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  Making predictions, as we have discovered, is not easy, but neither is writing a book about making predictions and we are indebted to a number of people for their help and for

  their willingness to foresee this as a worthwhile and enjoyable project.




  In particular, thanks must go to Alan Samson, Martha Ashby, Rebecca Gray and all the team at Weidenfeld & Nicolson for believing in the idea, their encouragement and of course, their advice,

  thoughts and notes.




  Thanks also to our agents, Stephanie Thwaites at Curtis Brown and Ivan Mulcahy at Mulcahy Conway Associates for all their support and help.




  We’d also like to thank the internet in general, but specifically those sites that proved especially helpful www­.paleofuture.­com, http:­//­blog.­modernmechanix.­com/ and http://­davidszondy.­com/future/futurepast.htm.




  Similarly there were a number of books that we delved in to along the way, with the following being a positive boon:




  1994: The World of Tomorrow by Gerald Snyder.




  303 of the World’s Worst Predictions by Wayne R. Coffey.




  Where’s My Jetpack? by Daniel H. Wilson.




  I Wish I Hadn’t Said That by Christopher Cerf and Victor Navasky.




  Bad Predictions by Laura Lee.




  Finally, we’re especially grateful to all the people who were brave enough to stick their necks out and make predictions in the first place; we respect your courage and

  hope that you forgive our ever so genteel mickey-taking.
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  As a species, we humans are very wary of the future. It’s mysterious, opaque and has a terrible habit of hiding behind trees and leaping out at us. We want to know

  what is going to happen, how it’s going to happen, and whether or not Auntie Cecilia will be there when it happens, so that we can plan for it, be prepared and in certain

  cases, simply be able to say, ‘see, I told you so’. (Or at the very least, have an umbrella or packed lunch handy.)




  We make predictions in an effort to develop some threads of certainty about the days, weeks, months and years that lie ahead of us. If we can’t control the earth’s movements and the

  spinning of the planets we’ll make a damn good effort to control our environment and that inevitably entails making forecasts about it. In many cases, a prediction is a hoped-for

  future-truth, and as hope is the major force which keeps the human race ticking along, it’s no surprise that humans feel compelled to make endless predictions.




  A counter-balance to our love of making predictions, though, is the fact that humans love surprises. Actually, make that pleasant surprises; not many people enjoy getting mugged on the

  way home, or finding a half eaten cockroach in their lasagne.




  What we love about pleasant surprises is the fact that we don’t know what is going to happen, indeed we don’t want to know because then it wouldn’t be much of a surprise. How

  pissed off would you be if one of the many people whose predictions are featured in this book turned up on your birthday and predicted that, ‘in about ten minutes you will open your presents

  and discover you have been given a book token, three CDs, a new phone and a giant, stuffed lemur’. You wouldn’t be happy and not only because you were really hoping for a giant, stuffed

  tapir. (To be honest though, as you’ll discover, the chances are their predictions would be wrong.)




  However, the quest for future knowledge generally outweighs the anticipation of surprises, which has led to thousands of people telling (and making) fortunes by informing other people what they

  can expect to find round the next corner.




  Some predictors will use non-scientific methods such as astrology, religious texts or the deciphering of hidden messages on the back of cereal packets, while others will attempt to base their

  predictions on some sort of scientific reasoning, which usually means they use the fact that they are a scientist to say anything that comes into their head, even if it’s patently

  nonsense.




  Of course, some predictions come true and credit must be apportioned to these correct soothsayers (with the possible exception of astrologists, because if you make ten thousand predictions about

  the love lives of middle-aged Spanish Taureans, by the dint of probability, some of them will turn out to be true).




  Whatever the methodology, an awful lot of people get their predictions wrong. Hysterically, absurdly and insanely wrong, which, of course, is brilliant. It’s the futurology equivalent of

  You’ve Been Framed or, for the more literal minded, America’s Funniest Home Videos. These sorts of show thrive on things going wrong. Just think how much less amusing

  they’d be if the person trying to cross a stream on a rope didn’t fall in and made it successfully to the other side. Or if the couple dancing didn’t trip up and instead executed

  a very passable paso doble.




  Similarly this book also thrives on inaccuracy, incorrectness and inanity, those glorious moments when someone has made a bold pronouncement about the future that turns out to be so far from

  what actually happened it’d be rejected by even the most far-fetched science fiction writer. The only difference is, people featured within these pages – as opposed to those on

  You’ve Been Framed – didn’t get two hundred and fifty quid for their contributions.




