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organisation of scientific research for industrial 
purposes would have been better placed under the 
regis of the Royal Society than under the State. 
Yet he was as regular and active a member of the 
Council at its long and anxious deliberations as any 
of that brilliant group of seven distinguished men 
of science who formed the first Advisory Council. 
As he came to realise that the formulation of policy 
lay in fact, as it was intended to lie, with the 
Council rather than with the Minister or his 
officials, I think his old doubts disappeared, though 
he was always a little inclined to be suspicious of 
the ' machine ', which, as the range of the Coun
cil's activities grew-and it grew very rapidly
necessarily entailed a great increase in adminis
trative business and a corresponding enlargement 
of the Department. This watchfulness was all to 
the good of the cause, for the bureaucratic spirit 
will always be destructive of the aims and ideals 
of any organisation for the promotion of research, 
and more particularly industrial research, in which 
the utmost degree of co-operation between in
terested and independent bodies and the largest 
measure of decentralisation are essential to success. 

Parsons was essentially a shy man, and his inter
ventions in discussions at the Council were generally 
brief, and often by way of critical question rather 
than dogmatic statement. The longest speech I 
ever heard him make was a remarkable analysis of 
the conditions necessary for the successful applica
tion of new inventions or processes in industry, 
made before a departmental committee appointed 
by the Lord President to consider the problem of 
adequate rewards to scientific workers in govern
ment service for discoveries made by them in the 
course of their employment. He emphasised the 
comparative cheapness in time and money of small
scale laboratory research, and the high scientific 
ability, the costliness, and the patience needed for 
translating a new technique or process or device 
into industrial practice. He maintained that for 
this part of the work, where the risks were greatest, 
the greater reward was justly given. As a great 
industrialist himself, he would have liked to see, 
though he realised its inherent difficulty, direct 
assistance given to selected firms in working new 
ideas on a manufacturing scale. Failing that, he 
was a whole-hearted supporter of the policy of 
establishing co-operative research associations in 
the industries, for he hoped they would have a 
freedom in dealing with individual firms which 
was impossible to a department of State. 

In two directions this belief of Parsons was in
fluential. He was closely associated, as an original 
member of the Fuel Research Board established in 
1916, with the late Sir George Beilby's scheme for 
the station at East Greenwich, where research into 
fuel problems is conducted both on a laboratory and 
a full manufacturing scale ; and again, it was his 
active support which helped to secure for the British 
Scientific Instruments Research Association more 
generous and continuous assistance than was given 
to any other of these organisations. A letter from 
the Director of Scientific Research and Experiment 
at the Admiralty to the Times of Feb. 14, in which 
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he records the proved superiority of British optical 
glass and optical instruments, is evidence of the 
wisdom of this policy. Parsons was himself a 
prime contributor to this result, for after his retire
ment from the Advisory Council in 1920, he be
came not only chairman of the Scientific Instru
ments Research Association, but also successively 
the owner of the Derby optical glass works and the 
controlling influence in the famous firms of Sir 
Howard Grubb and Messrs. Ross and Co. 

Parsons entered the glass and instrument in
dustries with the same high courage which had 
created his great engineering firms, and certainly 
with no expectation of monetary reward. He knew 
the conditions too well for that ; but he remarked 
that he believed a good man of science ought to be 
able to make optical glass without a previous 
training in glass technique, and his family traditions 
gave him pride in a conquest which would benefit 
both science and his country. I have always 
thought that his interest in glass had its origin in 
the work of his father, and in the researches he 
himself undertook at Newcastle on the large re
flectors he manufactured there for search-lights. 

I remember, when Parsons took me over his 
works shortly a,fter the War, that he showed me the 
shop in which these great reflectors were made, and 
explained how he had solved the problem of 
annealing them to withstand the strains set up in 
use. It was impossible to walk with him through 
his great works without realising that the research 
spirit informed the whole undertaking, while simul
taneously the practical engineer was in control of 
every part. He was intimately acquainted with 
every machine in his shops, and again and again he 
would stop to explain how a weakness had been 
removed or better performance achieved by his 
personal intervention. Yet as we moved over to 
the small building in which he had for years ex
perimented in the artificial production of diamonds, 
one began to realise the range of his interests, and 
his willingness to expend large sums and all his 
ingenuity on problems of no immediate practical 
importance. 

Parsons was not, I should think, an altogether 
easy man to work with. No genius is. Like most 
shy men, he was a keen observer and sometimes a 
sharp critic of others. When he set himself to a 
task, he would work at it continuously, so he told 
me, for twenty-four or thirty-six hours or longer 
at a stretch. This intensity of application and 
speed must often have left his collaborators and 
assistants gasping behind him. Yet no man, I 
believe, did more than he to train his men in the 
method of his work. Had he been one half as 
careful of his own health as he was for that of his 
staff, this grave loss to industry, to science, and 
to Great Britain might have been postponed. 

H. FRANK HEATH. 

WE regret to announce the following deaths: 
Mr. H. 0. Beckit, reader in geography in the 

University of Oxford, on Feb. 19, aged fifty-six years. 
Mr. G. E. Birkett, director of the Manchester and 

District Radium Institute, on Feb. 5, aged thirty
seven years. 
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