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L E TTERS TO TH E E DI T OR . 
[The Editor does not hold l1 im sel f res ponsi ble for 

opin ions expressed by his cur respondents. N either 
can he undertake to return, or to cur-respond with 
the w riters of, rejected m anusc ripts intended for 
this or any other part of N ATU RE • . No notice is 
take 11 of anonymous communicatio ns. J 

The Proposed Tropical University. 
THE proposal to create a t ropical university which 

has been put forward in the colum ns of NATURE and 
elsewhere is one which requires careful scrutiny and 
calls for a clear apprecia tion of the rea l issues 
involved. 

It seem s at least open to questi on whether the 
advocates of the schem e t·eally contempla te a new 
university, or whether they are not r a ther thinking 
of a colleg e or institute of university ra nk, the work 
of whi ch should be somewhat in tima tely a ssociated 
with the promotion of the m ateria l prosperity of the 
great agricultural interests that a re g rowing up in 
the tropics . Such a college, in a ddition to the 
tion of inducting men into the various branches of 
tropica l agriculture, should serve, i f properly staffed 
and orga nised , as a centre for the d issemination of 
current informa tion on ma tters per tai nin g to the in
dustr ia l needs of the community , in so fa r as a g ri
cultura l problems a rc concerned. For this purpose 
it is essentia l tha t fa cilities for fi eld a nd other experi
m ents should be fully provided, a nd if the site w ere 
suitablv chosen the colleg e would prove a n inva luable 
trainin-g ground , not oniy for the population resident 
w ithin i ts immediate geographical a rea , but for others 
a lso , and especially perhaps for Europeans, about to 
engage in a griculture in any pa •·t of the tropics. Vari
ous places have been suggested as possible sites, and 
there is much to be said in favour of the \Vest Indian 
proposal. E a sy access from E urope, as well as the 
variety of soil, ciimate, veg etabl e pmdu cts, &c., are 
all poin ts in its favour, whil st the fact tha t no British 
institution of the kind desired exi sts in tha t region 
is a defect which would t hus be repa ired . Further
m ore, the possibility of securing a considera ble range 
of adva ntages within a re la tively sma ll geographical 
area is of itself a distinct g a in , for it could be more 
economically worked than a simila r institute in a 
large continental area, where things are on a larger 
scale , quite apart from limitat ions imposed by a con
tinental climate, which cannot be ig nored. 

Accepting for the moment the desirability of found
ing a college of the kind indicated, the danger that 
lurks in the scheme would a lmost certa inly be found, 
in pra ctice, to consist in a desire to see immediate 
r esults which would be convertible in to a cash value 
by the planters. In order to ensure success, it is 
absolutely essential that a wise a nd fa r-si g hted policy 
should guide the destiny of the ins titute. Agricul
tura l problems, and especia lly tropica l problems, a re 
seldom simple, and whil e immedia te practi ca l objects 
need not , and should not , be los t s ig ht of, the college 
would fa il to justify its creation if it were to exist 
for these purposes alone. It mus t, while not neglect
ing- the practical training of students in tropical agri
culture, a lso include within itself, as a vita lly essential 
pa rt. a body of first-rate scientific investigators and 
teachers who will be able to seize upon problems and 
work th'em out. There must be no a ttempt to limit 
their \Vork to the economic ouest ions of the moment, 
for in cramping the spiri t o f inves tiga tion lies the 
,,.a,- of throttling materi a l progress. 

Such a staff would, of course. cost money, and 
often the return might seem to be s low in coming, 
but it is impossible to over-estimate its importance . 
Indeed, unless a proper sta ff ca n be provided, the 
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scheme is not worth pursuing , for the most tha t could 
then be hoped for would be a m ere technical ins titute 
- a sort of edition in parvo of current pla nting prac
t ice, ve neered over by a fa llacious appearance of 
scientific equipment. 

Now a n institute such as is here foreshadowed 
would grea tly g ain by connection insti
tutions in this country. Science ts g rowmg apace, 
and those branches of it which especially 
touch on agriculture. And, however able the staft, 
it could not hope to escape from the di sadvan tages 
inherent in a separation from the ma in clearing
houses of scientific thought . Some sort of associa
tion then with home institu tions, such a s the 

'of Cambridge and the Imperia l College 
of Science a nd T echnolog v, for exampl e, could not 
fa il to be of adva ntage to a ll concerned. An associa
tion of thi s· kind ought to be a real a nd not a merely 
nomina l one , for only in this sense could it serve any 
useful p U!·pose a nd provide for an in tercha nge of 
knowl edge a nd for the stimulat ion of idea_s. A_r
ra ngem ents mig ht perhaps be m a de fo r ena blmg smt
able students of the college to vis it thi s country and 
be r eceived for a time in the h ome inst ituti ons, and 
vice versa. 

S uch a college, conceived and m ai n ta ined on 
generous lines, would develop in to a va lua J;>l e asset 
to the Empire, a nd would exert a powerful mtluc!lce
in furth ering the interests a nd objects of troptca l 
agriculture w ithin it. . _ . . 

But the question of an m sula r tropt cal umverstty 
is a verv different one. There a re perhaps already 
m ore tha n enoug h universities, and it is difficult to 
see how it .would be possible to justi fy the foundatiOn 
of a nother in the manner tha t has been suggested. 
- qui te apart from the very considerable outlay that 
would be necessarilv involved. 

Mor eover, a of real university lear ning, and 
still less of culture, can sca rcely be created by the 
strok e of a n a dministrative pen, a nd it would, in a ny 
event be compelled .,_ to seek its justification in the 

of a population large enoug-h a nd _able 
in other respects to utili se the adva ntages the_ umver
sity ough t to be in a position to con fe:. And tt seems 
open to inquire whether a mere fract ton of the finan
cia l r esources which would be needed for the more 
a mbitious project might not a m ply su ffi ce_ t<;> enabl_e 
everyone of marked ability to en ter a n extstmg um
versity elsewhere, if he (or she) were ?th erwise unaJ:le 
to do so . There would be m a ny dtsadva ntages n:
separa ble from a small insular university, a nd it 1s 
scarcely necessary to dwell on them here. For the 
present it may suffice to r emark that . a second-rate 
university is not worth its upkeep, wh1l st a properly 
staffed a nd equipped one would dema nd very _con
s idera ble funds, and not only so , but other clatms, 
diffi cult to m eet , would also have to be satisfi ed. 

The further one re flects on the matter the weaker 
does the case for the es tablishment o f the university, 
and the stronger the claims for the founda tion of an 
agricul tura l college, appear. A_Imost a ll the 
m ents which can be urged aga m st the first propoSI
tion can be u sed in support of the la tter. But it may 
be that a fter a ll a substantial agreement a lready pre
vails am ong st the rna iority of those who a re advocat
in g the schem e , and· that an college of 
university ra nk is really what 1s des tred. 

J. B. F. 

The Mountains and their Roots. 
I N NATURE of F ebruary 27, p. 703, you honoured 

me w ith a review of my recent pa per on the ong m_ 
of the Himalava Mounta ins. During thirty years ot 
res idence in these mounta ins I have continua lly been 
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