currently or soon receiving it. Romney was left to explain his years of attacks on Social Security in which he called the program, well, close to a “Ponzi scheme.” In fact, the brouhaha about the subject since last week’s debate has led to numerous identifications of interesting people who have called SS a PS in the past. My favorite is Paul Samuelson, the very liberal Nobel Prize-winning author of my freshman economics textbook.

I will put aside Ron Paul, except to say that he was roundly (and quite properly) booed for his bizarre ahistorical assertions that jihad is our fault, and skip on to the aforementioned Gingrich and Cain. They didn’t attack Perry because, in part at least, I think they suspect he is going to win and are acting accordingly. Gingrich is not particularly vice-presidential material but he would make a highly qualified secretary of State (a more interesting job than Fox news commentator, I would imagine). Cain supposedly has his eye on the Senate from Georgia. Although he might not need it, an assist from a President Perry would be extremely helpful.

All politics is local, as they say. Stay tuned.

 

 

LA Times
The upside to being 'poor' in America
by Andrew Malcolm
The Census Bureau has released disturbing new numbers, showing the population of poor Americans at 46.2 million, or 15.1% of the population last year. That's the highest rate in 17 years and the largest number in 52 years.

The Census Bureau defines 2010 poverty as $22,314 for a U.S. family of four. Median household income remains just under $50,000.

The disappointing poverty information was widely disseminated and attributed by media to high unemployment nationally (above 9% for 25 of the last 27 months) and to the economy, which has remained stagnant despite nearly $1 trillion of government stimulus spending by the Obama-Biden administration.

Less noticed Tuesday, however, was the release of another non-government report on U.S. poverty, this one by the Heritage Foundation. It paints a dramatically different portrait of poverty in America than the popular conception of stark deprivation -- hungry people wearing rags and living in cars or boxes.

Using the same Census Bureau data, Robert Rector and Rachel Sheffield looked into the actual living conditions of America's official poor.

And here are some of the startling steretype-shattering things they discovered:

During the year 4% of the poor became temporarily homeless. Forty percent live in apartments, less than 10% in mobile homes or trailers and about 50% live in standard one-family homes. In fact, 42% own their own home.

The vast majority are in good repair, with more living space per person than the average non-poor person in Britain, France or Sweden.

Ninety-six percent of poor parents say their children were never hungry during the year due to an inability to afford food.

Eighty percent of poor households have air conditioning and 92% have a microwave.

One-third of poor households have a wide-screen plasma or LCD TV, 70% have a VCR and two-thirds have satellite/cable TV, the same proportion as own at least one DVD player.

Half of the povery households have a personal computer and one-in-seven have two or more.

And half of those with children have a video game system like Xbox.

Almost 75% have a car or truck and nearly a third have two.

Other than that, being poor in America is just like you thought.
 

 

NY Times
A Brief Dry Spell for the U.S.S. Monitor
by John Tierney 

NEWPORT NEWS, Va. — Military secrecy was a bit lax during the Civil War, by today’s standards, but contractor deadlines were a lot tighter. 

The technology that revolutionized naval warfare began with a five-sentence message delivered to The New York Times 150 years ago, on Aug. 9, 1861, and the information was not exactly classified. It was an advertisement placed by the Union Navy, to appear the following six days, under the heading “Iron-Clad Steam Vessels.” 

“The Navy Department will receive offers from parties who are able to execute work of this kind,” the ad announced, describing its desire for a two-masted ship “either of iron or of wood and iron combined. The plans had to be submitted by early September, giving designers less than a month. 

Less than six months later, a shipyard in Greenpoint, Brooklyn, launched not merely an ironclad but an entirely new kind of warship. The U.S.S. Monitor had no masts and no line of cannons. It was essentially a submarine beneath a revolving gun turret, something so tiny and bizarre-looking that many experts doubted the “cheese box on a raft” would float, much less fight. 

But somehow it survived both the Navy bureaucracy and a broadside barrage to become one of the most celebrated ships in the world. Its designer and crew were the 19th-century celebrity equivalent of astronauts. Long after the ship sank in a storm off Cape Hatteras, N.C., the turret remained a cultural icon: an “armored tower” in Melville’s poetry, an image on book covers and film posters, a shape reproduced in items from toys to refrigerators. 

