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Let’s Begin with a Riddle
man and his son are travel-

ing by car. They are involved 
in a horrific accident, and 

the man is killed instantly. The son, 
though severely injured, survives. 
He is taken to a hospital and wheeled 
into surgery. The surgeon looks at 
him, turns pale, and says, “Oh my 
god, that’s my son!”

How do You Explain This?
I find that most people figure this 

one out, although it takes a minute 
before they recognize that the surgeon 
is the boy’s mother. It seems obvious in 
retrospect, and most people feel silly for 
not recognizing it immediately. 

I first heard this riddle in the 1960s 
from (yes, I know, you were waiting 
for this) a committed feminist. When 
I failed to answer it immediately, she 
accused me triumphantly of failing 
to consider that a woman could be a 
surgeon. That might have been valid 
in 1966, but not today, when half the 
physicians caring for my deteriorating 

body are women. Yet the riddle still 
“works.” Why? 

On to 1987. The space shuttle Chal-
lenger has exploded the previous year, 
all future shuttle flights 
have been postponed, 
and panic ensues as sat-
ellites that desperately 
need to be launched 
are sitting in storage. 
One option is leftover 
Mercury launch 
vehicles, originally 
produced for the 
first U.S. manned 
space program 
and stored since 
the 1950s. These 
are brought out of 
storage; parts that 
deteriorate over 
time are replaced (elastomer seals, for 
example); and electronic components are 
removed, reconditioned, and retested. 
At this point, a problem arises in a data 
transponder: diodes are failing in test. 
The transponder is critical to making 
a final course correction, so if it fails in 
launch, the satellite almost certainly will 
not go into the correct orbit. 

I’m working at the Aerospace Cor-
poration. My official title is “Resident 
Diode Geek,” so the problem lands in 
my lap. The diodes are ancient point-

contact ones in cartridge mounts. These 
were obsolete by the early 1960s, even 
predating my entry into the micro-
wave business. By now, they’re archae-
ological artifacts. I’m familiar with 

them, though. 
I’m told that the 

diodes have been 
replaced, and now 
the new ones are 
being blown, pre-
sumably by trans-
mitter leakage. I 
know that these 
puppies are pretty 
rugged, and it takes 
some considerable 
effort to damage 
them. I’m skepti-
cal, but everyone 
seems sure that 
the problem is RF 

overpower. I hook up a diode mount to 
a ten-watt traveling wave tube (TWT) 
amplifier, pump in RF, and the diode 
laughs at me. I swear it’s thinking, “That’s 
the best you got?” It’s hard to believe that 
electrical overstress is killing them. 

I travel to the east coast to visit the 
diode manufacturer. The responsible 
engineers have been making similar 
tests with similar results, and they’re 
equally mystified. At one point, one of 
the guys mentions another  puzzling 
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thing he’s experienced: he measured 
a diode’s I/V characteristic, left it 
in his desk drawer overnight, and 
rechecked it the next day. The I/V 
had changed. 

A Sherlock Holmes moment. I 
almost yell, “Watson, you’re a genius!” 
It isn’t electrical overstress; it’s mechan-
ical. The whisker contacts are slipping. 
We connect a diode to a curve tracer, tap 
it on the lab bench a couple times, and 
the I/V curve changes at each tap. Same 
story for every other new diode we 
test. We do the same with the original 
diodes, made in the 1950s. No change, 
no matter how hard we whack them. 
I’m sure we could put one of them into 
a slingshot and fire it against a stone 
wall without hurting it. 

In the 1950s, point-
contact diodes were 
the only game in town. 
Everyone knew how 
to make reliable point 
contacts. By 1987, how-
ever, they were a minor 
product line, used only 
as replacement devices 
for antiquated equipment. The skills 
for making those contacts were lost, 
and the failures we saw were the result. 
The obvious solution was to use the old 
diodes. That’s what was done and, I’m 
happy to say, the launch proceeded suc-
cessfully. But I was still disturbed: I’ve 
dealt with mechanical characteristics 
of whiskered diodes extensively. Why 
didn’t I consider this immediately as a 
possible cause of the problem?

The riddle about the surgeon works 
because it’s presented to the listener as a 
problem. By leading the listener to view 
it as such, he or she automatically dis-
misses simple explanations, usually 
without even realizing it. After all, if 
there weren’t a real puzzle here, why 
ask the question at all? Similarly, I dis-
missed the simple and seemingly obvi-
ous cause of the diode failures because 
the problem was presented to me as an 
electrical failure, one that was inher-
ently puzzling. Simple mechanical fail-
ure was implicitly ruled out. 

