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A man is known by the books he reads. —Emerson

off to Dyson. This was 1993; at sixty-nine years of age, 
Dyson was world famous and a year from retirement from 
his professorship at the Institute for Advanced Study in 
Princeton. “Professor Dyson is a busy and important man,” 
Neuenschwander writes in the book. “He has never heard 
of our little school on the prairie, which sits on US Route 
66 in the center of what used to be called Indian Territory.” 
Would the great man respond? Indeed he would, and he 
did so in a warm and grandfatherly fashion that showed 
how touched he was by the interaction with the students. 
Thus began a twenty-year exchange of letters, which are 
reproduced in Dear Professor Dyson, together with a good 
deal of material that provides context and background 
for the letters. The topics range from nuclear weapons to 
religion, from the environment to how to live a meaning-
ful life. While mathematics is not a central theme, there 
is much here that would appeal to mathematical readers, 
including Dyson’s steadfast honesty, rigorous intellect, 
and unconventional mindset.

A Numerate Life: A Mathematician Explores the Vagaries 
of Life, His Own and Probably Yours, by John Allen Paulos 
(Prometheus Books, November 2015). John Allen Paulos’s 
first popular book was I Think, Therefore I Laugh (1985), 
which examined humor from a philosophical viewpoint. 
His best-known book is likely his 1989 Innumeracy: Math-
ematical Illiteracy and Its Consequences, which was praised 
by a wide variety of critics, who appreciated Paulos’s witty 
and clear writing as well as his insight into an endemic 
problem that afflicts even highly educated people. Pau-
los has produced a steady stream of well-received books 
with mathematical themes, including three that were 

reviewed in the Notices: Irreligion
(reviewed by Olle Hägström, Au-
gust 2008), Once Upon a Num-
ber (reviewed by Colin Adams, 
September 1999), and A Math-
ematician Reads the Newspaper
(reviewed by Gina Kolata, March 
1996). His ninth book, A Numerate 
Life, appeared last year. Partly a 
memoir, the book mixes mathe-
matics, philosophy, and literature 
to describe an approach to life that 

employs the habits of mind of a mathematician: logical 
deduction, reasoning, skepticism, and plain old common 
sense. For a taste of what the book is like, readers can 
check out an excerpt that appeared in the online maga-
zine Salon with the title “The Bush presidency was my 
fault: I am so sorry my work stopped the Florida recount” 
(November 29, 2015). The tag line for the excerpt reads: 
“Fifteen years ago, a Florida judge cited my stats theory 
and the recount ended. The Iraq War still torments me.”

The Thrilling Adventures of Lovelace and Babbage: The 
(Mostly) True Story of the First Computer, by Sydney Padua 
(Pantheon, April 2015). In February of this year, Sydney 
Padua received the Neumann Prize of the British Society 
for the History of Mathematics for this comic book treat-
ment of the lives of two nineteenth-century mathemati-

cians whose work foreshadowed 
modern computers, Ada Lovelace 
and Charles Babbage. Padua, an 
animator and story artist, did 
extensive research on the lives of 
this pair of pioneers before creat-
ing this whimsical re-imagining 
of history. Lovelace is sometimes 
called the world’s first computer 
programmer because she is the 
first to have come up with an 
algorithm to be carried out on 
a machine, and also because of 

her visionary ideas about computing. Babbage conceived 
of the idea of the Difference Engine, which was to be a 
hand-crank computer, but he was unable to actually build 
it. The two became friends and, sharing many of the same 
scientific interests, had a close working relationship. 
Padua takes as her starting point the question of what 
might have happened if Lovelace and Babbage had actu-
ally managed to build the Difference Engine. In the comic 
book, the pair uses the Difference Engine to do all kinds 
of wonderful tricks, such as eradicating spelling errors 
and fighting crime—as well as doing a bit of mathematics. 
According to Discover magazine, “Padua blends fanciful 
situations, mathematical truths and a heap of historical 
facts to create an outlandish, enlightening tale.”

Dear Professor Dyson: Twenty Years of Correspondence 
Between Freeman Dyson and Undergraduate Students on 
Science, Technology, Society and Life, edited by Dwight 
E. Neuenschwander (World Scientific, 2016). For the 
past 30 years, Southern Nazarene University in Bethany, 
Oklahoma, has offered a course called “Science, Technol-

ogy, and Society.” The main 
textbook has been Freeman 
Dyson’s now-classic Disturbing 
the Universe (1979). Twenty 
years ago, when physicist 
Dwight Neuenschwander was 
teaching the course, he sug-
gested the students write 
down comments and ques-
tions for Dyson. The students 
did so, and Neuenschwander 
packaged up the pages with 
a cover letter and sent them 
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