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JIntroduction

7 I he set!!) of the television show Star Trek!?!: The Next Generation

buzzed with activity. The director was preparing to shoot another
scene. But something was different this time. Instead of the regular actors,
the attention focused on a slight man in a motorized wheelchair. He was
almost completely paralyzed®!, but his blue eyes sparkled with interest
as he took in the details of the starship Enterprise.

A throat operation eight years earlier had left the man unable to
use his vocal cords'“.. But people wished to speak with him. As the
man’s fingers squeezed a switch, he was able to select and spell words
on a portable computer screen. The message he put together was fed
into a voice synthesizer”. In pleasant, artificial tones, the man “spoke”,
greeting people and expressing his appreciation of Star Trek.

In a way, the visitor had a great deal in common with the characters
on the show. Their mission led them to distant parts of the galaxy. His
adventures led him to new intellectual territory'®. The questions he asked

~ sounded impossible. Did time and space have a beginning? What really

happens when a dying star collapses!”'? Are black holes gateways'® to
other universes?

These were topics as strange as any tackled'” by Star Trek. Science
fiction had met science fact in the person of world-famous physicist
Stephen Hawking.

Even top scientists were sometimes hard-pressed''”’ to understand
Hawking’s complicated theories. That didn’t stop him from writing a book
about the universe for a popular audience. He felt that science was

for everyone. He wanted his book to be sold even in airports,
where hordes!'"! of travelers would see it.

Hawking’s book, called A Brief His-
tory of Time, surpassed his wildest hopes.
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S (s © Introduction

It became a runaway!' best seller and was translated into thirty languages.
The publicity turned Hawking into a science superstar. When the pro-
ducers of Star Trek learned he was visiting southern California, a great
idea took shape in their minds. They invited Hawking to do more than
simply visit their studio.

In July 1993, when viewers tuned in to the season finale'® of Star
Trek, they witnessed an amusing card game. Data the robot, who could
perform mathematical calculations at lightning speed, decided to pit his
poker skills against the greatest geniuses of all time. He summoned up
hologram!® images of Sir Isaac Newton, Albert Einstein, and Stephen
Hawking. Enjoying it immensely, Hawking played himself.

The scene gently spoofed“! history’s top physicists. When Hawk-
ing raised his bet by fifty dollars, Einstein was gleeful”®.. He predicted
that Stephen would lose the game. But Hawking had a surprise for his
friends. Grinning, he used a mechanical device to display his winning
cards. On that triumphant note, a red alert was sounded aboard the
Enterprise. Data was forced to cancel the poker game, and Hawking’s
cameo'® role was over.

It was time to return to real life, and Hawking was ready. He once
said that science fact can be even more astounding'”’ than science fiction.
To prove his point, Hawking mentioned black holes. He felt they were
stranger than any idea from a science fiction novel. As a professor at
Cambridge University in England, Hawking has never stopped trying to
solve the mystery of black holes—and of the entire universe.
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” i 2 ° 1. Scientist in the Making
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anuary 8, 1942, was special for two important reasons. It marked the
three-hundredth anniversary of the death of Galileo, who is often con-
sidered the world’s first true scientist. By an interesting coincidence, it is
also Stephen Hawking’s birth date. He is quick to point out, however, that
“two hundred thousand other babies were also born that day” and that he

- doesn’t “know whether any of them were later interested in astronomy!'.”

Great Britain was then in the middle of World War II (1939-1945).
German air raids were a frightening and constant fact of life. Frank and
Isobel Hawking wanted their son to be born someplace safe. Although
they lived in London, the capital of Britain, Isobel went to Cambridge as
the time of the birth drew near. There, the anxious parents could be sure
that no bombs would endanger!? their new baby. A special agreement
between the warring countries guaranteed the safety of certain cities on
both sides, and Cambridge was one of them.

Stephen was only two weeks old when his mother returned with
him to London. Bombs still fell nightly, but the family decided to stick
together and take their chances. One day, when Stephen was a toddler'®!,
Isobel returned home to discover that a German V-2—a huge rocket-
propelled“’ bomb—had exploded just several doors away from the Hawk-
ing residence. By that time, Stephen had a baby sister named Mary.
Although both children had been out with their mother, Stephen’s father
had been home when the bomb hit. To Isobel’s relief, he was not injured,
and their house was only slightly damaged.

Early Days in London
The war had ended by the time four-year-old Stephen began
school. He attended Bryon House, a school
that stressed the natural approach to learning.
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Teachers expected their students to learn at their own pace!'l, without be-
ing forced to repeat things over and over. Stephen took his time, only
learning to read when he was eight years old. But he was bright and had
a lively curiosity about all sorts of things.

Stephen’s father was often away while his children were growing
up. As a research doctor, he spent several months each year in Africa,
where he investigated tropical® diseases. Stephen, Mary, and Philippa,
who was born two years after the war, became used to his absences.
Despite his lengthy periods away, Frank Hawking had a strong influ-
ence on his son’s life. Stephen took it for granted that he would have a
career in science like his father. From his mother, he learned the impor-
tance of working for social justice and for peace. Nuclear weapons had
been used to end World War II. Isobel Hawking wanted to ensure that
such destructive forces were never used again.

Young Einstein?

When Stephen was eight years old, the Hawkings moved to Saint
Albans, a city about twenty miles (thirty-two kilometers) from London.
Although his parents weren’t wealthy, they managed to buy a large old
house. Stephen loved his new bedroom. It was an easy leap!! from his
window to the roof of the bicycle shed. He could come and go without
using the front door. But that wasn’t his only entry. According to his sister
Mary, Stephen figured out eleven ways to get in and out of the house.

For several years, Stephen went to the local school at Saint Albans.
His father hoped his son would eventually attend Westminster, one of
the best schools in England. Unfortunately, thirteen-year-old

Stephen was sick the day he was to take his scholarship test.
Since he missed the exam and his parents could not send
him to Westminster without financial aid,

_ . he had to stay at Saint Albans after all.