Now the original turret, which was recovered from the ocean floor nine years ago and placed in a freshwater tank to protect it from corrosion, is on display again. It has been temporarily exposed to the air so that it can be scraped clean — very carefully, in front of museum visitors and a live webcam — by a team of researchers at the U.S.S. Monitor Center of the Mariners’ Museum here in Newport News. The team expects to have nearly all the barnacles and sediment removed by the end of this month, giving the public a new look at the dents from the Confederate cannonballs and shells that would have sunk any ordinary ship of its day. Then the turret will be submerged again in fresh water for 15 more years, until enough ocean salt has been removed from the metal to allow it to face the air permanently.
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IRONCLAD The U.S.S. Monitor, designed by John Ericsson, was not just the Union's first ironclad vessel but an entirely new kind of warship. Here, conservators work in the upside-down turret 
The more that researchers examine the turret and about 1,500 other artifacts from the Monitor, the more impressed they are with its designer, John Ericsson. Besides the 360-degree rotating turret, there were dozens of other patentable inventions in the ship, including a new type of compact engine and a new toilet that could be flushed below the waterline. 

“What makes the Monitor so remarkable is that she’s almost a stealth vessel because all the systems except the ordnance are below the waterline,” said Anna Holloway, the curator at the Monitor Center. “Keeping the engine safe from attack was a big breakthrough. Not only did Ericsson create this radically new type of vessel, but his designs were so nearly flawless that foundries and contractors from around the Northeast could fabricate the parts, and they all fit together when the ship was assembled in Greenpoint. It boggles the mind.” 

The Monitor has been so familiar for so long that it is hard to realize just how radical it seemed at the time — and how much luck was involved in building it. The ship’s history is a case study in the difficulties of technological innovation. The Monitor had a genius for a designer and a lobbyist so well connected that President Abraham Lincoln made a personal plea for it, yet when a scale model was first presented in Washington, the members of the Navy’s Ironclad Board rejected it. 

“Take the little thing home and worship it,” one board member said disdainfully, “as it would not be idolatry because it was made in the image of nothing in the heaven above or the earth below or the water under the earth.” 

The Monitor’s designer might have taken that as a compliment. Mr. Ericsson once described himself in a letter to President Lincoln as having “practical and constructive skill shared by no engineer now living.” But skill was no guarantee of success, as he knew from bitter experience. 

A native of Sweden, Mr. Ericsson moved to London and produced one innovation after another, including a screw propeller to replace the paddle wheel on the steam-powered warship. But the British Admiralty was too conservative to adopt it, and he foundered financially. After a stint in debtors’ prison, he found a new patron and moved to New York. 

The United States Navy commissioned a warship, the Princeton, that proved to be one of the most advanced in the world, thanks to a screw propeller and other innovations by Mr. Ericsson. But after its success, he was pushed aside by his partner in the project, Robert F. Stockton, an American naval officer (and future United States senator from New Jersey) who took public credit for Mr. Ericsson’s inventions — until a public disaster. 

In 1844, during a demonstration cruise on the Potomac River with President John Tyler and much of official Washington aboard, a cannon on the Princeton exploded, killing the secretary of state and secretary of the Navy, along with several others. Mr. Ericsson wasn’t there — the limelight-stealing Mr. Stockton had made sure to exclude him — and he had nothing to do with the faulty cannon, which his partner had built and installed. 

But Mr. Stockton managed not only to shift public blame to Mr. Ericsson but also to help prevent him from being paid for all his work designing the ship. After that experience, Mr. Ericsson wanted nothing more to do Washington. But he went on innovating, and during the Crimean War he tried to interest the French in building an ironclad. 

“Alas for the wooden walls that formerly ruled the waves!” he wrote to Napoleon III in 1854, sending along a scale model of a turreted ironclad closely resembling the Monitor. The French passed on it. 
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Traditionalists in the United States Navy remained suspicious of any kind of ironclad, but by the Civil War they were forced to reconsider. The Confederate Navy, desperate for something to neutralize the Union’s immense numerical advantage, began converting a wooden frigate, the former U.S.S. Merrimack, into an ironclad. 

The fear of the Confederate ship led to the Union’s newspaper advertisement, which attracted more than a dozen proposals, but none from Mr. Ericsson. The Ironclad Board gave preliminary approval to two relatively conventional armored vessels, including one proposed by Cornelius Bushnell, a well-connected Connecticut railroad executive and shipbuilder who — in the classic tradition of Washington lobbying — had been instrumental in creating the board that approved his design. But he turned out not to be a classically self-interested lobbyist. 

