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By some university regulation I could be
admitted as a research student on my
New Zealand degree, so on his sugges-
tion I went for a research degree ‘in
astronomy. Eventually I noticed that
thete was an Isaac Newton Scholarshipin Astronomy going begging. Two of us
put in for it and both of us were given
one. The other chap is now Professor
W. M. H. Greaves, Astronomer Royalfor Scotland, and Professor of Astron-
omy at the University of Edinburgh. -Hemarried’ my wife’s sister.
Off to Philadelphia

"Well, after Cambridge it was time tothink of getting something to do. I was
appointed to a position in Swarthmore
College near Philadelphia to do astro-
nomical research. When I got there theyasked me to do some teaching too, whichI was willing to do at a little more sal-
ary. From there I went to Northwestern
University in Chicago. I was ranked asan Assistant-Professor of Mathematics
and Astronomy, but in a British coun-
try I would have been only a lecturer.All this time I was using two of the
largest telescopes in America. Then
again I was ready to come back to New
Zealand, but I heard of a vacancy onthe Nautical Almanac in England —
Deputy Superintendent, with the expec-tation of succeeding to the Superin-
tendent in 1930 if I proved satisfactory.I got the position. That was in 1925."
"Will you tell us what the Nautical
Almanac is? Everybody knows its name,but what does it do?"
"Well, the Nautical Almanac is the
Sailor’s Bible." :

We interrupted here. With all rever-
ence we pointed out that the compari-
son was not quite accurate. In respectto the material affairs of life a man
could dispense with the Bible. We tookit that a sailor could not do without the
Nautical Almanac.
"That’s quite right. The Nautical Al-
manac is indispensable to the sailor. It
predicts’ the position of the sun, moon,
planets and stars. There are two edi-tions-a big one of about 1000 pages,
and one of 200 odd pages. It’s under the
Admiralty, and in my time there there
was a staff of 12. The big edition is used
by all observatories, and astronomers of
any standing, and is carried by large
survey parties, Ft’s the smaller one that
is used by every ship."
"Is the Almanac used by other coun-
tries?"
"Yes, in this way: They supply uswith a certain’ amount. of information
and we do the rest. The greater part ofall Almanacs is our work, so we give a
world service," d

"Is the meridian of Greenwich still
universally used as a starting point?"
"Rather. I used to walk across it every
day going from my home at Blackheathto my office in the Royal Naval College,
Greenwich. I believe Hitler had some
idea of a meridian of his own, but it
didn’t come to anything."
Mechanised Mathematics
Dr. Comrie was Deputy-Superintend-
ent for five years, and Superintendent
from 1930 to 1936. He introduced a
number of improvements includin
revolutionary methods of mechanica
calculation. While he was still at Cam-
bridge he founded the British Astronom-ical Association Computing Section and

compiled the first handbook, and later
introduced computation as part of the
curriculum of the two American univer-
sities with which he was connected.
While he was at Greenwich, he found
a new use for one of the commercial
accounting machines which was taken
up not only by the Wautical Almanac
but by the British Association, the Na-
tional Physical Laboratory, and the Ord-
nance Board. As a result of his special
interest in this kind of work, and the
number of requests. for computations
that came to the WNautical Almanac
office, he decided in 1937 to set up for
himself and founded Scientific Comput-ing Service Ltd. At first this was a pri-
vate venture but was soon turned intoa limited company.
It is difficult to give laymen an idea
of the sort of work that is done in this
office, but Dr. Comrie furnished a few
examples. The Royal Horticultural So-
ciety decided to move the whole of its
very large set of glasshouses to another
place. They wanted to know the answers
to a number of questions before they
re-erected the building, such as what
pitch should they set the glass at. This
involved the position of the sun. Dr,
Comrie’s office worked out the calcula-
tions on their machines, of which there
are 40 of about 12 different kinds. But
the most dramatic experiences occurred
during the war. At 2 o’clock jon the daythat war was declared, the War Office
asked whether Dr. Comrie could work.
out tables for the three types of anti-
aircraft guns used in London. The Ord-
nance Board estimated ‘that it would
take one month to do each table. The
Comrie office supplied two tables in 12
days. This included not only the actual
working out of the tables on the ma-
chines, but printing, checking and bind-
ing. It’s only fair to the Ordnance Board
to say that they got the third table done
in three weeks. Later on, six weeks "be-
fore D Day the office was asked by the
Americans ‘for tables for the Norden
bomb-sight. These were supplied in five
weeks instead of the four months esti-
mated by Washington. Among the other
jobs done for the Government was map
projection for the forces invading Hol-
land and Belgium and Germany.
Girls Do the Work

We asked what sort of staff was em-
ployed to do these jobs.. Dr. Comrie
explained that he had a number of
highly-qualified assistants, but the actual
work oh the machines was done by girls,
who for admission had to have at least
the Higher School Certificate in Mathe-
matics. The girls are taught in the officein a series of lectures and practical
classes.
"Take the American request for
bomb-sight tables. I called the girls to-
gether and explained what was wanted,
and they did the job quite easily."
We quoted the old Cambridge toast:
"Here’s to the higher mathematics; may
they never be any use to anybody."
What did Dr. Comrie think of that?
"Well, I deal in applied mathematics.
There is a school of pure mathematics
in Cambridge which looks down upon
the use of calculating machines. They
say that if one cannot solve a differen-
tial _equation: analytically there arenumerical methods that low-down en-
gineers and physicists use; but they
would not sully their hands with them.
However, I think there’s something in
the toast. I agree that all academic pro-
gress in mathematics is good. For one
thing you never know when it will leadto something useful, like advances in
other scientific fields."
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