  And the personnel who screwed up so badly are not just obscure bearded technicians who live without light in vast underground labs. Eminent figures such as Albert Einstein, Winston Churchill and

  Bill Gates are all amazingly clever and insightful thinkers and each made (and make) vast forecasts which came to pass. Yet they also came out with some startlingly crap predictions, for which

  they’ve been generously forgiven, probably because of all the good stuff they came out with. This goes to show that even a genius can have a negligible grasp on some aspects of what the

  future might bring.




  But they, along with all of the other erroneous forecasters contained within these crisp pages, have only themselves to blame. History is littered with advice about predicting the future, which,

  for the most part, can be summed up in three words, ‘don’t do it’.




  For example,




  Prediction is very difficult, especially if it’s about the future.




  The above is often attributed to Danish physicist Niels Bohr, though he says he heard it from Danish artist and writer Robert Storm Peterson, while others claim it to be

  the work of Mark Twain and a couple in Peru swear they heard it from a talking tree. Chances are it was some bloke at a bus stop who was getting soaked because the weather forecast had said it was

  going to be dry and sunny. Whatever the truth, the message is clear.




  Then there’s this from writer J.G. Ballard.




  If enough people predict something it won’t happen.




  This might seem to imply that if very few people predict something it will happen, but don’t be fooled, it won’t.




  Playwright Eugene Ionesco also gave some sage advice when he said,




  You can only predict things after they have happened.




  Yes indeed, and even then some people still get it wrong.




  In spite of this litany of predictive foul-ups, the world of futurology is advancing at phenomenal speed and the tools of forecasting are being constantly updated and finessed to within an inch

  of their lives. This creates the possibility that this tome will be the very last of its kind as in subsequent years every prediction could turn out to be true (this is an excellent reason for you

  to rush down to your nearest bookshop and buy several copies of this book). On the other hand, even the most skilled futurologists admit that mistakes are inevitable and point out that modern

  predictors still face ridicule or worse.




  This was borne out in early 2011 when it was reported that witches, soothsayers and fortune tellers in Romania would face the prospect of fines or even a prison sentence, if their predictions

  didn’t come true. (Odd that they didn’t see that one coming.)




  It’s harsh, but surely favourable to having their (incorrect) predictions printed in this book and seen by the many millions upon millions of people who, we have been reliably informed by

  a top literary futurologist, are going to buy it.




  If only that was the one prediction in the book that wasn’t hopeless.
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  Apart from the odd hermit or two, we’ve come a long way since a cave complete with rough sketches of a buffalo being attacked and a bush outside for toilet visits was

  considered to be a luxurious dwelling.




  In general though, having moved on from large holes within rock formations, the basic design for a home hasn’t really changed all that much over the years; they’re mainly

  rectangular-oid in shape (yes, it’s a made-up word) with defined internal spaces for cooking, cleaning, sleeping and relaxing. These internal spaces, or rooms as many would call them, also

  give a clue as to what tends to go on within most homes, which is cooking, cleaning, sleeping and relaxing.




  As for the future then it would generally be wise to assume that in terms of functionality and design, we’ve sort of hit upon a pretty good standard and, apart from a few modifications,

  there really is no need to mess with things. But the inner designer in us is always looking for ways to make our accommodation more comfortable, easier to use or simply flashier. We spend a hell of

  a lot of time at home so why shouldn’t it be the most hi-tech or luxurious pad imaginable?




  Our home is also the biggest status symbol we own or rent. If our future dwelling is all gleaming and shiny and performs remarkable tasks we’re pretty sure we’ll be basking in

  special status and will be able to note with satisfaction the envious glances of our friends and neighbours.




  Of course, as with every other area of life, optimism plays its part and predictors can be forgiven for their desire to second guess a far more advanced future for their house or apartment.




  And you can see how predictions take off on flights of fancy. As soon as one technology (say robots) is introduced, some folk get very over-excited and immediately decide that robots will take

  over the entire running of the home. Those people really need to take a chill pill, dispensed of course by an in house robo-doc.




  1. I, Robot, you, wrong




  If someone from the Fifties or Sixties was transported through time to the present day, one of the things they’d find most disappointing (if they’d been paying

  any attention to their contemporary prediction makers) would be the fact that people are still preparing their own food, cleaning their own homes and mowing their own lawns.