To win final approval for his design, Mr. Bushnell had to provide calculations demonstrating its stability, and he happened to seek technical help from Mr. Ericsson. He went to the engineer’s home on Franklin Street in downtown Manhattan. Mr. Ericsson did the calculations confirming the ship’s stability, and then pulled out a pasteboard model of his own ironclad with a turret. 

Mr. Bushnell had the vision — and the patriotism — to recognize its superiority over the design he had already sold to the Navy. After listening to Mr. Ericsson’s 10-minute lecture on its features, Mr. Bushnell said he “awoke to the fact that salvation was in store for our government and country.” But he knew it would be a tough sell to the Navy, which still unfairly associated Mr. Ericsson with the Princeton disaster. 

Mr. Bushnell found business partners and managed to get an audience with President Lincoln, who showed up at the hearing when the design was considered. “All I have to say,” Lincoln told the Ironclad Board, “is what the girl said when she stuck her foot into the stocking. It strikes me there’s something in it.” But it still struck the Ironclad Board as too risky to endorse. 

Only after more deft politicking by Mr. Bushnell and more explanations from Mr. Ericsson did the board approve it, and only then with special conditions protecting the Navy. It doled out the $275,000 cost in installment payments, and made them all conditional on the Monitor proving itself in a “test” — meaning an actual battle with the enemy. It was a terribly unfair contract to Mr. Ericsson, Mr. Bushnell and their partners, as James L. Nelson observes in “Reign of Iron.” 

“Such an arrangement would be risky for the contractors of any vessel; for one so utterly novel as the Monitor, it represented an extraordinary risk,” Mr. Nelson writes. “If Monitor could not stand up to the Confederate guns, the four contractors would be left with a useless, battered ship, perhaps even sunk or captured by the enemy, and a huge debt to the U.S. government.” 

Mr. Ericsson managed to build the ship in less than four months while dealing with continual worries from the Navy and skepticism from the public. The New York press corps began calling the ship “Ericsson’s Folly” after some engine and steering problems during the ship’s trials in the East River in February 1862. But Mr. Ericsson quickly fixed them, and the Monitor was en route to Virginia on March 8, the day the Confederate ironclad made its debut. 

The former Merrimack, renamed the C.S.S. Virginia, destroyed two Union warships that Saturday and seemed ready to finish off the rest of the Union fleet at Hampton Roads the next day. When the Monitor arrived that night, Union sailors were shocked by its tiny size and despaired of its having any chance against its hulking opponent. In Washington, panicked officials worried that the invulnerable Confederate ironclad would soon be shelling the White House. 

But the next day, with tens of thousands of people watching from the shores, the tiny Monitor fought the Virginia to a draw. The eight-inch iron armor on its turret was dented slightly but withstood shot after shot from the Virginia’s cannons, including some fired from within 30 feet, and the smaller ship had a much easier time maneuvering. It became the model for a succession of ironclads and ultimately for the revolving turrets on today’s battleships.
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By removing the threat of the Confederate ironclad, the Monitor kept the Union’s ships safe in the ensuing months, until it sank at the end of 1862 in a storm southeast of Cape Hatteras that claimed the lives of 16 crew members. Eventually its wreckage was discovered 230 feet below the surface, and in the late 1990s Navy divers and archaeologists from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s Monitor National Marine Sanctuary began retrieving its pieces. 

When the turret was recovered, it was so saturated with sea salt that it was vulnerable to rapid corrosion if the salt reacted with oxygen in the air. To protect it and gradually remove the salt, researchers submerged it in a tank of fresh water for most of the last nine years. 

   The turret was recovered 16 miles off Cape Hatteras, N.C., in 2002.  
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After its coming 15-year stint back in fresh water is over, the researchers expect to display it in a gallery at the Mariners’ Museum, along with the other artifacts and the full-size replica of the Monitor there now. But this summer, the turret is being briefly exposed to the air in the museum’s laboratory so that a team of seven workers with chisels, hammers and pneumatic tools can remove the hard crust — called concretion — of sediment, sand, coral, shells, calcium and other debris that accumulated during 140 years on the floor of the ocean. 

With the water temporarily drained from the tank, visitors can see the inside of the turret and imagine the battle scene with the help of Dave Krop, the conservation project manager. The turret was clearly not a place for claustrophobes, given that there were 19 men and two 13-foot-long cannons squeezed inside a revolving cylinder that was 9 feet high and 20 feet in diameter. 

