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Developments to Watch

EDITED BY OTIS PORT

SNARING LIGHT
IN A CRYSTAL
TRAP

LAST JANUARY, TWO RESEARCH
teams startled the scientific
world by briefly stopping
photons of light—those
speedy critters that normally
zip through space at 186,000
miles a second. Even though
the photons were halted for
no more than a millionth of
a second, that’s long enough
to store interim number-

crunching results in a super-
fast optiecal eomputer. Trouble
is, both teams corralled their
photons in a gas—one using a
hot rubidium gas and the oth-
er employing an ultracold
sodium gas. A solid trap
would be easier to work with,
pundits noted at the time.
Now, light Thas been
stopped in an exotic erystal
by a group led by physicists
Philip R. Hemmer at the Air
Force Research Laboratory
and M. im_Shahriar at
Massachusetts Institute of

Technology. First, they took
an yttrium-silica crystal laced
with the element praseodymi-
um and chilled it to a frigid
-268C. That helped slow light
to a molasses-like 45 meters
per second and allowed it to
be stored for half a millisec-
ond before being regurgitat-
ed. Not a world reecord, but
it's adequate for optical com-
puting. The team, which sub-
mitted a report to Physical
Review Letters, hopes to ex-

tend the storage time to as

long as tenths of a second.

TO GATCH WATER
IN A DESERT,
WATCH THE BEETLES

HOW DO STENOCARA BEETLES
thrive in Africa’s Namib
Desert, where rain hardly
ever falls? By milking the
early morning fog that briefly
blows in from the Atlantic a
few days a month—using a
novel collection system on
their backs. People in arid re-
gions have been harvesting
fog for water since Roman
times, but the beetle’s sys-
tem is much more efficient
than even the newest man-
made collectors, according to

Oxford University zoologist
Andrew R. Parker and Chris
Lawrence, a researcher at
QinetiQ Litd., the commercial
arm of Britain’s defense-re-
search agency.

The hard sheath
over the beetle’s '
wings has a waxy
surface dotted
with tiny non- &8
waxy bumps.
These hydro-
philie, or water-
loving, bumps
grab moisture
from the air. When
a droplet grows larger

than a bump and touch- /& |

es the slippery sur-

roundings, it rolls off, down
to the beetle's mouth. One
way to duplicate the beetle’s
technique would be to print
little water-loving dots on
water-repellent tent materi-
als, the researchers
.. suggest in the Nov.
1 issue of Na-
ture. More so-
| phisticated ma-
« terials might
boost the effi-
g ciency of dehu-
midifiers and air
conditioners.

STENOCARA: [is
wings inspired
= new materials

INNOVATIONS

® A better sunsereen from
bugs that never see the sun?
That’s what Sederma, a
French cosmetics company, is
developing. Using mierobes

gathered from so-called hy-

drothermal vents almost a
mile down in the Pacific
Ocean, Sederma is brewing a
secret potion for a “smart”
tanning lotion and other skin-
care products, according to
the Nov. 2 issue of New Sci-
entist magazine. As the sun
rises higher in the sky, the
potion will respond te hotter
temperatures by inereasing
its protection against harm-
ful ultraviolet rays.

® The American Physical So-
clety’s annual plasma physies
meeting, which ended on
Nov. 2, had encouraging news
for fusion-energy proponents.
Using a powerful new TBM su-
percomputer at Lawrence
Berkeley National Laborato-
ry, a research team from
Princeton University’s Plas-
ma Physies Lab ran the most
detailed simulation yet of a
commercial tokamak reactor.
Fusioneers have worried that
bigger tokamaks would re-
quire a much stronger mag-
netic-field “bottle” to confine
the superhot plasma that fu-
sion requires. But the new
simulation indicates that the
task could be easier than pre-
viously supposed. Still, the
fusion era remains more than
a decade in the future.

¥ People with high cholesterol
are at risk of developing ath-
erosclerosis. Many try to pre-
vent this outcome by taking
cholesterol-reducing drugs.
But those who can’t may be
able to ward off hardening of
the arteries by gulping vita-
min E and aspirin. In experi-
ments with mice at the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania
School of Medicine, the com-
bination reduced the produc-
tion of plague in blood ves-
sels by more than 80%,
according to a report in the
Oct. 16 Circulation, published
by the American Heart Assn.
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