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that Earth’s faster rotation near the equator
would help a rocket achieve escape velocity.
Reynolds rescues from obscurity Fritz Lang’s
1929 silent movie Frau im Mond (Woman in
the moon), which benefited from the tech-
nical advice of rocketeering visionary
Hermann Oberth. “In some major ways,”
Reynolds observes, “the look and feel of
Apollo began with Fritz Lang and Frau im
Mond.”

The Star Wars movies are perhaps the
best portal for kids who might grow up to
take humanity beyond Apollo, but when the
young and curious are ready to move from fic-
tion to fact, they should pick up this book. For
everyone else, Apollo will make a handsome,
informative addition to the coffee table.

—JAMES PINKERTON
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Course of World War I1.
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They don’t make rich nerds like they used
to. Look at Bill Gates, frittering his life away
in trench warfare with the Justice Depart-
ment instead of using his gazillions to, say, col-
onize and air-condition Mars. Compare him
to Alfred Loomis (1887-1975). Having
made a fortune of Gatesian proportions in the
electric utilities boom of the 1920s, Loomis
got out just before the stock-market crash. He
retreated to a castle in the cloistered New York
village of Tuxedo Park to pursue his youthful
passion for physics. Patron to the finest sci-
entific minds of his generation, he assem-
bled teams of researchers who would help win
World War II by developing first radar and
then the atomic bomb. And he managed to
do it all without attracting the notice of jour-
nalists or historians.

Until now. Conant, a former Newsweek
reporter whose grandfather and great-uncle
were Loomis cronies, weaves a skillful
account drawn from family correspondence
and interviews with the aging remnants of the
tycoon’s networks. She pierces the protec-
tive curtain the publicity-shy Loomis hung
about himself, and in the process manages to
make him a sympathetic character. Not easy,

considering that she is writing about an
investment-banker-turned-physicist,  two
species popularly supposed to rank with rep-
tiles on the warmth-and-kindness scale.

Certainly Loomis’s wife found him chilly.
Horrified that he refused to intervene when
their three teenage sons announced plans
to, variously, cross the Atlantic in a 35-foot
boat and scale remote peaks in India, Ellen
Loomis stormed at her husband: “Will you
still believe in your theories about children
if all three of them get killed this summer?”
Replied Loomis: “Three is not a sufficient
number to prove any scientific theory.”

If Loomis’s paternal skills were uncer-
tain, there could be no doubting his passion
for physics. He spent countless millions of
dollars following his whims, often with
spectacular results. Fascinated by reports
of a French submarine-detection device
that killed any fish that swam across its
beam, Loomis built a 50,000-watt oscillator
and fathered the science of ultrasonics.
Puttering around the lab, he designed the
nation’s first working electroencephalo-
graph, to measure and record a brain’s
electrical activity.

Nothing, however, surpassed his work
with the relatively new fields of microwave
technology and small-particle physics. An
army weapons researcher during World War
[, Loomis understood the military implications
well ahead of most scientists (or military
men, for that matter). At a time when little
government money went into scientific
research, Loomis poured his own cash into the
work and marshaled additional support from
universities and philanthropists. Many of the
key men in the development of the atomic
bomb—Niels Bohr, Ernest O. Lawrence,
Enrico Fermi, Arthur Compton, Vannevar
Bush —were members of the Tuxedo Park
team of the 1930s. And his research on
microwaves was so advanced that in 1940,
with London tormented by Nazi bombers
and the Roosevelt administration finally
awakening to the danger, Loomis was put in
charge of the new government radar lab at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

For all the significance of Loomis’s later
work, Conant especially enjoys herself when
describing the early years of his Tuxedo Park
lab. Like benign Dr. Frankensteins, the emi-
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nent scientists in Loomis’s castle would stay
up all night boiling frogs with high-frequen-
cy beams, transplanting beating turtle hearts
into petri dishes, poisoning themselves with
experimental bathtub gin, and furgling one
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another’s wives. And, like Frankenstein, they
occasionally ran disastrously amok: The bas-
tards invented the first radar gun. Some
things really are better not known to man.
—GLENN GARVIN
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Nowadays most people think of H. L.
Mencken (1880-1956) as the scourge of the
middle-class philistines he dubbed the
“booboisie,” but in his own day he was at
least as well known as a literary critic. Over
the noisy course of a 15-year run as book
reviewer for The Smart Set, the magazine he
coedited with George Jean Nathan,
Mencken reviewed, by his own reckoning,
some 2,000 novels, most of them, also by his
own reckoning, the work of “100 percent
dunderheads.” Few things date faster than a
cruel review of a bad book, but Mencken
was no mere hit man: He was largely respon-
sible for bringing Theodore Dreiser and
Sinclair Lewis to the attention of American
readers, and he helped put F. Scott
Fitzgerald, Willa Cather, Ring Lardner, and

Sherwood Anderson on the map of letters. As
if that weren’t enough, he was one of the
first critics anywhere to recognize Huckle-
berry Finn as a major novel —and to say so,
loudly and repeatedly, until his colleagues got
the message.

All these achievements and more can be
sampled in H. L. Mencken on American
Literature, the first new anthology of
Mencken’s literary criticism published in
decades. Joshi, the editor, is a Mencken buff
who knows his way around his hero’s mon-
strous output (Mencken plausibly claimed to
have published well in excess of five million
words), and though his selection overlaps
rather more than it should with William H.
Nolte’s indispensable H. L. Mencken’s Smart
Set Criticism (1968), still in print, it also
includes a number of previously uncollected
pieces, not a few of which are both significant
and readable.

Among them is a wickedly funny review of
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