IN BATTLE Two cannons and 19 men operated in a space 20 feet in diameter.
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“It was really quite a crowded, hot, smoky place to be, but it had to be orderly for the guns to operate safely” Mr. Krop said as he pointed out the gun ports through which the two cannons fired. On the opposite wall were the remnants of a couple of mistakes during a test firing in New York: dents left by the recoil of the guns when the crew didn’t properly set the braking machinery. 

On the turret’s outside wall were dents from Confederate cannonballs, including one that knocked some nuts off bolts — but Mr. Ericsson had planned for that possibility. He had designed the interior turret with sheets of wrought iron covering the nuts and bolts so that there’d be no shrapnel flying inside to injure the crew. 

“We keep seeing how exacting and precise Ericsson was in designing the ship,” Mr. Krop said. “To me it’s mind-blowing that he was able to get so many details right while building a fantastical new kind of ship in four months. Today it takes years to build an ordinary ship. We can’t do a contract for a warship in four months, much less build one.” 

 

WSJ
Separated At Birth. Really. 
What happens, 28 years after an accidental maternity-ward switch, when identical sisters meet each other?
by David Cesarini

A Spanish mother gave birth to twin girls in 1973 at a hospital in Las Palmas, Canary Islands, but one of the babies was accidentally switched in the maternity unit. The mistake went undiscovered for nearly three decades. The mother assumed that she had given birth to fraternal twins (dizygotic, from two eggs) and not "identical" ones (monozygotic, two embryos developed from a single fertilized egg). The girl she named Begoña was her biological daughter; the baby named Beatriz was not. 

As Nancy L. Segal relates in "Someone Else's Twin," her fascinating account of the switched-at-birth misstep and the painful family and legal entanglements that followed much later, an unexpected encounter in a clothing store was the tale's turning point. A shop assistant mistook the 28-year-old Begoña for a person she knew named Delia. After Begoña explained who she was, the clerk—still struck by the resemblance—suggested that the two "doubles" meet each other.

It was not the first time that Begoña had been mistaken for someone else; her curiosity was enough to overcome her hesitation to agree to the clerk's suggestion. The ensuing meeting was unsettling. The women discovered that their similarities extended well beyond physical resemblance. "The two of them realized that they push their food away when eating with a fork or spoon and fold their lips over their teeth when they get anxious," Ms. Segal writes. DNA tests years later confirmed what the girls now believed: They were identical twins. 

The shop assistant surely never expected that she would set in motion events that would escalate from family drama to legal action against Spanish authorities for the government-operated hospital's error. The families' histories were thrown into disarray. Begoña worried that Beatriz would feel rejected and that their bonds would be severed. Publicity about the case caught the attention of Ms. Segal, an academic psychologist who specializes in twin research and is a twin herself. She flew to the Canary Islands in 2008 to interview the young women and their families. 
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Someone Else's Twin 

By Nancy L. Segal 
(Prometheus, 301 pages, $25)

Ms. Segal writes clearly and passionately, and yet she rarely strays from the precise language of a social scientist. The result is an engaging narrative intertwined with a careful attempt to draw sound conclusions from the facts. She discusses some other cases of identical twins being switched at birth (there are only seven known instances) and classical studies of twins reared apart. She knows the terrain well because she was a key contributor to many of the studies.

The book has much to tell us about the ways in which genes, environments and their interactions shape who we are. Of course one should be careful not to extrapolate too much from a single case. It is an extraordinary fact, though, that separated identical twins often exhibit remarkable similarities—down to the smallest gestures—despite not growing up together.

In the switched-baby cases Ms. Segal discusses, it is highly unlikely that the error would have been discovered were it not for the fact that the twins were monozygotic and thus had a striking physical resemblance. But births of monozygotic twins are rare, roughly one in 300. Might there be thousands of solitary children growing up with nonbiological parents because of hospital switches? Ms. Segal thinks that this is indeed the case, and she argues that there is an urgent need to improve the existing rudimentary hospital systems of baby identification.

The reunion of separated twins is inevitably an emotionally exhausting event. In the case of Begoña and Delia, the baby switch went undetected for 28 years. When the truth may be painful, is it better to remain in the dark? Some of Ms. Segal's interviewees say they regret having found out about their long-lost twins, citing the psychological pain of seeing the assumptions of a lifetime vanish. Ms. Segal favors revelation—in cases of adoption, too—because of the medical usefulness of knowing your biological family and the importance of finding out about genetic predispositions to disease. Delia was diagnosed with leukemia in her teens, and it was difficult to find a matching bone-marrow donor. Knowing Begoña would have guaranteed a perfect match.

