“I AM WORKING ON IT”

John Fletcher, Lord Moulton (1844-1921), was a barrister, mathema-
tician, and parliamentarian who made himself useful in all sorts of
intersections of government and science, from the water boards to
munitions.

In his address to a 1914 conference commemorating the Tercente-
nary of Napier's logarithm tables, Lord Moulton related this caution-
ary tale.

From first to last it was a Table of Logarithms of sines that
[Napier] proposed to make, and he did not permit himself to

be turned aside from that purpose till it was accomplished. His
concepts evidently widened as he proceeded, and he must have
been sorely tempted to turn from his comparatively restricted task
to larger schemes. But he wisely resisted the temptation. He saw
that he must create an actual table and give it to the world, or
his task was imperformed. Would that other inventors had been
equally wise! One of the sad memories of my life is a visit to the
celebrated mathematician and inventor, Mr Babbage. He was far
advanced in age, but his mind was still as vigorous as ever. He
took me through his work-rooms. In the first room I saw parts
of the original Calculating Machine, which had been shown in
an incomplete state many years before and had even been put to
some use. I asked him about its present form.

“I have not finished it because in working at it I came on the
idea of my Analytical Machine, which would do all that it was
capable of doing and much more. Indeed, the idea was so much
simpler that it would have taken more work to complete the
Calculating Machine than to design and construct the other in its
entirety, so I turned my attention to the Analytical Machine.”

After a few minutes’ talk, we went into the next work-room,
where he showed and explained to me the working of the ele-
ments of the Analytical Machine. I asked if I could see it. “I
have never completed it,” he said, “because I hit upon an idea
of doing the same thing by a different and far more effective
method, and this rendered it useless to proceed on the old lines.”
Then we went into the third room. There lay scattered bits of
mechanism, but I saw no trace of any working machine. Very
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cautiously I approached the subject, and received the dreaded
answer, “It is not constructed yet, but I am working on it, and
it will take less time to construct it altogether than it would
have taken to complete the Analytical Machine from the stage in
which I left it.” I took leave of the old man with a heavy heart.



