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An Invitation to Electrical Engineering

Electrical Engineering’ is having a profound impact on society, especially in
conjunction with related fields such as Computer Science and Mechanical
Engineering. The following is a story about how advanced technology is
changing the everyday lives of virtually everyone alive today.

My grandfather—who died in 1963—suddenly came back to life. (I guess
there is a smartphone app for that.) For an entire afternoon and evening, we
sat on the porch of the house where he had lived before his death.

First, he told me what it is like to spend several decades in heaven or hell (I
cannot remember which one). After detailing how he returned to life, he
asked me to tell him about myself. He listened with obvious interest as | re-
lated that | had moved to Germany shortly after graduating from high
school, and learned the language. Grandad had always been a curious per-
son, and wanted to know all the details.

1 Electrical Engineering is a proper noun, because this is the exact designation of a professional field. It is also the name for the corre-
sponding academic program at a university. For this reason, it is written with initial capital letters. This is also true for the subdisciplines
of Electrical Engineering, such as Power Engineering.
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Wanting to show him where | live in Munich, | took out my tablet PC and
switched it on. Grandad immediately remarked, “Oh, | see you have a writing
slate. We had those when | was in school, around one-hundred years ago.
My goodness, some things never change!”

| found it quite amusing for him to confuse this shiny, high-tech product with
an extremely low-tech slate. Hence, | agreed with him. Hesitantly, | said, “Oh
yes, this is my ... ‘writing slate’ ... Let me show you where | live in Munich.”

He made a funny face, and remarked, “Do you have some photographs stuck
on your slate?”

| realized | had now painted my way into a corner; | would have to bridge
sixty years of engineering progress in a few, simple sentences and explain
what a tablet PC is.

Grandad had always had heart problems, and | didn't want to provoke a
heart attack. Stammering, | said, “Actually, | have some photos in my ...
slate. It's called an iPad, by the way.”

“Let me see your slate.” He took it and nearly fell out of his chair. “My God,
what an odd slate! We never had such things where I went to school! What
did you call this thing?”

“I call it an iPad. Well, your're right, it's a fancy slate. It's a modern one.”

| decided to have some fun. Taking my “slate” back, | asked him, “Where did
you live as a young boy?”

“In Pensacola; here in Florida.”
“Where in Pensacola? What street?”
“Why? Why are you asking?”

“I'm just curious.”

He went inside the house, and looked through some papers: “Royce Street;
1204 Royce Street.”

| quickly called up Street View on my iPad. In a moment, the house at 1204
Royce Street was displayed. Silently, | turned my “slate” around to my grandad.
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“Holy smokes! You must be some kind of a magician!”
“Oh no, I just have this ‘slate’—this iPad.”

He then burst out laughing, which | thought was better than having a heart
attack. Feeling that he was enjoying this sudden introduction to high-tech
digital devices, | decided to continue the game.

Later that evening, after a glass of wine or two (over ice cubes), he asked me
about my professional activities. | remarked that | was writing a book on
Electrical Engineering. This seem to interest him; he was, after all, a writer
himself. He wished to see my manuscript.

At the time of our talk, the manuscript was a work in progress and | did not
have a printout. | started the word processor of the iPad and opened the
book file.

| immediately wished | had not done that. He was very puzzled and troubled
somehow.

He exclaimed, “First, you show me something which you call a slate which
contains pictures of where | was raised. And now, you have somehow
changed your slate into a thin typewriter. Either | have had too much wine,
or you are a wizard!”

Looking down on a page of my manuscript, | saw that the text was to in-
clude a discussion of the word default. My grandfather had always had a
huge vocabulary, so here was a great opportunity to pick his brain.

“Now, the dictionary defines default as follows ...” | commented. Before |
could continue, he interrupted me: “How in the world have you managed to
squeeze a dictionary into that tiny package?!”

It was too late to explain the wonders of digital electronics to him, after all
that wine. | figured the best strategy would be to distract him somehow. |
asked him: “Who was president just before you died?”

“Let me see ... John F. Kennedy. The young lad.”
Quickly, I found a video clip of Kennedy's inaugural address in YouTube, and

suggested, “Why don’t we have another glass of wine?” As he reached for
the bottle, Kennedy began his speech.



18 Burkhart: An Introduction to Electrical Engineering, for Translators and Interpreters

The result of the experiment was that he spilled several ounces of Chardon-
nay over my shirt and trousers.

“What is that?”, he asked excitedly.
“Let me see ... John F. Kennedy. The president.”

Holding the bottle in one hand and wiping me dry with the other, he stared
at the screen.

“What? This thing is a collection of old photographs, a typewriter, a diction-
ary, and now a record player—I| mean a television set—as well!”

While | sat, silently asking myself, “How am | going to explain ...?", my iPad
sounded a short tone. “Ping” indicates an e-mail message has arrived.

In the e-mail app, | found greetings from my wife; she was curious what |
was doing. Turning to my grandfather, | casually said, “I just got some mail.”

He looked out into the darkness and remarked—logically—"Mail is not deliv-
ered at night.”

| showed him the message. We decided to have a bit more wine, and chat-
ted well into the night.

Just before leaving, | asked him, “What surprizes you most about my ‘slate’?”

He shook his head and remarked, “I simply do not understand how you
managed to fit an entire dictionary into that tiny thing!”
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