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[Prof. Wooln er] rem embers wit h glee one
scie n tific hoa x he helped perpetuat e. He
and chemist ry profe sso r Re g Frie sen are
"responsib le for adding one person to the
gr and swe ep of his t ory" –  Clau de Émile
Je a n-Bap tis te Lit re.

Li tre was "born" dur ing a crippli ng bli zzard
in a hot el room in Ott awa, in December
1977. But his cre ato rs tol d the world he had
been bor n Febr uar y12,1716 in Franc e. Lit re
ev en had a lis t of scie n tific accomplis hments
that Wooln er cre ated . Fo r ten years, much
of the world believe d it all.

The idea for Lit re was Fries en’s , Wool ner
says . It origi nat e d with a technical quibble:
Some chemists want e d to make the abbre -

vi a t io n of the lit re mea s urement to be "L"
in stead of "l," to avo id conf usi on wit h the
fig ure 1. "Bu t the rules of nomencla ture of
the Confére n ce Générale des Poi ds et
Me sure s requ ire that upper-case letters be
re ser ved for units whi c h are name d fo r in d i-
vi d ual scie n tis t s ," Wooln er says . "Sin ce no
su ch person exi sted for the lit re mea s ure -
ment, it seeme d re asonable one shoul d be
inve n ted ."

Wool ner wrote a study of Lit re for the
April 1978 issue of Ch em13 News, a scie n ce
publication from Wat e r loo geare d ma inly for
high school teache rs.

"I realized that drama, rev olu tio n and ro-
ma n ce were all ver y good, but the joke

woul d be bett e r if the article came across as
a pie c e of sober his t orical res earch ," Wooln er
wrot e ten years lat e r. "The idea was 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 stream of his t ory.
So that’s how I wrote it."

And ove r the years other scie n tis t s fil led
in mis sing section s to Lit re’s biogr aphy. "It
wa s cle ar that a gre at deal of innocent ple a-
sure was bei ng ha d by one and all," Wooln er
says .

Info rmation abou t Li tre started appearing
in inter nation a l publication s, and eve n ma de
the CBC radio progr am "Qui rks and Quarks."
Eventually the deceptio n ha d to be put to rest.
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