
© 1932 Nature Publishing Group

158 NATURE [JANUARY 30, 1932 

aerial spirit ; he was by no means the first to show 
that gunpowder can burn without the assistance of 
air ; he was not the first to prove--if he made the 
experiment at all-that the calx of a metal was 
heavier than the metal; he was not the first to 
show that an animal placed in a closed vessel died 
more quickly if a lighted candle was also placed in 
the vessel. It was not Mayow who first suggested 
that animals exhaust the air of some constituent 
necessary to life which enters the blood in breath
ing; and he was not the first to infer that this 
part of the air was the nitro aerial spirit. And if he 
was not the first to show or suggest these things, 
why should he be credited with them? Moreover, 
he said nothing about combustion in 1669. The 
only statement which is partially correct is that 
Mayow attributed the increase of weight on calcina
tion of antimony-he did not extend the suggestion 
to other metals-to combination with igneo-aerial 
particles, but, as has been shown above, this was 
merely the adoption of a notion already published 
by Boyle ; and, in addition, since Mayow's idea of 

nitro-aerial spirit was very different indeed from 
our notion of oxygen, it could lead neither Mayow 
nor his contemporaries any way towards a com
prehension of combustion and respiration. There
fore it was ignored, and quite rightly so. Mayow's 
so-called ' discovery of oxygen ' was not forgotten ; 
it was never made." 

Prof. Patterson has done veoman service to a 
cause he has at heart, by this laborious 
investigation with such painstaking care. His judg
ments are severe ; but his argued conclusions are 
bound to impress his readers and help to reshape 
their conceptions of an important scientific epoch. 
The appearance of this critical study, long overdue, 
of Mayow's position among his contemporaries will 
therefore be welcomed by all students of historical 
chemistry. A serious study of original sources in 
this field is not free from drudgery; but we may 
hope that Prof. Patterson's provocative foray into 
the pre-phlogiston era will induce other chemical 
historians to burnish their weapons and take the field 
with (or possibly against) him. JoHN READ. 

Obituary. 
SIR ALFRED YARROW, BT., F.R.S. 

'

-xTE much regret to announce the death, which 
1 V occurred on Jan. 24, of Sir Alfred Fernandez 

Yarrow, the veteran marine engineer and ship
builder. The son of a clerk in the employ of a West 
India merchant in the City of London, Sir Alfred 
Yarrow was born on Jan. 13, 1842. Evincing from 
his earliest years great natural ability, Yarrow 
attended first a small private school, and then at 
the age of thirteen years entered University College 
School, where he had Joseph Chamberlain as a 
schoolfellow. At the age of fifteen and a half years 
he was apprenticed to Miller, Ravenhill, and SalKeld, 
an eminent firm of marine engineers on the Thames, 
which had been founded by Joseph Miller in 1822 
and had gained a high reputation as makers of 
machinery for mercantile vessels and for warships. 
One of the contracts completed by the firm during 
Yarrow's apprenticeship was the machinery for the 
cross-Channel steamer s.s. Leinster, one of four 
very notable craft running between Holyhead and 
Dublin, having a speed of eighteen knots. 

On the completion of his apprenticeship, Yarrow, 
having with his friend Hilditch invented a steam 
plough, became connected with a firm of engineers 
of Chelmsford, and while acting as their London 
agent he was able in the course of two or three 
years to save £1000. Then in 1866, with a partner 
named Hedley, he set up as a builder of steam 
boats in a small yard on the eastern side of the 
Isle of Dogs, elose to the Folly Inn, where it is said 
Charles II. used to pay clandestine visits to Nell 
Gwynne. 

The Thames at this time was the centre of a 
flourishing shipbuilding industry. Below Yarrow's 
premises were the yards of Wigram and Green, 
with a history dating back to the time of Elizabeth, 
and the famous Thames Iron Works, while above 
were the establishments of Samuda, Dudgeon and 
Westwood, and Baillie, the last of which was taken 
over by Yarrow in the 'nineties and thus became 
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the birthplace of some of our early torpedo boat 
destroyers. Though their first balance-sheets were 
not satisfactory, the tide of fortune soon turned 
in favour of Yarrow and his partner, and in the 
period 1868--75 they turned out no fewer than 
thirtv-five steam boats. In 1875, Yarrow became 
the s"Ole owner of the concern. 

Just as the demand for fast sea-going vessels 
during the American Civil War had been a boon to 
the shipbuilders of the 'sixties, so the coming of 
the torpedo gave Yarrow and his rival, Sir John 
Thornycroft, whose works were higher up the river 
at Chiswick, their great opportunity. Beginning 
in 1873, Yarrow devoted himself to the design of 
fast steam boats for carrying torpedoes, and at a 
review at Spithead in 1878 two of his boats, unin
vited, accompanied the Queen's yacht from Ports
mouth. Though nominally a breach of etiquette, 
the performance of the boats led the Queen to say 
they had interested her more than anything else at 
the review. Six days later the Prince of Wales, 
afterwards King Edward VII., took a trip in one of 
them, and it was also one of Yarrow's boats that 
the present King commanded in 1889. 

Though Yarrow's work was not confined to tor
pedo boats and torpedo boat destroyers, it was 
with these he achieved his greatest successes. The 
results of his work, like that of his eminent contem
poraries, Thornycroft and Augustin Normand, of 
Havre, are written in the history of our modern 
navies. Fast-running reciprocating steam engines, 
forced draught for boilers, the well-known Yarrow 
water-tube boiler, superheating, balancing, the use 
of high tensile steel, and other matters all engaged 
his attention, and many of his vessels, such as 
H.M.S. Hornet and the Russian destroyer Sokol, 
created remarkable records. The Sokol was the 
first vessel in the world to steam at a speed of thirty 
knots. In the fifty years, 1868-1918, Yarrow turned 
out an aggregate of 127,000 tons and a total of 
1,700,000 horse power, while his vessels placed end-
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to-end would stretch a distance of thirteen and a 
half miles. 