Today, 38 years after the mix-up in the Canary Islands, the women have arrived at a certain kind of peace. Begoña and Delia live in different areas and tend to keep in touch by phone—Begoña remains wary of hurting Beatriz's feelings by becoming too close to her true twin—but the two share an uncanny understanding. The lawsuit filed by the families produced a judgment in 2009 that awarded them a total of €900,000 (about $1.2 million at the time). Begoña, Beatriz and their mother (her husband had died by then) each received €180,000. Delia, judged to be the most injured—she never met her biological father before he died, and her life was put in peril without the perfect bone-marrow match from her twin—was awarded €360,000. Despite the exactness of such sums, Ms. Segal does not pretend that it is possible to measure with precision the cost of the emotional turmoil endured by the main characters in this thought-provoking drama.

Mr. Cesarini is an economics professor at the Center for Experimental Social Science at New York University. 

 

 

Popular Mechanics
The Curious Science of Counting a Crowd
Crowd-size estimation is tough for people who want to do it right. But when turnout implies clout, then politicians and event organizers have plenty of motivation to exaggerate the head count. Through careful research, though, it is possible to make better crowd-size estimates that aren't the result of political bias.
by Rob Goodier

 

On June 4, a huge crowd gathered in Hong Kong for a vigil to commemorate the 22nd anniversary of the Tiananmen Square massacre in Beijing. But just how huge? In some stories 77,000 people showed up. Another story, though, listed the attendance as nearly double that: 150,000. 

There's a reason for the disparity. The first figure—77,000—is a police estimate. The second is from the event's coordinators, who probably had some motivation to pad their numbers. To find out which crowd size was correct, two professors—Paul Yip at the University of Hong Kong and Ray Watson at Melbourne University—ran the numbers. To fit 150,000 people into that space, they'd have to cram together at about one person per 2.7 square feet (four per square meter), so that estimate is unrealistic. That would be "mosh-pit density," the researchers write in a new paper on crowd estimation techniques published in the journal Significance. 

This story of competing head counts is not uncommon. Estimating large numbers is difficult even with the best of intention. If you count the number of jellybeans in a jar three times, you'll probably have three different numbers, because people simply cannot count very large numbers without some error. Now, imagine trying to count a shifting mass of heads, some stooping to tie shoes, some sharing the same umbrella, some arriving late or leaving early. Plus, this is one field in which good intentions are rare. Crowd-size estimation is a murky science, positioned at the intersection of statistical precision and political sleight-of-hand, and plenty of people are motivated to either exaggerate or low-ball an event's attendance. 

"Almost everyone who has tried to make a crowd estimate has a vested interest in what the outcome of the estimate is," Charles Seife says. Seife is a journalism professor at New York University who writes about math and physics. [Disclosure: I had a class with Seife at NYU.] His newest book Proofiness tackles the ways that people try to fool others (and sometimes fool themselves) with numbers. "Whenever you see a crowd estimate," he says, "you have to wonder where it's coming from." Nevertheless, Seife says, if you do your math carefully, it is possible to count a large crowd to within a couple of tens of thousands. And researchers like Yip and Watson are now applying new strategies to find out whether it is indeed possible to get a more accurate count of a teeming mass of humanity. 

Crowd-Counting 101

Herbert Jacobs, a journalism professor at the University of California, Berkeley, in the 1960s, is credited with modernizing crowd-counting techniques. From his office window, Jacobs could see students gathered on a plaza below protesting the Vietnam War. The plaza's concrete was poured in a grid, so Jacobs counted students in a few squares to get an average of students per square, then multiplied by the total squares. He derived a basic density rule that says a light crowd has one person per 10 square feet, a dense crowd has one person per 4.5 square feet, and Yip and Watson's mosh-pit density would have one person per 2.5 square feet. 

Fifty years after Jacobs, the tools for counting crowds have improved but the principle is the same: area times density. Steve Doig, a journalism professor at Arizona State University, used a photo from a GeoEye-1 military satellite to count people at President Barack Obama's inauguration speech in 2009 (he estimated 800,000 people). The New York Police Department counts the people in the fenced crowd-control barricades that it places, then multiplies by the number of barricades. Yip and Watson applied the basic formula to the candlelight vigil in Hong Kong. 

