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Reading Passage: 

Fake Flakes 

A sprinkling of labs around the world are trying to grow snow crystals. 

There is something about snowflakes that scientists cannot leave alone. Rene 
Descartes once wrote, “So perfectly formed in hexagons, and of which the six sides 
were so straight, and the six angles so equal, that it is impossible for men to make 
anything so exact.” But in this as in so many things, Descartes was wrong. For John 
Hallet of the Desert Research Institute in, appropriately, Nevada, is really rather good 
at making snowflakes. 

Dr Hallet is one of the small band of latter-day snowflake researchers. He makes his 
flakes in a chamber that mimics the swirling balance between wind and gravity in 
which natural snowflakes form. He then compares flakes grown in these controlled 
conditions with natural flakes, and is able to infer what was going on in the places 
where those natural flakes formed. 
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The details are surprisingly complicated. Experiments done in the 1930s by Ukichiro 
Nakaya, a Japanese scientist, showed that whether snow forms in the flat and flowery 
shapes that grace Christmas cards, or as hexagonal prisms that look like cross section 
through pencils, depends on temperature and water saturation. The six-petalled ice 
flowers grow in air warmer than -3°C and -10°C, prisms form. Between -10°C and -
22°C, it is ice flowers again, and below that, prisms once more. 

Dr Hallett is building on Nakaya’s work to look at how such things as humidity affect 
the progress. It may sound esoteric, but he hopes that understanding the conditions 
needed for particular warnings of air-pockets that pilots should avoid in order to 
prevent their planes icing up. 

© The Economist Newspaper Limited, London, December 23rd, 2006 - January 5th 
2007. 

 


