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The Accessible Genius

If you, like me, ever set out to write something on Stephen Hawking then you'll find out how easy it is to write and again how difficult it is. It is easy in the sense that there is so much to write about and difficult again in the sense that there is too much to write about. So here goes my try.


Stephen Williams Hawking was born in the year 1942 on the 8th of January to a physician father and a mother who was active in the Liberal party, and as a coincidence, exactly 300 years after Galileo’s death. It may also not, however, have been a mere coincidence that one scientific genius was succeeded by another. Yet, it was not only Galileo to whom Stephen Hawking was a successor to. Many consider Stephen Hawking to be a successor, and a rightful one, to Isaac Newton too. It is also justified by the fact that Stephen, since 1979, has held the chair of the Lucasian professor of Mathematics
 at Cambridge University, which was held in 1663 by Isaac Newton himself. Besides, he is even said to have been the greatest mind in theoretical physics since Einstein.


Though his parents lived in North London, England, Stephen was born in Oxford, considered to be a safe place to give birth to babies during the Second World War. When he was eight, however, his family moved to St. Albans, which is a town about 20 miles north of London. Then at age eleven, he went to St Albans School, and then he got a scholarship to University College, Oxford, his father’s alma mater. But even before that, his mathematical skills had become apparent. In 1958, he and some friends built a computer that actually worked. At Oxford, his father had preferred medicine to his son’s more romantic choice of Mathematics, but he did neither. Mathematics wasn’t available at the college, so instead, Stephen went for Physics. And for a student for his stature, it goes without saying that, without much effort, after just three years, he was awarded a first class honours degree in Natural Science.


The next level of his academic life then started and his career also truly gained momentum, when he went after passing college to Cambridge to study Cosmology, the subject being preferred partly due to his interest and also because there was no-one at that time working in the field in Oxford. At Cambridge, his curiosity was stimulated by black holes (first proposed by Robert Oppenheimer), and also by ‘space-time singularities’. Singularities are such events, where the laws of Physics seem to break down.  Even in his 20s, his reputation soared, as he became more and more well known for his ability to formulate pioneering ideas, use Einstein’s equations and question old, established physicists. His Ph.D. there was followed by a Research Fellowship and then a Professorial Fellowship at Gonville and Caius College. In 1968, he joined the staff of the Institute of Astronomy in Cambridge, where his work led him to the use of laws of thermodynamics to black holes and there he wrote a very technical piece called The Large Scale Structure of Spacetime with G F R Ellis. After that, in 1973, Stephen left the Institute of Astronomy and came to the Department of Applied Mathematics and Theoretical Physics, and it was there that in 1979, he became the Lucasian Professor. But before that at the remarkably young age of 32, he was named a fellow of the Royal Society and also received the Albert Einstein award, the most prestigious award in theoretical physics. In 1982, he was also awarded the Commander of the Order of the British Empire, and in 1989, was made a Companion of Honour in 1989. Besides these, he is also the recipient of many awards, medals and prizes and is a Member of the US National Academy of Sciences. He also holds twelve honorary degrees.

In the world of Physics, Stephen has been well known for working on the basic laws that govern the universe. There are mainly two major discoveries that he’s given credit to. Soon after he wrote The Large Scale Structure of Spacetime, he made a startling discovery. With Roger Penrose, he showed that Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity implied space and time would have a beginning in the Big Bang and an end in black holes. In fact, this led to his discovery of ways to unify General Relativity with Quantum Theory, which besides General Relativity, is considered to be the greatest scientific development of the first half of the 20th Century. Another consequence of this unification that he discovered was that black holes should not be completely black, as assumed earlier, but should emit radiation in form of sub-atomic particles and so gradually lose mass and disappear ultimately. This radiation emitted by black holes is now called the Hawking Radiation. On the other hand, another conjecture that he theorized was the no-boundary principle. This implies that there is no definite boundary between space and time and that the two exist as 4 dimensions. This can be clarified better in his words: “James Hartle of the University of California Santa Barbara, and I have proposed that space and imaginary time together, are indeed finite in extent, but without boundary. They would be like the surface of the Earth, but with two more dimensions. The surface of the Earth is finite in extent, but it doesn't have any boundaries or edges. I have been round the world, and I didn't fall off.” Before this, time had been thought of something different than space.

But to the other layman world, Stephen Hawking has been recognized to be an accessible genius, to be a scientist capable of relating the realm of complex science in a very lucid and understandable language. This capability of his was first put forward, when, in 1988, he wrote The History of Time: From the Big Bang to Black Holes, written with the general populace in mind. The book became an immediate best seller and has sold more than a million copies worldwide till date. His popularity is in fact more among general laymen. His later book, Black Holes and Baby Universes and Other Essays has also helped to increase his reputation. In a lecture called The Beginning of Time, he recollects, “When I gave a lecture in Japan, I was asked not to mention the possible re-collapse of the universe, because it might affect the stock market. However, I can re-assure anyone who is nervous about their investments that it is a bit early to sell: even if the universe does come to an end, it won't be for at least twenty billion years. By that time, maybe the GATT trade agreement will have come into effect.” It is also interesting to know that he once appeared in Star Trek : The Next Generation as himself with other actors who portrayed Einstein, Newton and Lieutenant Commander Data, the man-made android of the popular science  TV fiction series.

However, it is not only for his mind that Stephen Hawking is known but also his body. Stephen Hawking has ALS (Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis)
, a motor neuron disease which has rendered most part of his body useless. As a result, he can’t move about as we do, and hence, uses a wheel chair.

In fact, the disease had appeared when he was 20 years old, and in the years that went by, it became worse. Up to 1974, he was well enough feed himself but after that, he began needing extra help apart from his second wife Jane. At first, his speech was only slurred, but in 1988, he had to have a tracheotomy operation for pneumonia that took away his speech altogether. It then became a problem for him to communicate to others and write scientific papers by dictating words through fingers until a computer expert in California called Walt Woltosz heard of his plight and sent him a software called Equalizer. Later David Meson of Cambridge Adaptive Communication fitted a small portable computer and a speech synthesizer into his wheel chair, with which he communicates now and has given many interviews including one to Larry King of CNN. Currently, he uses a speech synthesizer by a company called Speech Plus.

However, ALS has only brought forward Stephen’s remarkable enduring abilities and his determination. In spite of having such a disease, he still has a heart to joke about it as he says that the only problem his speech synthesizer gives him is an American accent. When asked “Wouldn't you rather have been a bus driver or something?” in a BBC Television interview about his disability, he answered  “I never wanted to be a bus driver but I did fancy being prime minister. However, I'm glad I left the job for Tony. I prefer physics to shaking hands and I feel my work may last rather better than his.” In this way, he has also been established as an inspiration to disabled people worldwide.

Here I end our rendezvous with Stephen Hawking and what better way can there be to end it than by quoting himself:

“My goal is simple. It is complete understanding of the universe, why it is as it is and why it exists at all.”

Let us all wish him well.
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� The Lucasian chair was founded in 1663 with money left in the will of the Reverend Henry Lucas, MP for university, and was first held by Isaac Barrow.


� ALS is commonly known as Lou Gehrig’s disease, after the baseball player Lou Gehrig, a famous Yankee outfielder, who also had the disease. 