  ‘Where are all the robots?’ they might well ask. To which we might reply, ‘they’re mostly spray painting cars and running marathons in Japan’.




  It wouldn’t be the answer these mythical time travellers were expecting because back in their day they reckoned that by now robots would be doing most, if not all of the household chores,

  whereas in fact the reality of course is that it’s mainly Eastern Europeans or Filipinos.




  Incredibly though, many of the people who made a prediction of this sort were highly intelligent and very respected in their fields, such as founder of American television network NBC and head

  of the Radio Corporation of America, David Sarnoff. Here’s what he had to say on the matter back in 1956.




  Within five to seven years, we will have a lot of service robots cleaning buildings and toilets or helping out in hotel kitchens. Within ten years . . . everyone will have

  them.




  It’s almost as if he’s suggesting that robots must first serve some sort of apprenticeship in hotels before they move on to family homes, which is not such a

  bad idea as long as when they do move on to a home they’re reprogrammed not to expect tips or hover in the corridor with miniature bottles of shower gel. It might also be a good idea to

  ensure that after cleaning the toilet they’re programmed to wash their robot hands before helping out in the kitchen.




  Ten years later, in 1966, the fact that elbow grease and not robot oil was still what you needed most when scrubbing skid marks from the khazi didn’t deter others from making similar

  predictions. In an article entitled, ‘The Futurists: Looking Toward A.D. 2000’, Time magazine very kindly informed us that,




  Some futurists like to make predictions about homey details of living.




  Having established that there’s a certain sub-section of futurists for whom the home is a specialism the article goes on to tell us what these domesto-futurists are

  predicting.




  The kitchen, of course, will be automated. An A.D. 2000 housewife may well make out her menu for the week, put the necessary food into the proper storage spaces, and feed her

  program to a small computer. The experts at Stanford Research Institute visualize mechanical arms getting out the preselected food, cooking and serving it. Similarly programmed household robots

  would wash dishes, dispose of the garbage (onto a conveyer belt moving under the street), vacuum rugs, wash windows, cut the grass.




  It’s a fantastic image of some multi-armed creature, Dr Octopus from Spider-Man perhaps, maniacally waving its arms about in the kitchen desperately trying to

  get supper ready. No doubt more advanced versions could simultaneously be changing the baby’s nappy, feeding the dog, playing ‘scissors, paper, stone’ with the older children and

  punching the dish washing robot for getting in its way.




  Perhaps the arms could wear specially made sleeves depending on the occasion. A nice tuxedo sleeve and shirt cuff for a posh dinner party and a red, polka dotted clown’s sleeve with

  spinning bow tie cufflinks for a kids’ party.




  Then there’s this mysterious conveyor belt under the street. Presumably, it’s taking the garbage to some massive dump or incinerator somewhere, which could have particularly

  disastrous consequences if Rover was to find his way down there, to say nothing of the baby.




  Recycling could also pose a problem. Clearly this wasn’t something they thought about all that much in the Sixties, but having to separate things out these days would lead to a whole

  network of conveyor belts taking different types of garbage to different places. God help anyone who sent plastic waste down to the cardboard conveyor belt. For robots, such a heinous crime might

  even lead to the death penalty, by lethal furnace perhaps, though probably only in Texas.




  The intelligentsia just wouldn’t let the domesticated robot idea go though; the following year, 1967, Nobel prize winner Glenn Seaborg – he won it for Chemistry – got in on the

  act with a very similar prediction, although the robot he predicted had an extra feature that was sure to make it a winner with the ladies.




  At the time he was head of the US Atomic Energy Commission and, in a speech to the Women’s National Democratic Club he predicted that by 2000 a box-shaped, multi-armed robot would take on

  the many tasks of housewives including simultaneously sweeping, vacuuming, dusting, washing and, ‘picking up your husband’s clothing’.




  Now there’s a selling point.
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  Glenn was awarded his Nobel prize for ‘discoveries in the chemistry of the transuranium elements’, so what on earth gave him the right to lecture women on how

  technology might help with their household chores in the future is beyond most reasonable people.




