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West Point’s Scientific 200: Celebration of the Bicentennial. Biographies of 200 of West Point’s Most Successful and Influential Mathematicians, Scientists, Engineers, and Technologists by Chris Arney (Lexington, SC: Palmetto Bookworks, ISBN 1-887301-15-1)

Crafting a quilt of history, General Chris Arney’s latest publication engages the imagination of those interested in learning more about 200 West Point graduates who have advanced mankind and made a difference in the scientific world.  Their unique lives are woven together with several common threads.  These scientists, engineers, technologists, and mathematicians had an impact on our world that spans two centuries.  All two hundred gave us a gift of knowledge and prosperity.  The entire group helped build America as a world leader in the pursuit of science.    The publication that pays tribute to their lives is entitled West Point’s Scientific 200: Celebration of the Bicentennial.      Not only is this work a celebration of 200 biographies, but it also offers the reader a chance to view the past from different historical lenses.  One can also find interesting historical connections between the service academies.   

For example, do you know which Air Force Academy Department Head was a West Point graduate?  His name was Monty Coffin (a 1950 USMA graduate) and he served as head of the Air Force Academy Mathematics Department from 1967 to 1971.  Earlier in his life, Coffin had combat duty in the Korean War and staff duty in Turkey.  He had a colorful collage of experiences in his Air Force career – a journey that took him from  the Lawrence Livermore Laboratory to the Air Force Missile Laboratory where he served as the Research Director.  His biography celebrates the diversity of contributions made by West Point’s Scientific 200.

The journey of William Fenn Hopkins (1825) offers another interesting example.  Hopkins served both as a West Point Professor from 1825 to 1835 and as a US Naval Academy Professor from 1850 to 1859.  Somewhere in between, he found ways to make academic contributions at the Norfolk Academy in Virginia, the Western Military Academy in Kentucky, and William and Mary College also in Virginia.   The reader would not expect one person to have such a broad range of influence between the Army, Navy, and civilian worlds.  But as the reader uncovers more within the pages of West Point’s Scientific 200, one discovers that this pattern is not unique.  

Choosing these 200 graduates must have been a difficult task, for a large proportion of the graduates of the military academies have made substantial contributions to American science.  The Scientific 200 were chosen from the deceased graduates of West Point, less than 16,000 men – the first women graduates were in 1980 and none are included here. The earliest graduate included was the very first one, engineer Joseph G. Swift (1802), and the latest was Thomas Johnson of the class of 1965. Johnson joined the Air Force upon graduation, earned a Ph.D. in physics, and then joined the Department of English at USMA, where he taught poetry, physics, mathematics, mechanics and engineering – perhaps no one else taught as many subjects at USMA. During 1981-83 Johnson served as assistant to the President’s Science Advisor.  

Not surprisingly, since the author is a mathematician, four of the top ten are mathematicians. Sylvanus Thayer, the “father of the military academy” is ranked fourth, but his classification as “mathematician” is based on but two years of teaching mathematics at the Academy. Charles Davies – a name that all should know, but few do – is deservedly in the top ten.   He was the foremost writer of mathematics textbooks in the nineteenth century, writing 49 textbooks that appeared in almost 500 editions. 

Edward Courtenay (1815) is fifth on the list of 200, just behind Davies. He taught at the University of Pennsylvania and then at the University of Virginia, where he replaced J. J. Sylvester after he left because of an altercation with a student (the rumor that Sylvester killed the student with his sword cane is false). The fourth “mathematician” in the top ten is Ormsby Mitchel (1929) who is better known as an astronomer who charmed “thousands as he traveled around the country” giving lectures, but he did teach mathematics both at West Point and at the long defunct Cincinnati College. 

That all of these individuals graduated early in the history of the Academy reflects the fact that there was no other place in this country to obtain a scientific education. While none of these have the name recognition of a Sylvester, they were the best in the country and also illustrate how a mathematical community has to develop before a few can flourish. 

There are other surprises in the “mathematician” category. What did Omar Bradley (1915) and Dwight Eisenhower (1915) have to do with mathematics? Bradley taught mathematics at West Point for four years – because he was so good at it, he was extended for a fourth year to train the new instructors – and claimed that it was important in his development as an officer and problem solver. It is encouraging to hear him say this, for the claim has been made since the inception of the Academy that mathematics is a crucial skill for an officer to have. Claims like this are the primary reason why cadets should read this book.  They will be officers soon and need to understand that what they are learning now in mathematics will be of benefit to them later no matter how their life threads through the fabric of our society. 

Eisenhower is included, not because he taught mathematics, for he didn’t, but because he did “analytic and quantitative studies” for the Army. While we welcome these great individuals into the college of mathematicians, it would be good to have more documentation for these claims. An honorable mention to the Scientific 200 wanted to be a professor of mathematics, but Professor Albert Church (1828) turned him down. That was U. S. Grant (1828). His mathematical ability is attested by several of his cadet drawings in descriptive geometry that survive in the USMA Archives. It would be nice to have included Grant in the long chalky line of USMA mathematics teachers, but it is more fun to say ‘It is easier to become President of the United States than to teach mathematics at West Point.’

While the bulk of this volume is devoted to the Scientific 200, there is a fifty-page section at the end that deals with the connections between various scientific organizations and West Point. Since the Corps of Topographical Engineers, the Ordinance Corps and the U. S. Coast Survey are all heavy users of mathematics, it is not surprising that many West Pointers have been involved with these organizations. One expects a section on the Army Corps of Engineers since West Point was founded to educate engineers. Among the engineers is ‘Whistler’s Father,’ George Whistler (1819), who built railroads in this country and in Russia. Also included is George Goethals (1880) who supervised the building of the Panama Canal. Leslie Groves (1918) oversaw construction of the Pentagon, which remarkably took only took sixteen months to build, and used his considerable organizational and interpersonal skills while heading up the Manhattan Project, so he is deservedly in the top ten of the Scientific 200 along with Goethals. 

As West Point celebrates 200 years of existence, it is fitting that this publication celebrates the contributions of 200 of its most successful and influential scientists, mathematicians, and engineers.  Perhaps the strongest cord that unites these 200 individuals is the long gray line, but the most interesting aspect of West Point’s Scientific 200 is the hidden threads and connections that lie waiting for you to discover.

