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Sir Gilbert Thomas Walker
1868-1958
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00l Days

South Croydon
1881- 1886 St Paul s School, West Kensington

S Paul ’s Schooal,
West Kensington,
July 1886

My dear High Master,

As Walker is now leaving school for the University, thisisthe last time
that it will be my duty to report to you on his progress and on the quality of his work.
Throughout the time that he has spent with me his work has been so uniformly good,
and he has been so persistent and untiring in his devotion to it, that | can scarcely
speak too highly of him.

It isa matter for special regret that hisillness during the examination
should have taken from him his last and best opportunity at school of displaying fully
his mathematical knowledge and power.

| have never parted from any of my boys with more respect and confidence
than | now do for himand | hope that his health will allow his career at the University
to be a harmonious continuation of his career at & Paul ’s.

| amvery faithfully yours,
C. Pendlebury

Charles Pendlebury, writer of school arithmetic texts, was senior mathematics master at St Paul’s School
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Talgley College, Camoridge

Gilbert entered Trinity College, Cambridge in 1884

1885-1893: prizes in mathematics and dynamics
(paper on gyroscopes)

1891: elected a Fellow of Trinity

1891-1893: winters in Switzerland (due to health
problems) increased his passions for ice
skating & climbing

1895-1901: Mathematics lectureship

1899/1900: awarded the Adams Prize
(paper on electromagnetic fields)

During his time at Cambridge, Gilbert developed an interest
in projectiles, ball games, spinning tops, flight & throwing
sticks — especially boomerangs, which he threw on The
Backs at Trinity College. He earned the nickname
Boomerang Walker.

ollege .
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Gilbert Walker had no training in meteorology or climatology
when he was appointed Director General of Observatories in
India, based in Simla, on 1 January 1904.

His predecessor, John Eliot, had found a
successor with strong statistical/mathematical
gualifications who could assess the various links
and relationships with Indian monsoon rainfall that
the India Meteorological Department (IMD) had
found.

In preparing for his new post, Gilbert visited
meteorological services and offices in the UK,
USA, France and Germany during 1902-1903.
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There was little scientific basis for seasonal forecasting

Walker aimed to collect all of the data available and treat it
statistically without attempting to trace physical connections
between cause and effect (Taylor, 1962)

Three assistants (Field, Patterson & Simpson — later directors of
meteorological services in India, Canada & Britain)

Given the nature and extent of the Indian monsoon, Walker had to
examine statistical connections (correlations) of global extent
and with time delays (i.e. leads and lags)

Early stability and workable staff numbers suffered with the
departure of Dr Simpson on Scott’s Polar Expedition in 1910, the
resignation of Mr Patterson, and illness among the other officers

* With the Great War draining the European staff from the IMD
routine work was with difficulty kept up to date and research work
became impossible (Meteorological Office, India, 1925)
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Set up the network of upper air observatories across India
Expanded and improved meteorological services for shipping
Improved the solar observatory at Kodiakanal (under Jack Evershed)

Set up an experimental meteorological laboratory and workshop

Walker’s first forecast of Indian monsoon
rainfall in 1909, using a regression equation

All-India Monsoon Rainfall = -0.2 [Himalayan
snowfall accumulation] -0.29 [Mauritius
pressure] +0.28 [mean of South American
pressure] -0.12 [Zanzibar rainfall]
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At Simla, Gilbert Walker found the
perfect environment in which to develop
and enjoy his wider interests

bird flight & aerodynamics (gliding)

throwing boomerangs on the playing
fields at Annandale

climbing and walking

painting (Simla Art Exhibition)

ice skating

flute playing (theory, practise &
evolution)
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« After completing his tenure in India in December 1923,
Walker was appointed Professor of Mathematics at the
Imperial College of Science and Technology in
September 1924, a post he held until he retired in 1934

» A series of papers authored by Gilbert Walker and
Edward Bliss on global climatic fluctuations presented
the scientific findings for which he is most remembered

» This research was made possible by the masses of
worldwide correlations produced by his ‘human
calculator’ during his time in India, and his pioneering
work on the criteria for statistical significance

* In a paper on world weather correlations in 1924, Walker
first introduced the terms Southern Oscillation, North
Atlantic Oscillation, and North Pacific Oscillation
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