  It’s odd though that two highly intelligent people and one very intelligent organisation (The Stanford Research Institute is right up there) should make these predictions. Perhaps they

  were in fact robots themselves, sent back in time by a future species of robots who have taken over the world, and told to plant the idea of domestic robots in the human consciousness, so that when

  these ’bots appear on a massive scale, we’ll be more accepting of them and thus help them in their rebellion against humankind and their eventual enslavement and domination of the

  entire human race.




  Nah, they were just human and deeply fallible.




  2. So how am I meant to do everything without robots then, come on, answer that?




  It’s a good question, but don’t get your knickers in a twist gentle ladies of the past, there were other robot-less predictions that foresaw a future where

  great advancements in technology would take at least some of the strain of being a good wife away from you. And yes, it is ladies that these advances were aimed at because none of these predictors

  predicted anything about rising female equality or the possibility that at some stage men would be required to do some housework too.




  In its seminal article in 1950, ‘Miracles You’ll See In The Next Fifty Years’, Popular Mechanics magazine created a fictional family, The Dobsons, with its matriarch

  Jane Dobson. Here’s how they envisaged she’d be doing the washing up in the year 2000.




  This Dobson house is not as highly mechanized as you may suppose, chiefly because of the progress made by the synthetic chemists. There are no dish washing machines, for example,

  because dishes are thrown away after they have been used once, or rather put into a sink where they are dissolved by superheated water. Two dozen soluble plastic plates cost a dollar. They dissolve

  at about 250 degrees Fahrenheit, so that boiling-hot soup and stews can be served in them without inviting a catastrophe.




  Are you serious? There’s superheated water at 250 degrees Fahrenheit (more than 120 degrees Celsius) sloshing around in the kitchen sink with children leaping about

  on chairs trying to get fresh water for their paints, and that’s not ‘inviting catastrophe’? Before any such system was introduced everyone would surely have to wear special

  scald-proof suits whenever they stepped into the kitchen not to mention heat-retardant shoes just in case any droplets (or gushes) of lava-like water spilt onto the floor.




  Aside from anything else though, is it really any better having soluble plates? You’d constantly have to buy new ones and you know you’ll run out on the night you’ve invited

  the boss round to dinner. (Does that happen any more or was it limited to the 1950s?)




  And where does it leave your best china dinner set? Would there be a soluble equivalent?




  It doesn’t wash, even in extremely hot water, but the next part of the prediction sees Jane unlocking the chains that keep her mainly in the kitchen, so that she can clean the rest of the

  house.




  When Jane Dobson cleans the house she simply turns the hose on everything. Why not? Furniture (upholstery included), rugs, draperies, unscratchable floors, all are made of

  synthetic fabric or waterproof plastic. After the water has run down a drain in the middle of the floor (later concealed by a rug of synthetic fiber) Jane turns on a blast of hot air and dries

  everything.




  Wouldn’t it be easier to have a disposable house and every time it gets dirty you just dissolve it in superheated water and get another one?




  Cleaning a whole housing estate would be fun though; the housewives could all club together and buy a super jet-powered police water cannon.




  To save water, instead of hosing, you could listen to the weather forecast, and when they said it was going to rain, you could open all the windows and slide the roof off, because no doubt by

  then all houses will come with detachable roofs as standard.




  And while you’re at it, why not drive the hover car into the living room and give that a wash as well?




  3. I’d like to change my mind. Actually, no I wouldn’t




  As for shopping, the housewife should be able to switch on to the local supermarket on the video phone, examine grapefruit and price them, all without stirring from her living

  room.




  The above also appeared in that Time magazine article of 1966, and on one level it was of course an excellent piece of predictive work. Housewives (and house

  husbands, and anyone in between) do switch onto the local supermarket via the internet to do the weekly shop at the press of a few computer keys and arrange delivery.




  What veers from actuality is the idea that the ‘housewife’ would be able to ‘examine grapefruit and price them’. Did the article mean that the housewife would contact

  someone in the supermarket who, with great patience and tutting under their breath, would hold up a series of individual grapefruits to the video phone so that the housewife could examine them and

  decide how much they were worth? If so, this might be a little time consuming, no? Perhaps it meant that on the video phone there would be some kind of zoom control that would allow the housewife

  to get a really close look at the grapefruits on offer? Or was it actually going one step further and suggesting that the video phone was connected to some sort of roving, grapefruit-selecting

  robotic arm that would traverse the aisles, controlled by the housewife, so determined in its pursuit of the perfect grapefruit that it would fight off any other of these contraptions homing in on

  the same piece of fruit? And what about the ability of the housewife to price the grapefruit herself? This has not come to pass because if it did the disagreements between shopper and store

  would mean that the grapefruit-pricing ombudsman would be on call 24/7.




