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Water from Archimedean screw would hit
paddles, turn screw and be lifted to top.

tiny bits of mass can seem a great deal
like a violation of the law of conserva-
tion of energy, the first law. Physicists
respond by saying that mass and ener-
gy are fundamentally the same thing.
In the perpetual-motion subculture,
nonetheless, “E=mc2”’ has become a
sort of magical incantation. Today’s
more articulate enthusiasts describe
their efforts in high-flying prose
that's part Marvel Comics, and part
Einstein-a-go-go: “a dynamic energy
source entering our physical world
through a location we call a magnet,”
“jons . . . stressed in a curved time
and space relationship” or—Joe New-
man’s phrase—“a mechanical unifica-
tion of the gravitational, electromag-
netic, and nuclear fields.”

“Many of these people are always
saying they've discovered a principle
that’s ‘outside of science,’ ” says phys-
icist Al Seckel, “but they only say that
because when scientists test their
machines, they fail the test. They ra-
tionalize this failure away by saying
" that science, rather than their ma-
chine, is wrong and the device obvi-
ously must operate outside of science,
right?” He snorts in indignation.
Seckel is the founder and executive
director of the Southern California
Skeptics, a group of scientists who in-
vestigate claims of the paranormal,
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from astrology and ESP to machines
that run by themselves. (JPL's Al
Hibbs is the group’s chairman this
year.) A row of books written by skep-
tical people stretches across one wall
of Seckel's Pasadena study, just below
his cuckoo clock: The Loch Ness Mys-
tery Solved, The Truth About Uri
Geller, Miracle Mongers and Their
Methods, among others. He is a boy-
ish 28-year-old who himself has a con-
siderable flair for publicity.

“We keep running across people
who claim their experiments won't
work if there are negative vibes
around—you know, skepticism,” Seck-
el says. “Now, I happen to know that
the laws of the Universe work even if
you don’t believe in them!” For a
hard-core rationalist, Seckel’s manner
of speaking is strangely like that ofa
Bible-slapping evangelist. To empha-
size a point, he’ll lean forward in his
chair and slowly shout the last few
words, then pause dramatically to let
them sink in.

Seckel, Hibbs and several of their
colleagues were recently called in by
would-be inventors to test two differ-
ent perpetual-motion devices. One
was an electrical generator that multi-
plied whatever power it took in, ac-
cording to its inventors, a trio of
seemingly sincere men in their 20s.
“Ever see the lab equipment in one of
those old Frankenstein movies?”
Seckel asks. “That’s what this thing
looked like. It had all sorts of wires
coming out of it and rows of light
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Geared-up waterwheel and screw would
have been powered by large metal balls,
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“The only smoke was from the inven-
tor’s tires as he sped out of there,”
says Seckel. “Afterwards, I said to the
main investor, ‘How long did you see
this thing run? “Tiventy minutes.’
‘What was its power source?’ ‘It was
plugged into a wall.’ “Well, if there
was really more energy out than en-
ergy in, why didn’t he just plug it into
itself?” He said, ‘You know, I never
thought of that.’” Seckel jumps to his
feet and concludes from a gleeful
crouch; “For $2.5 million, I would
have thought of that!”

Seckel keeps a thick file on the vari-
ous perpetual-motion schemes that
have made headlines in recent years,
a disproportionate number of them
in the Los Angeles area. One local in-
ventor, after being acquitted of 51
counts of fraud and conspiracy two
years ago for selling shares in a grav-
ity generator, announced he was go-
ing right back into business. “I'm sure
the next 12 investors in that machine
will be the jurors,” a police investiga-
tor was quoted as saying.

Perpetual-motion inventors them-
selves, in fact, often seem as gullible
as their backers. The beauty of an
overbalancing wheel, or a sealed box

e o

containing a 15-watt light bulb sur-
rounded by solar collectors, or a mo-
tor that keeps itself going by boiling
water with its own exhaust pipe, is 1ts
almost breathtaking simplicity. On
paper, it's obvious the scheme will
work. Over and over, inventors told
me they had decided not to build a
working model because anyone who
so much as glanced at it could go
home and copy it. As often as not, the
inventor’s chief concern is how to
keep all that multiplying energy un-
der control once the machine takes
off. “I'm messing around with some-
thing no one’s ever done before,” a
worried-sounding man in Kentucky
told me one night. “There’s just a
chance I could set off a small nuclear
explosion.”

Nothing—not patent regulations,
not history books and certainly not
the laws of physics—discourages the
hard-core perpetual-motion inventor.
“Some professors are so smart, they
can't figure these things out,” summed
up an auto mechanic in New England
who’s planning to market a perma-
nent-magnet motor as soon as he fin-
ishes connecting all the parts. “It’s
too simple for them.”

Skeptics Al Hibbs (left) and Al Seckel know that friction is
on their side when overbalanced wheel refuses to run by itself.




