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When cracks form, they repair like wounds.

M THIS ERA OF WORKS-TODAY,
breaks-tomorrow gadgetry, the
idea of a plastic that not only en-
dures but actually repairs itself
may sound far-fetched. But scien-
tists at the University of [llinois at
Urbana-Champaign have created
just that: a synthetic material that
automatically seals any tiny cracks
that develop within it.

The work will be particularly
valuable to the aerospace indus-
try, the researchers say, because
the material they were working

with, a reinforced plastic known
as a composite, is used in planes
and satellites. The new self-repair-
ing composite won't make large
cracks magically disappear, but
smaller ones—like the damage
done to a plane’s wing when it
hits a bird—would automatically
seal themselves, thus extending
the craft’s life.

The material relies on two sub-
stances: liquid dicyclopentadiene,
a common ingredient of plastics,
and a catalyst (the researchers’

ANTHROPOLOGY

Man of the year

FLAT-FACED MAN

A 3.5-million-year-old fossil suggests the human
Family tree is a lot more complicated than we knew.

AQUARTER-CENTURY AGOD, ANTHRO-
pologists found a skeleton in
Ethiopia that they named Lucy,
and since then she has held her
position as a key human ancestor.
But a newly discovered skull has

cast doubt on Lucy's pedigree,
throwing the study of human ori-
gins into confusion.

In March, researchers an-
nounced that while exploring
near Lake Turkana in Kenya, they
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