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SOME PERSONAL MEMORIES OF R. A. FISHER

P. C. MAHALANOBIS

Indian Statisticce Instituts, Calcutta~35, India.

My mind goes back to 1933 when we were busy sending articles to
thie press for the first number of Sankiya. Ihad started working on the
multivariate distance several years earlier, and had examined a portion
of a large volume of individual measurements of various anthropometric
characters for a large number of castes and tribes in North India which
had been published in 1891 by H H. Risley. The measurements had
been taken by the same small group of observers; and were, therefore,
suitable for purposes of comparisons between castes and tribes. Karl
Pearson had, however, condemned the material much earlier because of
the discrepancies he had found in the average values given by Risley.
After detailed scrutiny, I reached the conclusion that most of the
discrepancies in individual measuremants and indices could be traced
to easily recognisable copying or printing mistakes, use of wrong figures
taken from adjoining rows or columns, mistakes in entering index tables,
or obvious arithmetical slips like a displacement of a decimal point in
calculations. Out-of 142 discrepancies in individual values, 133 could
be corrected and corroborated with practical certainty by crosschecks
with appropriate index numbers; in right cases, the corrections were
plausible although they could not be confirmed, while only one single
measurement was really dou’tful nd had to be rejected out of a total
of 12,197 individual measucements und a total of 8,600 indices given
by Risley.

I thought it would be useful to publish the revised values of Risley’s
data together with the detailed evicence in support of the corrections
made by me. My young colleagues, who were only three or four in
number at that time, were stronzly opposed to the publication of this
paper. The scrutiny and reconciliation of discrepancies which I had
carried out, they felt, could not be considered to be scientific work at
all; they were eager to prevent the ‘P’rofessor’ from exposing himself to
vidicule in advanced countries by -ublishing this paper. However,

368



MIEEMORIES OIF R. A. FISHER 369

thanks to a streak of contrariness and obstinacy, I printed this article
(1933] in the first issue of the Journal.

It can be ecasily imagined with what joy and encouragement I read
the following lines in a letter dated 14 August 1933 from Ronald Aylmer

Fisher:—

You are most heartily to be congratulated on the new Journal,
and very especially on your own contributions. The work on Risley’s
data will be most valuable. I shall hope to hear and read more of
your contributions as time goes on. It is a splendid start.

It was characteristic of the most eminent statistician of the present age
to have selected the paper on Risley’s data for special mention.

Fisher himself had said somewhere that the first responsibility of a
statistician is to cross-examine his data. I remember the vivid descrip-
tion he gave me, during his first visit to the Indian Statistical Institute
in 1937, about his investigation in the monastery in Austria where
Gregor Mendel had carried out his experiments on the inheritance of
characters in sweet peas. Mendel had announced in his last scientific
publication that he would publish in another paper his results on three
factor segregation, but did not do so. [Iisher had an almost irresistible
urge to find out why Mendel ceased publication. Searching through
old records, Fisher traced the original observations which Mendel had
intended to use for his unpublished paper, and found that there was
perfect agreement between observed and expected results. Fisher
surmised that such agreement had raised a suspicion in Mendel’s mind
that his assistant, who had been helping him in these experiments, had
deliberately changed the records to make them agree with expectations;
Mendel had refrained from publishing the results as he could not
guarantee their accuracy (Fisher [1936]).

My mind also goes back to the day when I had the good fortune to .
establish contact with R. A. Fisher. In 1923 I was working as Meteorolo-
gist in Calcutta in addition to teaching physics in the Calcutta Uni-
versity. Fisher was engaged in his researches on the design of experi-
ments at Rothamsted Experimental Station, Harpenden. I had no
connexion with agricultural research. By sheer chance, my attention
was drawn to the question of ‘errors’ in some agricultural field experi-
ments, in the form of a series of parallel plots sown with different varie-
ties of rice, repeated in the same order in several blocks. I tried to
eliminate, by crude graduation, differences in soil fertility, and published
a paper [1925] in an agricultural journal. Fisher saw this paper and
immediately sent me reprints of his early papers on the design of experi-
ments and also the paper on the distribution of the ratio of two variances.
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While struggling with the analysis of variety trials on paddy, I had
begun to appreciate the need of racical improvements in agricultural
field experiments. When I read Fisher’s papers on this subject, I
realized that he had not only soived the problem at a theoretical level
but had also supplied the basic tables (for the z-distribution) to facilitate
the use of his methods almost in a routine manner. I could also appre-
ciate how great was his achievement. I believe I can claim to be the
first convert to the Fisherian view of statistics; I have also tried to extend
his ideas to the design of sample surveys. For me, the discovery of
Fisher, nearly forty years ago, was an important factor in deepening
niy interest in statistics which was further strengthened by the impres-
sions of the memorable day I spent with him at Rothamsted Agri-
cultural Station in 1926 when I met him for the first time.

I also recall that it was at Fisher’s suggestion (as I came to know
much later) that the newly established Imperial (now Indian) Council
of Agricultural Research offered me in 1928 an annual grant of Rs. 2,500
(about £200, a princely sum for us in those days) to have a research
assistant to take up some work in statistics. This grant led the way to
the future development of the integrated programme of theoretical
research, training, and applied projects which has been a characteristic
feature of the Indian Statistical Institute.

Fisher came to our Institute on eight occasions. He always stayed
in our house in the Institute in Calcutta. This gave me and my young
colleagues the opportunity to profit by his stimulating discussions and
suggestions. The special needs of an underdeveloped country like
India, had made it continually necessary for us to increase the scope of
application of statistical methods in widely differing subject fields in
natural and social sciences, techpology and economic planning. In such
developments we received powerful support from R. A. Fisher, who quite
early had a clear view of statistics as the new technology of the modern
age (Mahalanobis [1961); Fisher [1962]). He also first formulated,
in a precise way, the concept of the Indian Statistical Institute as a
higher technological institution having an analogous function in re-
spect of statistics, although or a much smaller scale, to that of the
higher technological institutions l:ke the Zurich Federal School of
Technology or the Massachusefts Institute of Technology, which had
been established a hundred years ago to provide an integrated pro-
gramme of research, training aad projects in the field of engineering
and technclogy. In all these weys Ronald Fisher had exercised more
influence than anyone else in the shaping of the policy and programme
of the Indian Statistical Institute of which Sankhya is the official organ.

R. A. Fisher had said somewhe:e that he had learnt his statistics
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through computation, I presume in the dual sense, that no theoretical
formulae are of any value unless these can be used in numerical terms
at a concrete level, and also that statisticians have to do the ‘dirty work’
of computation with their own hands. On the occasion of his first
visit to the Institute in December 1937, he requested me to give him
a hand calculating machine. For his seven subsequent visits, & desk
calculator always used to be placed in his room in advance; he used such
a calculator every day during his last stay in Calcutta up to the middle
of February 1962,

REFERENCES

Fisher, R. A. [1936]). Has Mendel's work been rediscovered? Annals of Science 1,
115-37.

Fisher, R. A. [1962]. Address at the First Convocation of the Indian Statistical
Institute, February 12, 1962.

Mahalanobis, P. C. [1925). Probable error of field experiments in agriculture. Agri.
Jour. Ind. 20, 96.

Mahalanobis, P. C. [1933]. A revision of Risley’s anthropometric data relating to
the tribes and castes of Bengal. Sankhya 1, 76-105.

Mahalanobis, P. C. [1961). Review in the Annual Report of the Indian Statistical
Institute (1960-61), 78-81.



	368
	369
	370
	371

