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A flight
of fancy

Ten years ago this month, research claiming to describe

the workings of an antigravity machine was due to appear in a
respected scientific journal. But then the author retracted it without
explanation. Since then, many scientists have tried to repeat his
experiment - with mixed results. Robert Matthews reports

It WAS ONE OF THE BIGGEST — AND STRANGEST = SCIENCE STORIES IN A NUTSHELL
of the 19g90s. Even now, a decade later, the facts behind it

L ]
remain hotly disputed. And small wonder, for if the claims w hat Is

made for the small disc of ceramic material at the focus of
the controversy are true, it may be possible to contral the a nti ravit .?
most potent of cosmic forces: gravity, g y ®

Scientists routinely dismiss such an idea as ludicrous, but

it has long gripped science fiction writers. In tgo, the 15 it possible to control gravity? This was
doyen of sci-fi writers, HG Wells, described an imaginary the amazing possibility raised by a
gravity-blocking material called Cavorite which propels two IR S LA L
men to the Moon, spinning ceramic disc could reduce the
Yet not even Wells could have envisaged the strange force of gravity, The effect only created
device which, almost a century later, would become the first a two per cent weight reduction, but
gravity-blocking system to be laken seriously by scientists, was hard to square with general
In a laboratory in Tampere University of Technology, relativity, Einstein's gravity theory. Most
Finland, a Russian scientist named Dr Evgeny Padkletnoy stientists dismissed the claim, bul some
created a disc 275mm across made from a substance utterly suspect the effect is genuine and that it
unknown in Wells's day: a mix of copper, barium and the arises through new: physics as the disc is
‘rare Earth metal® called yttrium, which is known to be a cooled and becomes ‘superconducting’,

high-termperature superconductor. When chilled with = losing all its electrical resistance.
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