  The article is not finished though and goes on to claim:




  But among the futurists, fortunately, are skeptics, and they are sure that remote shopping, while entirely feasible, will flop – because women like to get out of the house,

  like to handle the merchandise, like to be able to change their minds.




  This is akin to accurately predicting the advent of air travel, but then saying it will never happen because people prefer to walk everywhere.




  Futurists of the past have snatched defeat from the jaws of victory, bless them, because, well, essentially because of sexism. After cooking, cleaning, washing, ironing, hoovering and putting on

  their make-up, clearly it just felt too cruel to foresee a future where the only possible reason women had to leave the home was taken away from them.




  As for changing their minds, well, yes, everyone likes to change their minds, but not that much. This prediction makes out that it’s such an integral facet of women’s characters you

  wonder how they ever get out of the supermarket. Surely, if the futurists were right, the amount of choice would be far too overwhelming for those of the fairer sex and they’d be stuck in

  there forever locked in an eternal struggle as to which type of potato to get for supper, Maris Piper or Marfona?




  The other point to make is about these futurists who are sceptics. Aren’t these just people who, when presented with some ridiculous prediction about the future say, ‘that

  won’t happen’, which is basically all of us? Or is it only considered to be genuine scepticism if it’s a qualified futurist who says that something won’t happen?




  4. Frozen Food Aisle




  So the lady of the house is still going to be let out once in a while to do the shopping, but what of the food she’ll find when she gets to the supermarket?




  According to Good Housekeeping magazine of 1934, that bastion of all things womanly, there are going to be some changes in the future.




  There’s a chance you’ll buy your week’s supply of fresh milk . . . in a package of milk cubes . . . drop a cube in a glass of water and there’s milk –

  fresh whole milk.




  No, there’s watered down milk, or possibly milk-flavoured water, milk squash even. It doesn’t seem to make much sense because wouldn’t it be just as

  simple to buy regular, unfrozen milk? Why bother to go to all the trouble of milking the cow, freezing the milk, and then defrosting it before adding it to water so it can become sort of milk?




  Some people might enjoy the extension of the phrase, ‘one lump or two’, when making tea or coffee, but that’s not really a benefit which outweighs anything at all.




  The idea of freezing certain foods persisted however, even finding its way into the non-existent Jane Dobson’s non-existent future in that 1950 Popular Mechanics article.




  Cooking as an art is only a memory in the minds of old people. A few die-hards still broil a chicken or roast a leg of lamb, but the experts have developed ways of deep-freezing

  partially baked cuts of meat. Even soup and milk are delivered in the form of frozen bricks.




  We’ve gone from cubes to bricks in the space of 16 years, which suggests the dizzying possibility of a milk, or indeed soup, house. Okay, an igloo with lickable

  walls then, but with her mind-changing habits, the poor housewife would surely find herself in a terrible turmoil. ‘Oh I don’t know, I just can’t decide, should we do the bedroom

  in Minestrone or Oxtail?’




  Cooking is consigned to the dustbin of history, or old people’s minds as they so delicately put it. No doubt it’s imagined that the pensioners of the future would be banging on about

  something called boiling or frying when Jane serves up raw egg with her defrosted partially baked meatloaf, though they’d stop once they’d eaten it as they’d be too busy throwing

  up. Or dying.




  It’s utterly ridiculous. Apart from anything else, if cooking was no more, what would they show on television? Most of the schedule is made up of cooking shows, and it’s made stars

  out of the likes of Gordon Ramsay, Marco Pierre White and Antony Worrall Thompson.




  Dear oh dear, a future without any of them or their shows, how terrible would that be?




  5. Look out, the wife’s been on the mead again




  Despite predictions of technological advances and frozen food bricks, the future for women was generally considered to be one in which their roles stayed pretty much the

  same, to whit, they’d still be housewives whose sole aim in life was to keep a lovely home for their men, and, when really necessary, have sex with them.




  In 1968 though, all that changed.




  A couple of years earlier the American Academy of Arts and Sciences hired some of the day’s cleverest types for their Commission on the Year 2000, and when it came to looking at the future

  of the family and home-life there was really only one name in the hat, Margaret Mead.




