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When | report to the Council each spring, | try to look at
the AMS from a different perspective—membership, pro-
grams, meetings, or publishing. This year, | will look at the
AMS from yet another perspective—its history. Because
the Society celebrates its 120th anniversary in 2008, | want
to look at the Society over time and contrast what we do
now with what we have done in the past. That’s a big job,
with only a small amount of time to accomplish it. This
will therefore be a condensed history, designed more to
highlight how we have changed rather than to provide a
comprehensive history. If you are interested in finding out
more, there are excellent resources online at

Volume I: A Semicentennial History of the American
Mathematical Society, 1888—1938
http://www.ams.org/online_bks/hmreprint/

Volume I: A History of the Second Fifty Years, Ameri-
can Mathematical Society, 1939 — 1988
http://www.ams.org/online_bks/hmpitcher/

AMS History of Mathematics, Volume 1: A Century of
Mathematics in America, Part |
http://www._ams.org/online_bks//hmathl/

Overview

The American Mathematical Society was founded by
graduate students. In the spring of 1887, while he was in
his second year as a graduate student at Columbia Uni-
versity, Thomas Fiske was told by one of his professors
to spend some time at Cambridge University in England.
He went later that year and immersed himself in math-
ematics. Even more than his lectures, however, he found
the regular meetings of the London Mathematical Society
exciting. He went with J. W. L. Glaisher, “who spent with
me many evenings in heart to heart conversations ...
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and who entertained me
with gossip about scores
of contemporary and ear-
lier mathematicians.” Fiske
later wrote: “On my return
to New York | was filled
with the thought that there
should be a stronger feel-
ing of comradeship among
those interested in math-
ematics, and | proposed
to my classmates ... that
we should try to organize
a local mathematical soci-
ety.”

Thomas Fiske

They succeeded, and the

New York Mathematical So-

ciety was formed in 1888. It grew slowly at first (by the end

of 1889 it had only sixteen members), but the members

held regular meetings and soon began to publish a Bulletin.

In 1894, when it was clear that the organization was truly

national in scope, the name was changed to the American

Mathematical Society and the organization held its first

summer meeting (in conjunction with the American As-
sociation for the Advancement of Science).

For the next thirty years, the AMS continued to grow
along with American mathematics. At the turn of the
century, most prominent mathematicians in America
were educated in Europe. Research mathematics was not
a tradition in American universities, and mathematics
was often associated with more practical matters. (The
second president of the Society was an actuary; the third
president an astronomer.) As the new century dawned,
that tradition began to change. American trained math-
ematicians became more visible (E. H. Moore among them)
and research became more important. Birkhoff’s proof
of Poincaré’s “last geometric theorem” greatly enhanced
the reputation of American mathematics, and American
mathematicians began to play a role in the international
community. The Society continued to grow, expanding its
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