Economic factors having made shipbuilding on 
the Thames unremunerative, Yarrow in 1906 trans
ferred his works to Scotstoun on the Clyde, and it 
was there that the famous river gunboats for the 
Tigris campaign were launched. 

Of Yarrow's public work and his benefactions to 
the nation it is difficult to speak too highly. A 
member of the council of the Institution of Naval 
Architects from 1887, he contributed several papers 
to its Transactions and was always ready to place 
his valuable experience at the service of others. In 
1894 he founded the Yarrow Convalescent Home 
for Children at Broadstairs. Some years later, at 
a cost of £20,000, he presented the country with 
the experimental tank at the National Physical 
Laboratory at Teddington. He was elected a fellow 
of the Royal Society in 1922, and in 1923, to mark 
his sense of the value of research, he made a gift 
to the Society of a sum of £100,000. In a letter ac
companying the donation, Sir Alfred stressed " that 
the money be used to aid scientific workers by ade
quate payment and by the supply of apparatus or 
otherfacilities, rather than to erect costly buildings". 
Sir Charles Sherrington's presidential address to the 
Royal Society that year was devoted mainly to an 
account of the steps which had been taken to make 
the fullest use of this and other sums in hand for 
the benefit of research. It was decided. to institute 
research professorships, to be awarded to workers 
of proved ability for independent research, and 
mobile both as regards the university at which they 
can be held and also as to subject of research. 
Prof. A. Fowler, professor of astrophysics in the 
Imperial College of Science, and Mr. G. I. Taylor, 
fellow and lecturer in mathematics in Trinity Col
lege, Cambridge, were appointed to Yarrow research 
professorships forthwith, and Prof. 0. W.. Richard
son, professor of physics at King's College, London, 
in the following year. In 1926, Sir Alfred again 
placed scientific workers deeply in his debt by a 
gift of £10,000 to the British Association, to be 
used for general purposes, with the stipulation that 
it was to be expended, as to both capital and 
interest, within a period of twenty years. He 
believed that the present needs of the Association, 
in its work for science, should receive precedence 
over provision for the distant future. 

With the passing of Sir Alfred Yarrow, the world 
has lost a great leader of industry, a pioneer of 
marine engineering science, and a generous bene
factor of the cause of scientific study and research. 

DAME BERTHA NEWALL (nee PHILLPOTTs), D.B.E. 
WE regret to record the death of Bertha Surtees 

Newall, more widely known under her maiden 
name of Phillpotts, which took place at Cambridge 
on Jan. 21, at the age of fifty-four years. Miss 
Phillpotts was the daughter of James Surtees Phill
potts, for many years headmaster of Bedford 
Grammar School. She entered Girton as a student, 
and took first-class honours in the Medieval and 
Modern Languages Tripos in 1901. In addition to 
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the course laid down for her schools, she took up 
with enthusiasm the study of the Scandinavian 
languages under Mr. Eirikr Magnusson. Her 
College appointed her Pfeiffer student and College 
librarian, but she resigned in 1910 to study archreo
logy, acting as secretary to the late Baron A. von 
HugeL In 1913 she published her first book, 
"Kindred and Clan", and was appointed the first 
holder of the Lady Carlisle fellowship at Somerville 
College, Oxford. During the War she served as 
private secretary to the British Minister at Stock
holm, perfecting her knowledge of Scandinavian 
languages and visiting Iceland six times. In 1919 
she returned to take up an appointment at West
field College in the University of London. Here 
she published her second and best-known book, 
"The Elder Edda and the Ancient Scandinavian 
Drama ", of which the merit was immediately 
recognised. 

In 1922, Miss Phillpotts became Mistress of 
Girton College, doing much valuable administrative 
and organising work for the College, and sitting as 
the only woman member on the Statutory Com
mission for the University of Cambridge. The 
strain of the work and private anxieties led to her 
resignation, and once more she became a student 
resident in Cambridge. In 1926 a generous dona
tion of £10,000 from Sweden led to the institution 
of a School of Scandinavian Studies in the Univer
sity, for the organisation of which Miss Phillpotts 
was largely responsible, and of which she was 
appointed director. 

Miss Phillpotts had been made an O.B.E. in 
1919, and was promoted to D.B.E. in 1929. She 
was Litt.D. of the University of Dublin. In 1931 
she married Prof. H. F. Newall, professor of astro
physics in the University of Cambridge, 1909-1928. 

Miss Phillpotts' published work, scholarly and 
erudite as it is, scarcely affords a true index of her 
commanding position in the field of studies she had 
made her own. Her profound knowledge of the 
languages, ancient literature; and antiquities of 
Scandinavia was fully recognised in the north of 
Europe, where she was regarded as one of the very 
few outstanding authorities on these subjects. 

REFERRING to the death of Prof. E. S. King, on 
Sept. 10, which was announced in NATURE of Nov. 
21, Dr. Harlow Shapley, director of the Harvard 
College Observatory, writes : "Prof. King was 
astronomer for more than forty years at the Har
vard College Observatory. For many years .be had 
been in charge of the photographic work, and had 
been important therefore in building up the great 
collection of astrophotographic plates. His own 
researches were largely in various fields of photo
metry, and his standards of steJiar colour index 
have been internationally used for many years. 
In his researches on the colours of the brighter 
stars he directed attention to the probability that 
the solar system lies within a thin, nebulous en
velope, perhaps only a few hundred light years in 
diameter, and thus he was the pioneer among the 
investigators who find the absorption of light in 
space localised in the local system." 
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