Viewing a problem as, of all things, 
a problem, is one of the most effective 
ways to make it hard to solve. We all 
do this. In western cultures, it’s prob-

ably related to centuries-old philosophy, 
a type of pervasive Calvinism, where 
people struggle continuously against 
almost insuperable obstacles. Many 
nonwestern cultures perceive a simi-
lar struggle against the self for enlight-
enment or other success. The struggle 
of man against his environment is the 
basis for much of the world’s literature; 
indeed, one of my favorite quotes is 

. . . the world has still
Much good, but much less good
 than ill,
And while the sun and moon
 endure
Luck’s a chance, but trouble’s 
sure... [1]

Life is difficult, success comes only from 
hard work and suf-
fering, you get what 
you pay for, and, as 
my kids used to say, 
“Life’s a drag, and 
then you die.” With 
this kind of conven-
tional wisdom, it’s 
hardly any wonder 
that we don’t expect 

to get off easy. 
Nevertheless, in s p i t e  o f  a l l 

n o b l e  pessimism, not all problems 
are really problems; some actually are 
simple. Occasionally we luck out. Fail-
ing to recognize this reality costs us a 
lot. A guy pulls his car’s engine to fix 
a bearing rattle, only to discover, once 
the engine is torn down, that it really 
was just an exhaust-pipe hanger. 
Someone pays thousands for a service 
call for his network analyzer, which 
actually had only a bad cable. My 
father always liked to tell the story of a 
man who went from doctor to doctor, 
trying to cure his incessant headaches. 
Then, one day, his tailor told him, “Ya 
know, you really shouldn’t wear your 
collars so tight. That’ll give you awful 
headaches!”

The trick is to approach problems 
with an open attitude, free of implicit 
assumptions about their nature. 
That’s easy to say, of course, and dif-
ficult to do. Seeing through a problem 
without assumptions,  however, is fun-
damental to creative thought. The trick 
is to listen to other people’s analysis of 
a problem and to whatever thoughts 

In spite of all 
noble pessimism, 
not all problems 
are really 
problems.
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or  observations they may have, but 
then set those off to the side, where 
you can get to them easily, stand 
back, and approach the problem as a 
whole, with a fresh viewpoint. Don’t 
dismiss other people’s  information, 
of course; after all, they might be 
right. But don’t buy into it immedi-
ately, either. Approaching problems 
this way, you frequently might find 
them simpler than they seem. 

Some time ago, my aging stereo 
receiver died. I didn’t have a sche-
matic for it, but decided I’d try to fix 
it anyway; after all, it might be some-
thing simple. I took the top off and 
immediately noticed a twisted pair of 

red and black wires going to the main 
circuit board. Hmm . . . power lines? 
Maybe it’s a simple power supply fail-
ure. I checked the voltage. No dc at the 
main board. I looked carefully at the 
power supply, and, sure enough, an 
electrolytic capacitor had leaked and 
shorted. I replaced it, along with the 
other power-supply capacitors, and 
in a few minutes I was back with my 
Shostakovich.

Not all problems are difficult. 
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conference (the MTT-S will help you). 
Or you can get involved at the Soci-
ety level. Browse the mtt.org Web site, 
and look for an area of the organization 
that interests you. Then contact one of 
the members of that 
committee and offer 
to help. Perhaps ask 
a friend or two to join 
you. You will find it 
rewarding. You will 
find MTT-S member-
ship invaluable.

I became active in the 
MTT-S almost 20 years 
ago when someone 
asked me to help. Before 
that I had been a mostly 
passive member. Since 
I became actively 
involved, the MTT-S 
has been the cornerstone of my profes-
sional life and an important part of my 
personal life. I’m thankful someone asked 
me to help. So now I’m asking you. If 
you’re still at a loss for how to become 
involved, contact me.

So now we’ll come full circle. The 
value of MTT-S membership is primar-
ily in intangibles. But these intangibles 
should have a real business value to you 
and for your career. By being a member 
of the MTT-S, you will learn and you 

will make connections. I can’t put a spe-
cific financial value on it, but there will 
be a financial and a professional bene-
fit. You will make contacts that will last 
throughout your professional life. You 

will get help devel-
oping ideas and you 
will find new opportu-
nities opening to you. 
And that is worth more 
than US$17!

I started out this col-
umn trying to encour-
age you to renew your 
membership. I hope 
I’ve convinced you to 
not only do that but to 
also get more involved. 
Getting more involved 
isn’t mandatory, though 
it will help you get the 

most of your membership. If you are 
in a particularly busy phase of your 
life or your career, promise yourself to 
get more involved later. But most of 
all renew. Then make sure your col-
leagues are members. The MTT-S is 
an outstanding organization that does 
outstanding things because it has out-
standing members.

Why join the MTT-S? It’s simple—to 
be a member.

I started out this 
column trying to 
encourage you 
to renew your 
membership. 
I hope I’ve 
convinced you to 
not only do that 
but to also get 
more involved.


