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Introduction

On 12 August 1931, New Zealand farmer Richard Buckley hit the headlines of his local newspaper. What had he done? Strictly speaking, he hadn’t done anything. He owed his claim to fame to his trousers. One minute they were hanging harmlessly before the fire to dry. The next there was a huge blast and a ball of flames. Farmer Buckley’s trousers had exploded. Buckley was an early victim of what soon became an epidemic of exploding trousers. All across the country, there were reports of detonating dungarees and blazing breeches. Buckley had been lucky. He hadn’t been wearing his at the time.

If you haven’t heard of Farmer Buckley’s near-lethal legwear, you’re in good company. The incident quickly faded into obscurity, and as far as we know it has never featured in any book on the history of science. Here at New Scientist, though, we think those trousers deserve a good airing. Why? Because the story is a salutary one, an example of how scientific advances meant to improve people’s lives and livelihoods can sometimes backfire – in this case literally. In its own small way, the tale helps to counter the widespread misconception that science and technology have advanced along a straight and narrow road from one milestone to the next.

They haven’t. The quest to understand and manipulate the world we live in has been anything but straightforward. Our scientific ideas and the technologies we rely on today have been arrived at by a process best described as haphazard. One brilliant idea doesn’t necessarily follow another, nor does one breakthrough lead inexorably to the next. The search for understanding meanders here and there, stumbles up blind alleys and is frequently never seen again. Nor, disappointing though it might be, are all those who endeavour to push science and technology beyond their known limits simply in it for the kudos, happy to satisfy their curiosity and maybe earn a place in history. There are baser urges at work. Some are driven by greed or commercial expediency. Some are gripped by an obsession, while others merely indulge their whims and foibles.

Newton might well have believed that he saw further than others by standing on the shoulders of giants, but giants are rare. Most of what we know has been built slowly and ponderously on the efforts of more diminutive predecessors. Of course there have always been plenty of smart, resolute, even brave scientists with imaginative and ingenious ideas. But the history of science is also peppered with a cast of fascinating characters including money-grubbers, fraudsters and, dare we say, cranks whose ideas went nowhere, held back progress or even did harm. And so, to set the record straight, we’d like to introduce you to some unfamiliar characters and events that helped make history.

As much as we admire the Newtons and Darwins of this world, we think it’s unfair that quite so much attention is lavished on the geniuses and their triumphs. They’ve had centuries of fame. Instead this book, which started out as a series of snapshots of people and events that first appeared in New Scientist’s popular Histories column, is devoted to those that are all but forgotten – but shouldn’t be. That’s why you won’t find any mention of Newton’s apple or Darwin’s finches – but you will learn what happened to Farmer Buckley’s trousers.

Stephanie Pain
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