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Origins

This happened when I had just started work as a youth. It’s not often you get an 
accident that is so bizarre that everyone just stands around wondering exactly 
what they are seeing. Since then, accidents have seemed rather mundane
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bottom, operated by a steel rod about four feet
six inches long. The steel rod was held in place
by a screw mechanism on top of the dewar. It’s
useful to know that the temperature of the liquid
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The dewar of our story was larger than the usual
kind, holding 500 litres (a hundred gallons in
round figures) of liquid hydrogen. It was six feet
high on its wheels, about six feet in diameter.
This dewar came with a built-in siphon, a tube
about four feet long that reached to the bottom of
the inner vessel. The siphon had a valve at the

how good the insu
boils the liquid aw
vent at the top an
One day, someon
hydrogen outside
dewar in the mo
hurry. He didn’t bo
the gas holder, le
(Those deluded 
humankind can s
have their heads e
The apocalypse 
forgot to plug som
off before going to
Where was I? Oh
The temperature
enough to liquify 



Accident Report

and the dumbfounded operator in the twinkle of

ator.
m,” I shouted, just the sort of

hout in dire emergencies.
ked skyward and realization
. He threw himself from a
o safety. Clever stunts like this
in films with a spring- or
d platform. This operator’s
as an intense sense of self

d must be an almost perfect
e, unaffected by air resistance
 deadly velocity after several
 fall. It came down and
in the solid concrete of the
d like an arrow in a target just
 the operator stood.
 any time to contemplate the
fate and falling steel rods. At
ere distracted by a sight I am
en seen before on the face of
 hydrogen was spewing from
ed skyward as a white feathery
3 of 4

an eye. I watched the steel rod fly high into the
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followed by an irregular machine gun stutter of
exploding flakes. We stood and stared in total
incomprehension. Flakes snowed down on us,
exploding as soon as they touched us. The sting
on my ears, face, and hands was familiar. It was
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stream that was colder than anything you can
imagine. If the operator had been leaning a few
inches forward, not only would he have been
pierced by the launching of the steel rod, he
would have been frozen solid in a trice. As it was,
the operator was safe, if shaken, and staring in
fascination at what was coming out of the plume
of cold hydrogen.
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pure white flakes, swirling like moths around a
summer lamp. The flakes looked exactly like
snowflakes. The blizzard grew, and swirled
around us. The first flakes floated down like
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landed on the concrete and exploded with a pop,
leaving not a wisp, not a strand of vapour, not a
single patch of damp. The first pops were
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