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in a physics department was as likely as
not to be ridiculed, especially if they came
from the unwashed non-scientific masses.
It would be more than 10 years later
before I would read about the Mpemba
effect myself.

Recently, a new and enlightening
article about this very subject appeared in
one of my favorite physics rags, the
American Journal of Physics.[1] The arti-
cle recounts how Aristotle, Roger and
Francis Bacon, Rene Descartes, and
Thomas Kuhn all wrote about this phe-
nomenon with varying degrees of pre-
sumption and accuracy. It is Erasto
Mpemba, though, who started work in
1963 on this 2000+-year-old question
while still a secondary school student in

Tanzania, who deserves to have his name
attached to the effect. In 1969, he provid-
ed  definitive  answers  in  a  publica-
tion[2] with D. G. Osborne, a professor at
a nearby college. I won’t try to reproduce
the entire entertaining and instructive
story here, but suffice it to say that Mr.
Mpemba faced some ridicule when ini-
tially conveying his results. In recent
years, many other publications have doc-
umented the extent to which the Mpemba
effect was already known by non-scien-
tists, with scientists often being antago-
nistic. 

So, I have a new hero (among many,
as you might know) of physics, Erasto
Mpemba. Even though I have never met
him, I feel as though I continue to learn

lessons from his physics and his story.
The refreshing tale of Mr. Mpemba caus-
es me to pause and reflect on my earlier
misguided view that the Mpemba Effect is
impossible. I wonder how often my bias-
es and background constrain me, not
allowing new thoughts to emerge until
impelled by the right question or motiva-
tion. Likewise, I wonder how often I dis-
miss the opinions or assertions of others
that I think less educated, when their
experiences give them knowledge far
beyond my own in many areas. 

I hope that you, too, are led to simi-
lar reflections upon reading this provoca-
tive edition of Radiations, in which John
Rigden challenges us to rethink our
approach to the recent attacks on science

in the classroom and take advantage of
the mystique of physics, while our edi-
tor provides a very personal and very
captivating take on some of these
issues. Also in this issue we celebrate
the upcoming public television spe-
cial, “Absolute Zero and the Conquest
of Cold,” by including a primer on
refrigerators and engine efficiency,
with nods to Lord Kelvin and Charles
Darwin. Enjoy!

— Gary D. White

_______________________
[1] See “The Mpemba effect: When can hot
water freeze faster than cold?” by Monwhea
Jeng 
Am. J. Phys. 74, 514 (2006), and articles ref-
erenced therein.  
2) E. B. Mpemba and D. G. Osborne, “Cool?,”
Phys. Educ. 4, 172-175 (1969). 
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