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Phone y Li tre evaporate s
______________________________

Cana dian profe sso rs cre ated met ric fat her ove r scot ch
The Can adian Pre ss

KITCHENER, Ont. – He was a gia n t of
scie n ce who left shoes that were impos sib le
to fill.

His name was Clau de Emile Jean -Bap -
tis te Lit re (1716 -1778), Fre n c h ma ker of
wine bottles and fat her of the metr ic lit re,
reve a led to the moder n wo r ld in a 1978 edi-
tion of a Unive rsity of Wat e r loo mag azi ne.

Bu t he left a trail that led moder n scie n-
tis t s nowhere becau se he was a phantom , a
joke. He nev er exi sted .

Ye t this fant asy chil d of two unive rsity
profes sors, con ceive d ov er gla s s es of sco tch ,
foole d scie n tific jour nals, the Ne w Yo rk

Ti m es and the CBC.

"I t wa s fun just to sit back and wat ch as
the thing dev elo ped," recalls Ken Wooln er,
now an associat e phys ics profe sso r, who
created Lit re wit h Re g Frie sen, assis tant
dean of scie n ce.

It bega n when Fries en heard the 16th Gen e-
ral Conferenc e on Weights and Mea s ure s
wa s consid ering changi ng the abbrevi a t io n
of lit re from l to L.

‘It seeme d re ason able’

Si nce capit al letters are use d fo r un its na-
me d after indivi d uals, "it seeme d re asonable
that one shoul d be inv ent e d," Wooln er said.

So Jean -Bap tis te Lit re was bor n with an
ar ticle in the April 1978 edition of Ch em13

Ne ws.

The repor t wa s called a "m ast e r ly ac-
coun t " with "an abundanc e of cor roborative
detail" by one Aust r alia n jour nal.

Bu t mos t scie n tis t s go t the joke. Some
join ed the fun, cre ating a dau ght e r fo r Li tre,
name d Mi lli e, said Wooln er.

The prank unrav elled when a sum mar y of
the article made its way into a newsle tter of
the Int e rnation a l Un ion of Pure and Appli ed
Chem ist ry, promp ting mixed reactio ns.

"I t is assume d that com mun i c ation s fr om
est ablis hed scie n tis t s are sin cere," said the
miffed edit or of Mo re Random Walks in

Science, an ant hology pub lis hed by The In-
stitute of Phy sics in Bristol and Lon d on.

A local hig h school teache r re c ently wrote
to Ch em13 News co mplaining that until he
re ad Wooln er’s exp lanation, he had been
teaching his students about Lit re.
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