M. E. SILVERMAN
John Mills’ Letter of a Radio Engineer to his Son on Electricity and Matter
a found poem
My Dear Son,
I hope you will one day be interested in radio-telephony
and will want me to explain it to you. Here
is the simplest explanation I can give
and still make it possible
for you to listen.
First, plenty of books tell you how and what to do,
but very few waste time. Experiment
for yourself. Be quite familiar with ideas,
with a radio set, copper wires, tinfoil, glass plates,
sheets of mica, metal, wood,
and all kinds of love,
the ability to work, the energy
that runs our batteries,
but what is the real reason
we can use wires, metals, audions, and crystals
in order to send and receive messages?
Simply put: all these things are made of little specks,
too tiny to see called electrons and protons.
How do they differ?
Like us, in size and in laziness,
and this inertia that, as you know,
is the resistance of a body
to changes in momentum,
how it is harder to start, harder to stop
or to change its direction and go
a different direction. Give it a name:
this is the positive-charged proton,
the basic component of all, even you and I,
where an electron always likes to be close to a proton.
All the stuff, or matter, this matter
of our world is made up of two
kinds of building blocks,

and all the blocks are like bricks
because when one builds a house
each must rest on another.
Further, between an electron
and any other electron or between
two protons or between an electron and a proton
there is distance,
enough space
so that lots of others could fit
if only they were willing
to get that close.
Sometimes they do get very close together.
I can tell you how if you will imagine
a group of protons and electrons playing together,
that there are ninety different games they can play
and if a number of atoms join,
form molecules and become a substance,
something big enough to see,
it could be the best possible little atomic group,
a grand picnic in which all are present,
grouped together, behaving,
a sort of game with other groups
playing as large as the moon and the earth,
and many of these actions which we call chemistry
are the result of change,
one molecule to another,
toward a radio you can see
filled with complicated atoms
and little wires carrying currents,
conducting electricity, broadcasting
a sound I hope we might build together.
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