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I was raised in the Town of Poughkeepsie, 
about 70 miles north of New York City, on 
the east bank of the Hudson River Valley. 
IBM dominated the economy and culture 
of the region with its manufacturing and 
development activities. My father, godfa-
ther-cousin and many of their friends were 
employed there, developing the first com-
mercially successful mainframe computers. 
And I began working at the company dur-
ing the last few months of my senior year 
in high school, commencing what was to 
become a 40-year career at IBM.

In the summer of 1969, at a farm near 
the village of Woodstock, about an hour’s 
drive northwest of Poughkeepsie, there oc-
curred an event that has defined the culture 
of my generation ever since. Unfortunately, 
I was not able to attend, as in 1965 IBM had 
transferred me to its research laboratory in 
San Jose, where throughout the 60s and 70s 
I carried out research on magnetoresistive 
compounds and organic conductors and 
superconductors.

I had often regretted missing out on 
this historic event in my old neighbor-
hood, but then in March 1987, an equally 
monumental and spontaneous event arose 
at the APS Meeting held at the New York 
Hilton in downtown Manhattan. This 
“Woodstock” focused on physicists instead 
of musicians, featuring scientists as the new 
rock stars. The occasion was engendered by 
the discoveries of the family of copper oxide 
perovskite high temperature supercon-
ductors in 1986 and early 1987 at the IBM 
Rueschlikon Laboratory, the Universities 
of Houston and Alabama, and the IBM 
Almaden San Jose Research Laboratory.1

The submission date for invited and 
contributed talks at APS March Meetings 
held in the 1980s were in the late fall. The 
December 1986 deadline for the 1987 ses-
sion scheduled at the New York Hilton in 
March had already passed by the time the 
Bednorz-Mueller discovery became widely 
known and corroborating research began 
to appear overwhelmingly worldwide. The 
only abstract that made the deadline was 
from a collaboration led by Rick Greene of 

IBM Yorktown reporting specific heat mea-
surements.2

Fortunately, Brian Maple of UC San 
Diego, on the APS March Meeting organiz-
ing committee for 1987, took the unprece-
dented and ambitious step of assembling an 
“off the program” all night session spanning 
Wednesday/Thursday that week. It became 
known as the “Woodstock of Physics,” and 
there, some 50 plus speakers took five min-
utes each to “bloviate” from dusk to dawn. 
Ten years later, I wrote a commentary for 
the journal Nature, detailing the event and 
its excitement.3 Many of my observations 
therein remain relevant today.

Now, in a few weeks, it will be 30 years 
since our Woodstock. Many at the Hilton 
(mostly academics!) forecast the discovery 
of HTSC as engendering the “energy de-
liverance of mankind.”  The two years fol-
lowing our 1987 mid-Manhattan party were 
pure pandemonium…we were the heroes of 
the media. I was invited to deliver a num-
ber of talks and seminars on the physics 
of the discovery (not applications) in over 
20 countries and three continents ranging 
from Belfast, Northern Ireland, to Havana, 
Cuba.4 

In 1993, I retired from IBM to ac-
cept a position as Science Fellow at the 
Electric Power Research Institute with a 

discretionary mission (4-5 M-USD/yr) 
to fund exploratory power applications 
of HTSC within the US Investor-Owned 
Utilities.5 The bottom line then and now: 
Despite many successful developments 
and demonstrations of HTSC wire tech-
nology and application to transmission 
cables, current limiters, rotating machin-
ery, storage and levitated transporta-
tion, there remains no obvious “social 
or economic compelling need” for their 
deployment. At present, significant com-
mercial utilization (I stress “commercial”) 
of HTSC power technologies lies dormant 
all over the planet.

Is there hope? Possibly. The recently 
elected US administration has reopened 
consideration of the construction of oil/
natural gas pipelines from the Dakotas and 
bordering Canadian Provinces to the Gulf 
Coast. There have been visionary proposals 
to pipe methane from eastern Poland all the 
way to Scotland, as well as from Siberia to 
western China. A paradigm for all can be 
found in the visionary and “long on-hold” 
Mackenzie Valley Pipeline6 down through 
the Northwest Territories.

As I sit typing this commentary, Elon 
Musk is proposing a nationwide network of 
traffic tunnels (just go Google “Elon Musk 
Tunnels”).  All the above scenarios provide 
an opportunity for what I term exploitation 
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of “dual use of energy/transportation 
rights-of-way” for the co-transport of elec-
tricity employing either HTSC or HVDC 
cables, thus allaying a major cost for install-
ing either technology.

In the meantime, the sole and consis-
tently profitable enterprise utilizing the 1986 
discoveries of Bednorz-Mueller and Chu-Wu 
remain the worldwide commercialization of 
Heidi Grant’s April 1987, 8th grade science 
magnetic levitation experiment.7  

In closing, on this 30th anniversary of 
the Woodstock of Physics, I urge the cryo-
genics community worldwide to propose 
to their respective governments and energy 
agencies that they undertake and fund, not 
more costly demonstration projects, but “en-
gineering economy studies” at much lower 
expense, to assess the economic and social 
benefits for humanity worldwide, enlisting 
governmental and private electrical and fos-
sil fuel pipeline interest groups (e.g., EPRI, 
Gas Research Institute, etc.) on their team.

 Should any readers of Cold Facts be 

attending the 30th anniversary session at APS 
New Orleans to be held on Tuesday, March 14, 
in the local Convention Center8, please stop me 
afterwards and I’ll invite you to share a glass (or 
two) of cheap California chardonnay in one of 
the watering holes on Bourbon Street.
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