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William Hume-Rothery (1899-1968)
A Saga of Triumph of the Will over the Flesh

Professor T R Anantharaman*

That cold November day in 1950 is
still fresh in my memory. On that
day, along with eleven other short-
listed candidates from all over the
- country, I was being interviewed at
St Stephen’s College, Delhi, for the-
then only one Rhodes Scholarship
available to India annually for
higher studies at Oxford University,
England. At some stage of the rather
long interview, the English
Chairman of the multi-national
Selection Committee asked me the
not altogether unexpected question :
“Why do you wish to go the Oxford
for your post-graduate studies in
Metallurgy ?” My answer was :
“More than anything else, I wish to
have the golden opportunity of
working for my doctorate in the
laboratories of Dr W Hume-Rothery,
the world famous pioneer at Oxford
in the emerging discipline of Metals
Science.” Dr Hume-Rothery's first
book entitled “The Structure of Metals
and Alloys” published in 1936 by the
Institute of Metals, London, had
already become a classic in the field
and had gone through many

*Professor Sir William Hume-Rothery is one
of the most distinguished metallurgists of the
century. If he were alive, he would have
entered the 100th year of his life this year (to
be exact 15 May 1998). To mark this occasion,
the first Indian to work for his Doctorate
degree at his laboratories in Oxford
University viz.,, Prof T R Anantharaman,
former President and Platinum Medalist of
1IM has contributed this article for publication
in Metal News.

editions by the time I went through
that masterpiece during 1947-1950
as a student of Metallurgy at the
Indian Institute of Science,
Bangalore. It was a case of adoration
at first acquaintance.

Having bagged the coveted Rhodes
Scholarship for which no one at
Bangalore had given me the ghost of
a chance, I wrote a letter early in
1951 to Dr Hume-Rothery,
introducing myself and expressing
my great joy in having the
opportunity to work in his
laboratories from October that year.
A prompt reply came, welcoming
me warmly as his first Indian
student, but warning me about the
rather primitive nature of the
experimental facilities and technical
infrastructure available in his small
Metallurgical Chemistry Laboratory
and also of my having to deal and
work with “a totally deaf man”! The
letter as a whole brought out the
inherent humility and disarming
simplicity of the great scientist,
about which I was to learn more
during the next three years; but the
second point of the letter was quite
unknown to me and came like a bolt
from the blue.

William Hume-Rothery was born on
15 May, 1899, his hyphenated
surname reflecting his immediate
ancestry. His grandfather, William
Rothery, was a clergyman of

[IM METAL NEWS VOL.1 NO. 3, AUGUST 1998 2)

advanced views and had married
Mary Hume, daughter of an MP
with radical views, who contributed
to the development of the now-
famous British Museum, became an -
FRS and earned a name as one of the
movers of the 1832 Reform Bill.
William and his wife, who took the
name of Hume-Rothery and
acquired some reputation as an
authoress, eventually moved to
Cheltenham in South England,
following the former’s resignation
from the Church. Their son, Joseph
Hume-Rothery, father of our
William Hume-Rothery, never went
to school, but was well educated at
home by tutors, as also his parents.
It is a tribute to him and his tutors
that he took First Class Honours in
Physics of London University in
1886 and later became the 16th
Wrangler of Cambridge University
in 1890. He then studied Law and
was called to the bar in 1893. After
working as Patents Lawyer for some
years, he eventually returned with
his family to the familiar and
congenial  surroundings  of
Cheltenham. It was here that
William Hume-Rothery and his two
younger sisters spent their
childhood and went to school.

When William Hume-Rothery won
an Entrance Scholarship to
Cheltenham College (1912-1916), a
decision was taken by all concerned
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