But a simple area times density calculation has its limits. Crowds are not uniform—they clump in some places and spread out in others. To account for this, estimation methods are becoming more sophisticated. Companies such Digital Design and Imaging Service are now adapting the formula for multiple densities. The firm has counted attendance at major events on the National Mall in recent years and claims it can count the crowd to within 10 percent. So CBS hired DDIS to count heads at Glenn Beck's rally at the Lincoln Memorial in August 2010. 
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To get its figure for the Beck rally, the design firm first cased the venue, created 3D maps marked with probable high-density spots and cross-referenced those with historical photos of similar events. The result was a prediction of how people would congregate. "Our goal is to find out where we anticipate the crowds will gather. If it's in the winter, we look for the wind breaks, and if it's in the heat of summer, we look for the shade," Curt Westergard, the company's president, says. Crowds press toward the stage, but also toward the Jumbotron screens, and they shy from loudspeakers, he says. 

Knowing what to expect, Westergard chose his observation point and launched a tethered balloon at the height of the rally. The balloon lifted a suite of remote-control cameras that, within seconds, had captured 360-degree crowd shots at various heights: 200 feet, 400 feet and 800 feet. The different heights allowed for shots of people under trees and in hard-to-see places. He laid a composite of the images over the 3D model and counted heads. His team counted heads in grid squares that represented different densities. Then, for each density (such as lightly populated or very heavily populated) they multiplied the number of people per square by the number of squares of that category, finally arriving at an estimate of 87,000 people for the Beck rally. 

"Unquestionably, that's what it was. As a benefit of the doubt, we gave it a 10 percent rate of error," Westergard says. "We go in pixel by pixel and put a dot on every head that we see. If a lady is there holding a baby, we put two dots there. We counted this thing three times and got an outside guy [Steve Doig] to count it, and he got back to us with a number that was similar to ours, which was 80,000." But, unsurprisingly, Westergard's certainty didn't satisfy everyone: News reports about the rally reported a smattering of different numbers. Rep. Michele Bachmann, announced from the stage that there must be a million people present, while NBC counted 300,000, and Glen Beck himself estimated the crowd at 300,000 to 650,000. In a summer of competing rallies, such as Jon Stewart's, there were no shortage of swipes at DDIS's methodology and its relatively low number. (For its part, the National Park Service tries to stay above the fray by not estimating crowd sizes. It stopped providing head counts after the organizers of the 1995 Million Man March accused the service of underestimating their crowd.) 

The Future of Head Counts

Photos are good proxies for static crowds, but to count a crowd on the move, Yip and Watson say you've got to get down into the mass. That's the focus of their newest research, and they've come up with new methods for doing it. They've come up with two methods so far: a strategy that uses one crowd inspection point, and another that uses two. 

In the one-point method, counters positioned near the focal point of a march or a parade tally the number of people who pass their station in a given time interval. But it's not exactly ideal: Some people may have ducked out before reaching the station and others may leave soon after passing it. Not ideal: You'd have to do a phone survey of the marchers to find out how long they stayed with the march, and that introduces a whole new set of survey-bias problems. A faster, more accurate method is to set up two counting stations, suitably spread out. The counters would tally people passing and also randomly survey them to ask if they also passed the other station (or planned to). Any more than two inspection points would increase the cost, but not appreciably increase the accuracy, the researchers write in their study. 

At this point, it seems like getting an estimation so exact might be more trouble than it's worth. But technological help may be on the way, this time from the Web. Westergard has plans to crowd-source head-counting aerial photos to Amazon's Mechanical Turk. The Turk is a network of people around the world who do tasks online for a fee. Westergard can send a photo to 20 people, quickly receive 20 different head counts, throw out the outliers and average the rest. 

If this all sounds like an academic exercise, remember that accurate crowd counting can have practical applications such as preparing emergency responders. If a fire, terrorist attack, stage collapse or other calamity happened at a large event, Westergard figures that within 20 minutes he could provide first responders with the location of the threat and rough estimates of the number of people who might need treatment. 

And, as Yip said in a statement about his study, a good way to count crowds could cut through the politically motivated stats we put up with now. "In the absence of any accurate estimation methods, the public are left with a view of the truth colored by the beliefs of the people making the estimates. The public would be better served by estimates less open to political bias." 

