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Clau de Émile Jean -Bap tis te Lit re was bor n du ring a crippli ng bli z-
zard, in a hot el room in Ott awa, in December of 1977. Reg Frie-
sen and I were the re on an expedit ion to visit a few high school s,
ho ping to find out why their students seeme d to per for m mu ch bet-
ter than the ave r age on UW’s prize exa ms, the CHEM 13 NEWS
Exam and the SIN Test. Not that we fou nd out any thing of the sor t,
of cou rse, but we were wel l re c eiv ed, and enjo yed our visit s im -
mensely, especia l ly at the school whe re we had the salutary exper i-
enc e of tak ing ove r the mor ning cla s s es of teache rs who were
sn owe d in at home!

The idea for Lit re came from Reg, who told me that a group of
U. S. chemists (I believe) had pro pos ed that the com mon abbrev i-
ation for the unit of volum e sh oul d be change d to "L" , on the grou nds
that the "l" then in use was conf usi ng fo r both rea de rs and typis t s.
Bu t the rules of nomencla ture of the Confére n ce Générale des Poi ds
et Mes ure s requ ire that upper-case letters be res erved for units whi c h
are name d fo r in d ivi d ual scie n tis t s , and sin ce no such person exi sted
fo r "L", it seeme d re asonable that one shoul d be inv ent e d. Reg sugge s-
ted that I shoul d writ e a "biog raphy " fo r the April issue of CHEM
13 NEWS, and ove r the cou rse of an eve n ing (which inclu ded, I
think I recall, mos t of a bottle of sco tch) we gen erated much of the
subs tanc e of an 18th centur y li fe, ful l of drama, rev olu tio n and ro-
ma n ce.

When I actually sat dow n to write the article (a mon th or so lat e r,
after quite a few rem inde rs from Reg), I realized that drama, rev olu -
tion and romanc e we re all ver y good, but the joke wou ld be better if
the article came across as a pie c e of sober his t orical res earch. The
id e a wa s to giv e a straig htfor ward accou nt wit h co rre ct dates and
accur ate his t orical details , but with one person added to the great
st ream of his t ory. So that’s how I wrote it, and I thoug ht it came out
ve ry wel l. Give n the pos sib i lity that some rea de rs mig ht mis s the
joke sim p ly by not recog n izi ng the sig n ific a n ce of the fact that the
ar ticle appeare d in the April issue of the mag azi ne, I made sure that
the cap tion s to the illust r ation s we re obviously funny, and I left a
15 -ye ar gap in Lit re’s life so that others cou ld con tribute to the story.

The immediat e re spons e to the article made me feel ver y good in-
de e d. Sev eral rea de rs went along wit h the game, filling in some of
my mis sing det ails , particularly on the life of Lit re’s dau ght e r Mi lli e.
I als o fo und that I ha d been "scooped" by Bruce Dodd of the Can-
adia n Gove rnm e n t Specific ation s Bo ard, who had pub lis hed a "Re-
search Not e" on Marco Guiseppe Lit ron i in the Jun e 1977 issue of
St andar ds Eng ineer ing. The link bet ween Lit ron i and Lit re was pro -
vi ded in 1979 by Steve Mar rio tt of the Britis h St andards Ins titutio n,
who specula ted that the name "Lit re" was ado pt e d by Lit ron i when
he settled in Franc e after a mafia-in duced flig ht from his native Tus-
cany! The best pseudo-his t orical con tributio ns came from T. J.
Ku kkama ki

..
of the Hel si nki Geodetic Ins titute, (a genuin e ex per t on

Mauper tuis’ expedit ion to Lapland), who provi ded det ailed evi denc e
to show that Lit re had staye d on in Swe den after the rest of Mauper-
tuis’ par ty ha d retur ned to Franc e in 1737. In Sep tember 1979, the
ar ticle was reprint e d in IUPAC’s In ter national Newsletter on Chemi-
cal Edu cation. Edito r D. J. Wa dding t on receiv ed some fur the r cont ri-
butio ns to the Lit re sto ry, whi c h he share d with us. It was cle ar that
a gre at deal of innocent ple asure was bei ng ha d by one and all. My

ar ticle was a succes s.