  Maggie Mead, as no one dared call her, was the superstar anthropologist of the time, the Paul Farmer of her day, and when the commission was published she cemented that position with some

  fantastically newsworthy, if wildly inaccurate, predictions. Essentially she reckoned that what was termed the biological revolution i.e. contraception, artificial insemination and the like, would

  lead to smaller families, many of which would be childless. She said that child bearing and child rearing might well be restricted to a few specialised couples.




  So how exactly would that work then? Perhaps only the most fertile of people would be chosen for these specialised positions and then all housed together on a human stud farm to breed. (Though

  given the way things have turned out the chances are the couples would compete for the privilege on some reality television show, The Eggs Factor maybe.) Meanwhile, everyone else would be shagging

  away to their heart’s content with only the prospect of a small fine if a pregnancy occurred.




  Then again, there’s just the faintest of possibilities that some non-specialised couples might want to have kids themselves, which raises the spectre of women hiding pregnancies and

  communities of illegally born children. Surely she’s got all this from some science fiction novel she’s read? Haven’t they just got their Margaret Meads and Margaret Atwoods

  muddled up?




  Those possibilities don’t appear to have been considered by Margaret though. No. She thought her prediction would lead to something else entirely.




  The rest of the population would be free to function – for the first time in history – as individuals.




  So all those individuals who had individually done individual things in the past weren’t actually individuals? They were . . . groups of people hiding in one body?

  The two ends of a pantomime horse? Lord only knows, but this new state of affairs would apparently lead to a situation where the two person, man and woman relationship would no longer be the norm

  and people could live together in any combinations they liked.




  Actually, this has sort of come true, though in the main it seems that only satanic cult leaders have gone down that path, usually in a combination of one man and any number of women and, on the

  whole, fairly unsuccessfully.




  Having predicted this brave new world Maggie goes on to predict that in fact, this new way of being might prompt counter-revolutions which would see people return to the home and individual

  creativity subordinated because of society’s need for ‘docile parents, workers and citizens’.




  More docile anthropologists might be better, but it’s a shame really. Just as women of the future were breaking free from their shackles, they find themselves back where they were, only

  without those robots, hoseable curtains or frozen food bricks to help them.




  6. Home sweet home (of the future)




  With so much being predicted to be going on inside homes of the future, it was only right and proper that the actual homes themselves kept up with developments;

  after all, if you’ve equipped yourself with the very latest space age robotic technologies you’re not going to want to live in a run down crumbling terraced, two up, two down are you?

  No, any multi-functioned, pristine robot worth their salt is going to want to work in a fitting environment.




  In 1928 architect R.A. Duncan not only designed the house of the future, but had a full size exhibit built and put on display in London, something which kind of makes you think that if he could

  do that back then, why was he suggesting that people would have to wait 70 years to actually live in one.




  No matter. It was described in a very understated way as ‘a sunbeam house in a land of perpetual sunshine’ due to the fact that,




  ‘Vitaglass’, to admit the sun’s ultraviolet rays in fair weather, and artificial sunlight for cloudy days and night use, provided a permanent summer-day

  effect.




  No doubt that sounded fantastic at the time, but today it would have dermatologists wincing and builders facing law suits left, right and centre as skin-cancer-afflicted

  residents wonder why they were enticed to buy what is essentially a house-shaped sun bed.




  The domicile also came with a number of additional features including,




  Convertible metal and pneumatic furniture . . . movable walls . . . a garage for a combination airplane automobile with folding wings . . . rubber tile garden paths . . . and banks

  of ultraviolet floodlights . . .




  That final feature was clearly a last minute addition just in case the owners felt they weren’t getting enough of those ultraviolet rays in that land of perpetual

  sunshine inside their house.




  Despite all of the above the house was described as being, ‘severely plain’, which must be about as plain as something can be, but help was at hand.




  . . . its simplicity was relieved by futurist plants and trees, formed of angular boards, painted in something resembling war-time camouflage designs, and a system of movable

  wooden wind screens along the garden wall to shut off or admit the breezes to any degree desired.




  So there you have it. At long last the secret of how to turn something severely plain into something wildly interesting; bung in a few futuristic plants and trees and a

  couple of wind breaks.




  What’s more, should a war break out there’s the added bonus of being able to get into your fatigues and hide behind your camouflaged garden hedge. Come to think of it, a war did

  break out a few years later. What a shame all that space age shrubbery wasn’t available, it would have brought a whole new meaning to the word ambush.




