
continue to affect  t h e i r  f u t u r e  c h o i c e s ,  o f t e n  i n  a  n e g a t i v e  w a y .    

B u t  t h e  p a s t  c a n  i n f l u e n c e  t h e  p r e s e n t  a n d  f u t u r e  f o r  b e t t e r  o r  w o r s e .   I  w o u l d  l i k e  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  

t h a t  p o i n t  w i t h  t w o  t r u e  s t o r i e s ,  b o t h  o f  w h i c h  ( e n t i r e l y  c o - incidentally) involve horses.  

T h e  f i r s t  s t o r y  u s e s  t h e  S p a c e  S h u t t l e  t o  s h o w  h o w  t h e  p a s t  c a n  c h a n g e  f u t u r e  c h o i c e s .   Y o u  w i l l  

b e  f a m i l i a r  w i t h  t h e  s h a p e  o f  t h e  s p a c e  s h u t t l e .   T h e  s h u t t l e  i t s e l f  s i t s  a t o p  t h r e e  h u g e  r o c k e t s  –  

the vast main tank and two thin little tubes on either side called Solid Rocket Boosters or SRBs.  B u t  t h e  s h a p e  o f  t h e  S R B s  i s  n o t  i d e a l .    

T h e i r  m a n u f a c t u r e r ,  a company called Thiokol, had originally designed them i n  a  d i f f e r e n t ,  more 

e f f i c i e n t  s h a p e .   H o w e v e r ,  t h e y  h a d  t o  b e  a l t e r e d  a n d  t h e  b o o s t e r s  m a d e  t h i n n e r  b e c a u s e  t h e  

d e s i g n  o f  t h e  s p a c e  r o c k e t  w a s  a f f e c t e d  b y  a n o t h e r  f a c t o r .  What a f f e c t e d  t h e  w i d t h  o f  t h e  s p a c e  

rocket?  T h e  w i d t h  o f  a  h o r s e ’ s rear end.  

Let me explain  –  i t ’ s  a n  o d d  j o u r n e y .  O v e r  t w o  a n d  a  h a l f   t h o u s a n d  y e a r s  a g o ,  t he Romans built 

t h e i r  chariots a n d  c a r t s  w i t h  a standard axle l e n g t h  of 4’8½’’  -  t h i s  w a s  b e c a u s e  t h e i r  c h a r iots 

w e r e  p u l l e d  b y  t w o  h o r s e s  a n d  t h a t  l e n g t h  would accommodate  t h e  w i d t h  o f  t w o  h o r s e s ’  

backsides.  W h y  d i d  t h e  R o m a n s  s t a n d a r d i s e  t h e  w i d t h  o f  c h a r i o t s ?   T h e y  h a d  t o  b e c a u s e  t h e  chariot’s w h e e l s  f o r m e d  r u t s  i n  t h e  m u d  o f  t h e  r o a d  w h i c h  s e t  s o l i d  i n  d r y  w e a t h e r .   I f  y o u r  

c h a r i o t  d i d n ’ t  f i t  t h e  r u t ,  i t  c o u l d  b e c o m e  f a t a l l y  d a m a g e d .   S o  t h e  4 ’  8 ½ ’ ’  axle w i d t h  s p r e a d  

t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  R o m a n  E mpire.  

E u r o p e a n  a xle makers kept this standard wid t h  f o r  t h e  n e x t  t w o  t h o u s a n d  y e a r s  –  i n t o  t h e  

railway age.  After all ,  t h e r e  i s  n o  i n c e n t i v e  t o  c h a n g e  w h e n  a n y  a l t e r a t i o n  w o u l d  d a m a g e  y o u r  

vehicle.  T h e  s t a n d a r d  wid t h  w a s  r e t a i n e d ,  e v e n  into railway age.  We  British were t h e  pioneers 

i n  r a i l w a y  t e c h n o l o g y ,  w e  w e r e  t h e  o n e s  t h a t  d ecided  t h e  g a u g e  o f  t h e  r a i l w a y  t r a c k s ,   

w h i c h  w e  f i x e d  a t  t h e  s a m e  s t a n d a r d  a x l e  w i d t h .   T h i s  w a s  c o p i e d  b y  t h e  A m e r i c a n s ,  w h e r e  i t  

i n f l u e n c e d  t h e  w i d t h  o f  t h e  n e w  r a i l w a y  t u n n e l s  b e i n g  b u i l t  a c r o s s  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .    

B a c k  t o  t h e  S p a c e  S h u t t l e .   S i n c e  S R B s  h a v e  t o  b e  f e r r i e d  t o  t h e  l a u n c h  s i t e  