There is a speci al cor ner of Hel l re ser ved for faile d hu mor ists, and
the first indication that a place was bei ng prep are d fo r me came as
early as Nov ember 1978, when a col lege lib r arian wrote from Cali-
fo rnia reque s ting "... any infor mation and sou rces you hav e us ed in
the prep aration of this mos t in teresting article." A rash of sim ilar re-
qu ests was trigg ere d by the In ter national Newsletter ve rsi on of the
ar ticle, whi c h ha d all my words but had omitt e d the illust r ation s and
thei r captio ns, whi c h didn’t fit into the newsle tter’s for mat. The Big
Event whi c h turned my "spoof" into a "lit e r ary hoa x" came in Janu -
ar y 1980, when a pre cis of the article appeare d in Ch emis try Inter -
national, another IUPAC newsle tter. This rewrite was base d on the
In ter national Newsletter ve rsi on of the article, and stripped the thing
right dow n to the essentia ls of Lit re’s life, leavi ng a ver y good pie c e
of repor tage mar red only by the fact that the writer actually took the
or igi nal ser iou sly!

Un for tun ately, it was the Ch emis try Inter national ve rsi on whi c h se ems
to have been mos t widely rea d, and this was the versi on whi c h, to-
ge the r with the edito r’s apology for not recog n izi ng the hoa x, made it
in t o Ro ber t We ber’s Mo re Random Walks in Sci ence. The Ch em-
is try Inter national ve rsi on got Lit re on to the radio, on the Canadian
Br oadca sting Corporation’s scie n ce mag azi ne show, Qu irks and Quarks.

It was als o the versi on whi c h the edito rs of The New Yor k Ti m es so
roun dly castigat e d as they indignantly "put the deceptio n to rest!"

All things con sid ere d, the cre ation of Lit re provi ded me wit h a
great deal of amu sem e n t fo r a number of years, and didn’t do any
re a l harm, alt hou gh I did hear that he’d made it into a tex tbook! My
only reg ret is that it seems that one shoul d only eve r writ e on e fic-
tion a l biog raphy. (Even Ray bur ne, the only cla s sic expon ent of the
ge nre, was neve r able to repeat the success of his ful l-lengt h biog ra-
phy of Thos. Crapper.) Whi c h is a shame, sin ce in the cou rse of
writ i ng the Lit re pie c e, I thoug ht of sev eral indivi d uals who really
sh oul d have some sor t of biog raphi c a l memo ria l. (It’s ver y hard to
sto p, onc e you’ve started!) As my own personal con tributio n to this
specia l is s ue of CHEM 13 NEWS and its rea de rs, I offer the fol low-
ing capsule ske tches, upon whi c h you mig ht like to exp and .

Ro drigu es d’Ombre ija – Sixteent h-centur y Portug ue se nav igat or who
brou ght the parasol from Chin a.

Thom a s Flange – Forem an in Stephenson’s facto ry, whose inv en-
io n ma de it pos sib le for us to hav e railways rat her than groove ways .

Si r Ho race Rajen dra Bung alo o – Knighted by Que en Victo ria for his
cont rib u tio ns to domestic archit e cture.

Br atisl av Pa rse c
v
– Tur n-of-the- centur y directo r of the Prague Obs er-

vato ry.

REQUIESCAT IN PACE

The man who lie s he re, decease d,
Wa s train ed as a Cat holi c prie s t.
With hel p fr om St. Pet e r
He inve n ted the lit re,
That infamou s Clau de Jean -Bap tis te.

(Fo und eng raved on a tombs tone in a Waterlo o ce met ery by Ger ry
To ogo od of UW’s Chemis try Department. Apparen tly, Litre’s body
wa s among those sent oversea s fo r burial when the 1778 cholera epi-
demic pro duced more victi ms than Fre nch cem eteries cou ld handle.
No te the new evi den ce that Litre studie d th eology, pos sib ly during
th e "1 5-year gap" fro m 1736 to1751)
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