  In 1950 an article was put out by the Associated Press entitled, ‘How Experts Think We’ll Live in 2000 A.D’. Rather than perpetual sunshine these boffins foresaw that,




  All homes will have temperatures maintained at constant comfortable levels the year-round for human efficiency. Heat will be tapped from the bowels of the earth and refrigeration

  will cool houses in the same process.




  Bravo to this team of authors because their self-heating/cooling house has become a reality, although not exactly in the way their article predicted. Let’s face it;

  the bowels of the earth – presumably the core of the planet – are estimated to be made up of molten iron bubbling away at around about 4,000 degrees Celsius. How did they envisage

  transporting this ore the 3,000 miles to the earth’s surface? And how did they reckon you’d be able to cool this ore to a reasonable temperature so that it could heat the house without

  frazzling everyone inside? Perhaps all of the spaceships that were meant to be whizzing round in AD 2000 were going to bring back industrial-sized bucket loads of ice from

  Neptune for this very purpose? If this was the case, cost could well be a slight issue.




  But they weren’t finished there. According to their article, the heat trapped from the earth’s bowels would need to travel even further than merely to the earth’s surface.




  Current trends are already sketching blueprints of what will be called modern in homes, apartments and office buildings at the end of this century. Signs point to vertical cities

  and flying suburbs – little airport communities 100 miles and more from skyscraper clusters rising in the midst of acres of parks and playgrounds.




  So having brought the molten iron to the surface, it then needs to make it up to the flying suburbs. Or perhaps they mean that these are suburbs from which people fly into

  the city. Or maybe both.




  If it is indeed the former though, there’s yet another problem to be faced.




  . . . window walls will slip down in slots to merge outdoors with indoors in favorable weather . . .




  That’s going to be some hazard in one of those flying suburban houses. Dad returns home from work in his jet pack thinking the living room walls have been opened

  because it’s a nice sunny day only to fly straight into a huge pane of glass and slide down it in the best of cartoon traditions.




  Jane Dobson’s house of the future, also envisaged from 1950, is very much on terra firma and it doesn’t even need to run a pipe down to the centre of the earth for its heating.




  This Dobson air-conditioned house is not a prefabricated structure, though all its parts are mass-produced. Metal, sheets of plastic and aerated clay are cut to size on the spot.

  In the center of this eight-room house is a unit that contains all the utilities; air-conditioning apparatus, plumbing, bathrooms, showers, electric range, electric outlets. Around this central

  unit the house has been pieced together. Some of it is poured plastic, the floors, for instance. By 2000, wood, brick and stone are ruled out because they are too expensive. It is a cheap house.

  With all its furnishings, Joe Dobson paid only $5000 for it. Though it is galeproof and weatherproof, it is built to last only about 25 years. Nobody in 2000 sees any sense in building a house that

  will last a century.




  No doubt after reading that stockbrokers the world over rushed to their phones shouting, ‘buy, buy, buy, wood, brick or stone, the price is going to go through the

  mass produced aerated clay roof’.




  Just to be clear then, you start with the unit that controls everything and, on the spot, cut to size all the floors, ceiling and walls that are then pieced together around it to make this eight

  roomed house.




  Wouldn’t it be easier to have standard sizes and build the house that way, which, in effect would be like making a giant Lego house (which has now been done by Mr James May and friends)?

  In fact, if you want to see the world that Jane Dobson was predicted to be living in, just go to Legoland, though if you happen to be travelling in time from the Fifties to do so, be warned, the

  price they said a house would cost today will only just get you a family day ticket, and that wouldn’t include popcorn or entrance to the life size Lego Jane Dobson exhibit.




  Other great selling points of this flat packed home are the fact that it is both galeproof and weatherproof – clearly gales aren’t included in the set of things that form the

  weather – and its 25-year life span. Presumably this is factored in such that 25 years to the day after it was erected, the house collapses. The owners would have been warned though as when

  they opened the packaging the components of the house came in, a recorded voice would have said, ‘this house will self-destruct in twenty five years’.




  Finally the magnificent coup de grace that no one will want a house that lasts a century. No one! Absolutely no one! Such certainty, such absolutism, such nonsense!




