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page onto a television screen. He always liked history
and biography, but only in recent years did he have
the leisure to indulge this interest. In his last few
weeks he read biographies of JEFFERSON, TCHAIKOV-
sKkY, EINSTEIN, and the KENNEDYS and FITZGERALDs.
And he could discuss them in detail. He was dissat-
isfied with the EINSTEIN biography, and asked for a
book with less personal life and more relativity. At
first he found the machine difficult to use, so that
he could read only for short periods. A few weeks
ago he said that he still didn’t read very long at a
stretch. With that twinkle that always signaled some-
thing amusing, he said that, having mastered the
mechanics of the reading machine, he could no longer
use that as an excuse; he would simply have to admit,
he said, that his attention span wasn’t what it used to
be.

WRrIGHT’s intellectual life extended far beyond the
normal range in both directions. He was also a
precocious child. At age seven, before starting school,
he wrote a pamphlet entitled “The Wonders of
Nature”; it still exists. It included sections about
constellations, squashes, ants, dinosaurs, bees, mar-
mosets, and the story -of a wren that could not be
dissuaded from nesting in the family mailbox. His
report on the chicken gizzard is typical:

Have you ever examined the gizzard of a fowl? The
gizzard of a fowl is a deep red colar with blu at the top.
First on the outside is a very thick muscle. Under this is a
white and fleecy layer. Holding very tight to the other. 1
expect you know that chickens eat sand. The next two
layers are rough and rumply. These layers hold the sand.
They grind the food. One night when we had company we
had chicken-pie. Our Aunt Polly cut open the gizzard, and
in it we found a lot of grain, and some corn.

SEwaLL wrote the letter z backwards, so there is
some uncertainty as to whether “gizzard” was cor-
rectly spelled.

WRIGHT also knew arithmetic before starting
school, and astonished his first-grade teacher by
saying that he knew how to extract cube roots. The
teacher was so impressed that she had him demon-
strate this skill to the eighth-grade class. He could
barely reach the chalk board, he said, and the main
consequence of his demonstration was instant un-
popularity with the other students. He decided then
and there to volunteer as little as possible in school.

PHILIP WRIGHT, SEwALL’s father, was a polymath
and was on the faculty of tiny Lombard College in
Galesburg, Illinois. He taught mathematics, astron-
omy, surveying, economics, physical education, and
English composition. He loved poetry and music and
was disppointed that SEwaLL did not take to them.
He had a printing press on which he printed his
poems, as well as the College bulletins. SEwALL, and
his brothers, QuINCcy and THEODORE, printed the first
poems of CARL SANDBURG, who was a student in their

father’s composition class. PHiLip WRIGHT later
moved to Harvard and the Brookings Institution
where he published a number of books on economics.
One of them, The Tariff on Animal and Vegetable Oils,
included an appendix by SEwALL. QUINCY went on
to become a distinguished scholar in the field of
international law, while THEODORE was chief engineer
at Curtis-Wright, a Civil Aeronautics commissioner,
and acting president of Cornell University. He is said
to have turned down the presidency because he didn’t
like raising money.

SEwALL WRIGHT was born December 21, 1889, in
Melrose, Massachusetss, but grew up in Galesburg,
Illinois, where he attended Lombard College. He
took several courses from his father, including sur-
veying and mathematics through calculus. His inter-
est in genetics was kindled by WiLHELMINE KEY and
he learned about the subject by reading PUNNETT's
account of Mendelism in the Encyclopedia Brittanica.
Although biologists regard WRIGHT as a formidable
mathematician, he never took any advanced courses;
his math, beyond what he learned from his father,
was self-taught.

Between his third and fourth years of college, he
made use of his surveying and mathematical skills by
working with a crew surveying for a railroad line in
the Standing Rock Reservation in South Dakota. It
was an exciting time for him, in the Old West tradition
with cowboys, Indians, mule skinners and outlaws;
and he loved to tell about it. Late in the year he
developed a lung infection and had to stay in a
caboose. He was not too ill, however, to climb on the
roof to see Halley’s comet. Regrettably, his dimin-
ished eyesight prevented his seeing it for a second
time last year. While confined to the caboose, he read
Tart’s (1890) book on Quaternions. After his death
I found what must be the same book, with many of
the problems checked, these presumably being the
ones that he had worked. It appears that he got about
half way through the book. Curiously, J. B. S. HaL-
DANE also read TAIT under strikingly similar circum-
stances—while recovering from wounds in World
War I. As far as I know, neither of them made use
of this technique in his later work. One consequence
of WRIGHT's lung infection was that he was refused
life insurance by New England Mutual, something
he found increasingly amusing as his age advanced
far beyond the usual life expectancy.

Upon graduation from Lombard, he received a
fellowship at the University of Illinois. During this
year WiLLiaM CASTLE visited the campus and, after
an interview with WRIGHT, hired him on the spot as
an assistant. WRIGHT’s Ph.D. from Harvard came in
1915. His thesis was on coat colors in guinea pigs,
but he also worked out ways to measure inbreeding
during this time.

From 1915 to 1925 he was senior animal husband-