 

 

Slate
Wine Drinkers of the World, Unite
You have nothing to lose but inflated bills and interrupted anecdotes.
by Christopher Hitchens 

In 2008, Christopher Hitchens took a break from his regular subject matter of dictators, world events, Israel, religion, and politics with this inspired rant about the one thing waiters can do to ruin a perfectly good dinner party. The essay, republished below, is one of many from Slate included in Hitchens' new compilation, Arguably. Click here to purchase Arguably from Amazon.
     


The other night, I was having dinner with some friends in a fairly decent restaurant and was at the very peak of my form as a wit and raconteur. But just as, with infinite and exquisite tantalizations, I was approaching my punch line, the most incredible thing happened. A waiter appeared from nowhere, leaned right over my shoulder and into the middle of the conversation, seized my knife and fork, and started to cut up my food for me. Not content with this bizarre behavior, and without so much as a by-your-leave, he proceeded to distribute pieces of my entree onto the plates of the other diners.

No, he didn't, actually. What he did instead was to interrupt the feast of reason and flow of soul that was our chat, lean across me, pick up the bottle of wine that was in the middle of the table, and pour it into everyone's glass. And what I want to know is this: How did such a barbaric custom get itself established, and why on earth do we put up with it? 

There are two main ways in which a restaurant can inflict bad service on a customer. The first is to keep you hanging about and make it hard to catch the eye of the staff. ("Why are they called waiters?" inquired my son when he was about 5. "It's we who are doing all the waiting.") The second way is to be too intrusive, with overlong recitations of the "specials" and too many oversolicitous inquiries. A cartoon in The New Yorker once showed a couple getting ready for bed, with the husband taking a call and keeping his hand over the receiver. "It's the maitre d' from the place we had dinner. He wants to know if everything is still all right."
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The vile practice of butting in and pouring wine without being asked is the very height of the second kind of bad manners. Not only is it a breathtaking act of rudeness in itself, but it conveys a none-too-subtle and mercenary message: Hurry up and order another bottle. Indeed, so dulled have we become to the shame and disgrace of all this that I have actually seen waiters, having broken into the private conversation and emptied the flagon, ask insolently whether they should now bring another one. Again, imagine this same tactic being applied to the food.

Not everybody likes wine as much as I do. Many females, for example, confine themselves to one glass per meal or even half a glass. It pains me to see good wine being sloshed into the glasses of those who have not asked for it and may not want it and then be left standing there barely tasted when the dinner is over. Mr. Coleman, it was said, made his fortune not from the mustard that was consumed but from the mustard that was left on the plate. Restaurants ought not to inflict waste and extravagance on their patrons for the sake of padding out the bill. This, too, is a very extreme form of rudeness.

The expense of the thing, in other words, is only an aspect of the presumption of it. It completely usurps my prerogative if I am a host. ("Can I refill your glass? Try this wine—I think you may care for it.") It also tends to undermine me as a guest, since at any moment when I try to sing for my supper, I may find an unwanted person lunging carelessly into the middle of my sentence. If this person fills glasses unasked, he is a boor as described above. If he asks permission of each guest in turn—as he really ought to do, when you think about it—then he might as well pull up a chair and join the party. The nerve of it!

To return to the question of why we endure this: I think it must have something to do with the snobbery and insecurity that frequently accompany the wine business. A wine waiter is or can be a bit of a grandee, putting on considerable airs that may intimidate those who know little of the subject. If you go into a liquor store in a poor part of town, you will quite often notice that the wine is surprisingly expensive, because it is vaguely assumed that somehow it ought to cost more. And then there is simple force of custom and habit—people somehow grant restaurants the right to push their customers around in this outrageous way.

Well, all it takes is a bit of resistance. Until relatively recently in Washington, it was the custom at diplomatic and Georgetown dinners for the hostess to invite the ladies to withdraw, leaving the men to port and cigars and high matters of state. And then one evening in the 1970s, at the British Embassy, the late Katharine Graham refused to get up and go. There was nobody who felt like making her, and within a day, the news was all over town. Within a very short time, everybody had abandoned the silly practice. I am perfectly well aware that there are many graver problems facing civilization, and many grosser violations of human rights being perpetrated as we speak. But this is something that we can all change at a stroke. Next time anyone offers to interrupt your conversation and assist in the digestion of your meal and the inflation of your check, be very polite but very firm and say that you would really rather not.
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