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SIMON NEWCOMB

washington D C oct 1 1897 1I
an evening this week with the

loaft eminent of the worlds astrino
wess prof simon newcomb is to the

of europe a far more interest
juxfox man than the president of the

states the leading foreign
4 universitiesna have conferred honorary

I1
i upon him the greatest of the

11 ids scscientific societies have pre
him with gold medals for his

ononol mical work and his books are
I1 in the chief universities of eng

J and germany there is today not
living who does not

katehis ecalculations upon neNewcombs
sa of the movements of the planets
thee moon and there is not a ship

t sails the seas that is not guided
IMha measurements of the solar

Is indeed difficult to give in com
words a conception of professor

combsmag work it might almost be
that he has weighed the planets

iteldheld his stop watch on the motions
moon and through his mathe

llal genius has given us a set of
laneous photographs of the

heavenly bodies as they speed
lrr courses through the regions of

think of the most difficult
abce calculation you have ever
eted imagine it to be a thousand
harder than it is then take tens

tens of thousands of such calca
18 worked over and over again
absolute accuracy is assured and

have a small part of the details of
work of prof newcomb think
at suppose you had to travel the
ft over to get the records of as

ats for hundreds of years back
irm the basis for such calculations
you bad to work them over your-
th see if they were correct and

v to and recalculate
accordingaccording to a new set of con-

i as to the heavenly bodies
you yourself had discovered and

have another part of the labor
man has done

tichinch of this woworkrk was performed
C the leisure he had while acting

list computer and superintendent of
nautical almanac which for years

yr

formed the chief guide to the ship
y of the world and the calculations
which require enormous labor he
in fact the hercules of mathe

astronomy
fr yewNewcombcombs6 astronomical suc

ssessaw have also extended beyond his
realizations and deductions based

the observations of others he
KW traveled from one end of the globe

Z to the other to get the best
F lewakV of ne stars now he I1iss in ththa

jam region of british areepamer
iss watchingat an eclipse of the sun nonow

fad him at gibraltar noting the
ns of the moon and now his tel
6 isin pointed toward the skies at
ikpe of good hovehope
tenorr newcomb lives here at

toin a three story red brick
aw P street just off of in
ig oueone of the most fashionable

parts of the city he has a fine library
on the first floor the walls of his work-
shop from floor to ceiling being filled
with books in his collection there are
many rare mathematical works
among others he showed me a euclid
which was printed ten years before
america was discovered the dia-
grams and initials are beautifully
made and the ink notwithstanding
its four hundred years is as black as
that of the newspaper in which this
letter will be printed

professor newcomb does the most of
his work in his library he works
with his family about him and many
0off his most difficult calculations have
been made while his wife and daugh-
ters were chatting together in the same
room he has you know now retired
from his labors for the government
but atsittyat sixty two he tois intellectually as
able as he has ever been and he tells
me that the work he has laid out be-
fore will keep him busy for ten years
to come just at present he tois com-
pleting his tables of the planets upon
which he has been busy for a number
of years

I1 found professor newcomb exceed-
ingly modest in fact had it not been
for the assistance I1 got from his wife
and his daughter mrs anita new
comb mcgee who were present during
our conversation I1 doubt whether he
would have said anything about him-
self or his work As it was he de-
precated

7

ted all allusion to himself was
anxious to give others credit and
would not acknowledge that he had
done anything wonderful nor that his
works had entitled him to the thanks
of the world the information I1 got
came in piecemeal in response to
many direct questions I1 have taken
the liberty of rearranging it as it is
given in the following interview

I1 first asked professor newcomb
whether his mathematical ability was
a matter of inheritinheritancealice he replied

1I dont know I1 have studied my
ancestors somewhat to see but have
failed to find any of them who during
the past two centuries have been col-
lege graduates one of my grand-
fathers was a stone cutter by trade
but he owned a copy of euclid and
tradition credits him with the posses-
sion of unusual learning my father
was a school teacheryou were born in nova scotia
were you not

yes repliedreplied professor newcomb
but myiny family came first to new

england along about 1660 and it was
just before the revolution that the
family moved to canada it was there
that I1 spent my boyhood and there I1
lived until I1 came to the united states
to seek my fortune

do you remember professor when
you first realized that you had more
than ordinary ability as a mathema-
ticianti

1I do not know that I1 can was the
reply 1I began to study arithmetic
when I1 was five years old and at six
I1 am told I1 was very fond of doing
sums at twelve I1 was studying al-
gebra and about that time I1 began to

teach I1 remember that I1 was thirteen
when I1 first took up euclid there
was a copy of it among my fathers
works it was I1 think the one whichbelonged to my grandfather I1 took itdown one day and got interested in itI1 there got my first idea of a mathe-
matical demonstration the book de-lighted me it opened a new world of
thought and I1 remember I1 explained itto my brother by demonstrating some
of the principal theorems drawing thediagrams with a pencil on the ends of
the logs of a pile of wood there was
not much chance for a boy in nova
scotia however the people were very
poor nearly every family made itsita
own clothes the men and boys
sawed lumber and cut wood and the
women and girls sheared the sheep
and wove the wool into homespun
cloth there were but few books andaaduntil I1 was twenty one I1 had never
seen a college professorwor 11 I1

you can hardly imagine how sim-ple the people are there broke inmrs newcomb with a laugh we
have visited nova scotia and found
that the reputation of port newcomb
has gone about among the people with
whom he used to live I1 rememberheatinghearing one woman say 17 hear mr
newcomb spends all his time loolenlookln
at the stars and that he really gets
paid money for it too

how did you happen to comcomo to the
united states professor said 1I1I came to seek my fortune waswaa
the reply 1I began as a country
school teacher on the eastern shore of
maryland the people there were
more advanced than those among
whom I1 had lived in canada but ilot
much I1 taught reading writing and
arithmetic for a year or so and then
through the kindness of joseph henry
I1 was appointed one of the computers
of the nautical almanac and thus
began the real work of my life I1

how did you become acquainted
with port henry I1 asked

it was through a mathematical cal-
culationculation it was I1 think some alge-
braic problem it was new and I1thought it might be worth publica-
tion I1 sent it to him and asked him
to tell me if he thought it worth pub-
lishing he submitted it to one of hisbis
friends who was a mathematician and
this man said that while it was
inal it was hardly of value torfor publi-
cation prof henry wrote me a kind
letter regarding it when I1 next went
to washington I1 called upon him and
later on he secured me the appoint-
ment the nautical almanac was
then published at cambridge and
while at work there I1 was able to at-
tend the lawrence scientific school
and for the first time had access to the
best books upon scientific subjects
later on I1 was appointed professor in
the navy the office of the almanac was
moved here and I1 was assigned to
duty in the naval observatory at
washington

during the talk I1 asked prof new-
comb to tell me something of his habits
of work

he replied 1I dont know that fI1


