
It was only very belatedly that I was made aware of the (clearly deliberate) ambiguity in Marek’s use of the adjective which appears in brackets after my name in the programme, namely the adjective “short”. I contemplated revenge: I considered speaking very slowly. But in the end my good nature prevailed, and I contented myself with a pair of high heels.   

I had hoped to use this occasion to talk about a scientific project I have been trying, so far fruitlessly, to persuade professor Lasota to work on with me. The resistance I have met with is discouraging; he has dismissed most of my suggestions as implausible and scientifically unsound. This is particularly irritating because the project was conceived partly for own benefit, which is why I thought fit, at the risk of disapproval, to mention it today, among colleagues who, gathering in his honour, must surely also take an interest in his welfare, especially as retirement looms. It is in this hope that I am persevering in the face of so much discouragement. 

The project might possibly be described as being in cosmology rather than astrophysics, and perhaps this is why Professor Lasota’s reaction has been so negative. But I thought that perhaps the encouragement (and possibly even the collaboration) of his colleagues – and of course some much-needed funding – might help him change his mind. We are greatly in need of funding, for reasons which will become apparent. As for the collaboration of colleagues, here I am fairly optimistic, since I suspect that a number of them may have been secretly working on the same problem.  

 
This is of course the problem of the disappearing socks. It used to be known as the mystery of the drier god, but of course in these enlightened times we no longer hold such primitive superstitions; we no longer attribute unexplained events to the intervention of deities, malevolent or otherwise. We want to know the scientific truth: where the socks really go, and also how it is that sometimes they re-materialize in odd places, though always – perhaps you have observed this yourselves – one by one, and only when you have already thrown away the odd one. In fact, throwing away the odd one seems to increase significantly the chances of the other one’s reappearing, though it has so far been impossible to calculate the exact degree of probability or to establish any causal relation between the two. Establishing this would be one of the initial aims of the project. A parallel study of the circumstances in which the same phenomenon occurs in the case of gloves might also prove fruitful and throw up some interesting comparative data. This is something we might all keep in mind. 


Now, Professor Lasota recently pointed out to me, with a degree of dismissive derision which frankly I thought quite uncalled for, that this problem has already been addressed by Stephen Hawking. (I mean the problem of socks; to my knowledge no one has ever undertaken a study of the similar problem with gloves.) Unfortunately I was unaware of this when I took up the project. However, I have discovered that Professor Hawking has not even touched on any of the above issues – surely crucial ones. Nor, to my knowledge, has anyone else ever done so. So I think there is certainly room, and indeed a pressing need, for a reappraisal and a new approach. Moreover, I have made the following highly significant observations:


If you take the cosmological constant, multiply it by one Abramowicz (a unit of force equivalent to the force necessary to break a leg in two places) and raise it to the power of two Milgroms (a Milgrom being a complicated unit of energy which everyone finds very hard to understand), you get one grey sock, size 43. You get the same answer if you calculate its rate of Balbus spin (this is quite impressive) and perform the Lasota function on the result (this consists in forgetting to divide by 7, then realizing that you weren’t supposed to divide by 7 in the first place, but in the meantime losing the corkscrew). 


An interesting variation is that if you multiply by a Regev (a unit of nervous energy), you still get one sock, but with sauerkraut. If you multiply by a Shaviv, however (a unit of energy equivalent to the force of a ton of bricks in free-fall), you get three socks, all of different shades of grey, and all saying, “I told you so!” If you then perform the Andrew King-Juhan Frank function, they will magically absorb all your red wine and start saying, “What idiot is responsible for this ridiculous crap?!” But you can apply the Kluzniak contraction, whereupon they may, if you are lucky, start muttering very quietly to themselves and in the end perhaps fall silent altogether.  


I might also mention that I hear from Professor Ambramowicz about a quantum washing machine (which spews out socks) in a launderette in Paris. I also hear that Einstein wore no socks. These two facts, taken together, may be of some significance. 


It will be clear (possibly even to cosmologists) that all this has wide-ranging implications. I have been been working on these, considering scenarios involving singularity and even dark matter, despite a resolutely unhelpful attitude on the part of Professor Lasota. I have even entertained the possibility that Newtonian physics, and indeed the first law of thermodynamics, do not apply in the case of socks. I am hoping that perhaps Professor Milgrom might be able to help work this out. It may be something to do with the spin of the drier. But we are desperately in need of funding because Professor Lasota is rapidly running out of socks, which makes working conditions extremely harsh, especially in winter. I am sure you all have considerable amounts of data to contribute to such a study, possibly also to a parallel study of gloves. Do they go to the same place as socks? If they do, do they ever go there at the same time? And can they reappear simultaneously, or only in succession? And is there a correlation between their respective disappearances and appearances? 

These questions open up a number of interesting avenues of research. I’m hoping that Professor Abramowicz in particular might be able to contribute some interesting observations here. So I would be grateful if you could all think about the problem, and help us see a way forward. In the meantime let us all wish Professor Lasota a very happy birthday and many matching pairs of socks. 

