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If in my March 1994 Editorial I was one year late to commemorate the origin of the
Metric System, perhaps I recalled in my September Editorial the birth of the Diesel
Engine two years early. The German engineer Rudolf 'Diesel (1858-1913) was
granted his basic patent for a self-ignition oil engine in 1892, and already two years
later, the 'Diesel Engine' was mentioned in the Oxford English Dictionary and also
in Webster'sCollegiate Dictionary of 1894. So perhaps the choice of my date to write
about the world-wide impact of his invention, was not too wrong.
Today, with his original patent expired long ago, there are countless millions of
Diesel Engines contributing to mankind's welfare and survival, ranging from driving a water pump in the desert to an emergency electricity generator in a hospital.
Their power output covers the range from a fraction of a horsepower in the engine
of a model aircraft, to tens of thousands for a giant ship propulsion Diesel engine.
The relatively little-refined petroleum fraction, the preferred chemical energy
source for Diesel engines, its fuel, has become the household word Diesel, untranslated in all languages.
One might therefore suppose that Rudolf Diesel would have received worldwide acclaim through memorials dedicated to him, especially in the third World,
which has benefited most. But not so! The polluting exhaust fumes from neglected
or badly adjusted engines in bus, truck and taxi, have prejudiced the name of Diesel, and the only anniversary commemoration I know, is a German DM 10 silver
coin, struck in a small edition in 1996.
Modern agriculture, where the Diesel engine has replaced the horse, would today
be unthinkable without it, be it for all tractors, harvesting machines and electricity
generators for additional services on land and field. For the exponential growth of
the world population, only the most efficient food production can improve our future outlook, grim enough as it is today.
Remote human activities, like the dozen research stations on the Antarctic, the
astronomical observatories on distant mountains, oil production platforms in the
North Sea, the isolated sheep stations in the Australian outback, or whenever satellite emergency communications become essential after a natural disaster, large
and small, Diesel-driven electricity generators have proved their vital necessity for
scientific research, for human welfare and survival.
The future of the Diesel engine will depend on the availability of its fuel, even if
this has to be produced by the hydrogenation of coal by the Lurgi Process. But there
is one place where no Diesel engine will ever help man-on the Moon.
Diesel provided an excellent example of the Scientific Temper.
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