  From Legoland to Disneyland where, in 1957, they built the Monsanto House of the Future which was predicted to appear in 1986 and continued to eschew the virtues of bricks and mortar, proudly

  proclaiming:




  The floors on which you are walking, the gently sloping walls around you, and even the ceilings are made of plastics.




  Why the walls should be gently sloping is something of a mystery, but looking down from above, the house basically resembled a large white plus sign, perhaps a subliminal

  statement about what a marvellous addition to the landscape it was going to be.




  Of course, it was picked up by Popular Mechanics magazine – they weren’t going to miss out on this scoop – who described it by saying:




  Futuristic models sprout wings where you need them.




  Well, no, they’re not wings and they’re predominantly at right angles to each other, but as attention grabbing headlines go, it does the job.




  Excitedly, the magazine also stated that:




  The preliminary design has been completed at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. A scale model will go up some time this spring. A life size test house may be ready in a

  year.




  No doubt there were many who could barely contain themselves, especially as the magazine went on to further entice its readers by adding:




  What will happen after that is anybody’s guess.




  Well with the benefit of hindsight and historical fact we can take the guesswork out of the equation; the house was taken down and removed from Disneyland in 1967, it

  didn’t even spread its wings and fly away. At the end of the day it was all just a bit Mickey Mouse.




  

    [image: ]




    The Monsanto House of the Future 1957–67. R.I.P.


  




  Moving into the Sixties, the Chicago Tribune ran an article entitled, ‘An Expert Foresees Startling Changes in Housing in Year 2000’, in which the so called expert predicted

  that by the turn of the century many houses would be ‘demountable’.




  At first glance you might think by this the author means it’ll be possible to saddle houses up like horses, ride them around and then demount them, which actually is not too far from the

  truth, apart from the part about saddling them up and riding them around.




  Here’s what he actually meant.




  Our homes will move with us when we change locations, just as our furniture does today. The house will be assembled of interlocking room units, each with its own thermo-electric

  heating, cooling, and lighting system built into the walls.




  It’s great. No need to book a hotel when you go on holiday, just pack up the house and take it with you; might be difficult getting it into a suitcase though.




  Mind you, among this merciless mocking, we should mention modern ventures like the Pod House – a structure that is literally delivered to a site and is ready to go as a dwelling. While you

  don’t do the ‘packing up and delivery’ it does kind of bear a passing resemblance to our expert’s vision, so you can’t say we’re not being balanced (well, you

  can say it, but we can’t hear you, so there’s no point, is there?).




  The legendary Century 21 Exposition took place in Seattle in 1962, a world fair that promised a future of delightful innovation, nowhere more so than in its programme, which was clearly written

  by someone on acid.




  In a shimmer of golden light, you enter the World of Century 21. It is a rainbow-hued world of cubed facades . . . optimistic, yet realistically aware of present-day threats.




  Make that two, possibly three tabs of acid and a magic mushroom chaser.




  Then comes a burst of yellow-golden summer sunlight and a home unlike any other you have seen appears. You notice the indoor swimming pool and garden, the private heliport, the way

  your home of tomorrow rotates to take advantage of the sun. You marvel at the slip-proof bathroom, wall to wall television and flick-of-the switch windows.




  Something’s not quite right here. You only notice the indoor pool and garden, the heliport and the rotating home, yet when it comes to the slip-proof

  bathroom, you’re bloody marvelling. It’s as if being able to take a bath without fear of tripping over and banging your head was seen as the height of technological advance in

  the early Sixties.




  As for that rotation, with the sun disappearing in and out of the clouds in Britain, your poor home would be spinning like a top in no time. Meal times would be a nightmare and that slip-proof

  bathroom had better be as marvellous as it’s made out to be; if it’s not up to par, a sudden shift in the direction of the sunlight and you’ll go flying headlong out of the shower

  before you can say, ‘I haven’t washed my armpits yet.’




  But something is missing from this incredible house of the future. What could it possibly be? To the Expo programme again prediction hunters!




  ‘Does it have a radar controlled supersonic, neutronic fission freezer?’ says a woman’s voice. Ye Gods, these folk from the past don’t expect much do they? Well,

  does it have a radar controlled supersonic neutronic (whatever that might be) fission freezer?




  ‘I’m not wise enough to predict all the inventions of tomorrow,’ comes the answer. And there it is, the understatement of this and every other time period. If only

  they’d replaced the word ‘all’ with the words ‘any of’ it would have made perfect sense.
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