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Recalling VVN…

I am happy that the IAGRG is devoting a special session to the late Professor V.V. Narlikar, who was its Founder President and whose birth centenary occurred recently on September 26, 2008.  As his son I benefited enormously by simply observing how he conducted himself, besides of course receiving his advice and guidance from time to time.  The following anecdotes come out of that personal interaction. But before I narrate them, I wish to convey the sentiments of one of his later students, Ramesh Tikekar who very much wanted to be present for this occasion but could not, as he is busy shifting his residence from Vallabh Vidyanagar to Pune right now.

Tikekar pays tribute to VVN’s punctuality and methodical approach, recalling how he stressed that the teacher should use the blackboard as a means of improving clarity of the subject being taught, rather than adding to any existing confusion.   He mentions an anecdote that VVN narrated about trains in the Soviet Union. As many passengers travelled without ticket, the railways sent an inspector to check tickets. The inspector checked every passenger and was finally pleased to find one who had bought a ticket.  Having told this story, VVN brought out copies of the assignment submitted by the class for comments!

I now turn to my own recollections of VVN.

1. I was back in India for vacation after completing the Mathematical Tripos at Cambridge, when VVN showed me a letter received from Wrangler Dr G.S. Mahajani. Mahajani was puzzled by a statement in an article in the Scientific American  which claimed that the entire sky contained a solid angle of a certain specified number N of square degrees.  The number N did not match the value computed as follows:

1 degree = ( / 180 radians

and so, writing the steradian as a square radian, we get the total solid angle subtended by a sphere at an interior point as 

4( steradians = 4 ( [180 / (] 2 = 41,253 square degrees 

approximately. The author of the article had stated the number as approximately 41256.  Where did he get this result from? VVN asked me to check the possibility that the author had constructed a spherical square of side one degree on the sphere and computed its area to get this answer. I did that and got closer to the answer but not quite there. So VVN asked me to try other figures. In the end I wrote to the Editor of the journal who after consulting the author agreed that there was a mistake in constructing the correct area of a square degree.  But this example illustrates the urge VVN inspired in students of settling a contentious issue by direct calculation.

2. While in Cambridge between 1928-32, VVN was a student of both A.S. Eddington and W.M. Smart. Eddington in the early 1930s was interested in cosmology as Hubble’s important observations had just led to the concept of the expanding universe. VVN told me once that he obtained general expanding universe solutions of Einstein’s equations and showed them to Eddington.  Eddington was impressed with the work and asked him to write it up for the Monthly Notices. While VVN was doing so, however, Eddington received in post a paper by Abbe’ Lemaitre which did the very same work.  Lemaitre’s work was in French, published in 1927, but relatively less known than papers in English were. Eddington then called VVN to tell him that he had been unaware of Lemaitre’s work and so had advised him wrongly.  As the work was already done by someone else, there was no point in sending it to MNRAS again.  In fact, as we know, Eddington translated Lemaitre’s paper in English and had it published in the MNRAS.

3. On Smart also VVN had an interesting anecdote.  Smart is known even today for his book on Spherical Astronomy. VVN used to have interaction with Smart and there were occasions when Smart would leave notes for him to follow up.  These notes were hard to read because Smart’s handwriting was difficult to decipher. Once VVN asked him: How do you manage with this illegible handwriting, especially when submitting papers to journals? In those days handwritten papers could be submitted as typewriters were not so common. Smart laughed and said: “Come let me show you!” He took VVN to his study where on the table lay a manuscript in beautiful handwriting.  Smart could produce such handwriting when really required.  Occasional notes to students did not matter so much and could be written in sloppy handwriting.

4. In the late 1930s VVN once asked S. Chandrasekhar who had been VVN’s contemporary at Cambridge for a while, as to whether general relativity could be used to solve some astrophysical problems. For VVN had then felt that this might be a new fruitful area to get into. Solutions by B. Datt and by J.R. Oppenheimer and H. Snyder had shown that general relativity could discuss gravitational collapse of massive bodies. Chandra, however, dissuaded VVN from this area, feeling that astrophysics would not produce situations where general relativity would be needed! When we see today the expanse of the field of relativistic astrophysics, we appreciate how wrong that expectation was.

5. As boys with single digit ages my brother and I used to enjoy playing various games with our father (e.g., cards, bagatelle, badminton, etc.). However, in his list of higher priorities was the training of students. Sometimes when we were in the midst of an exciting game some student would appear at the gate.  Seeing him, VVN would drop whatever he was engaged in and start discussing the problem brought by the student. We brothers used to be peeved at this interruption, especially as the student had come without prior warning. Amongst such students was K.R. Karmarkar whose work with VVN on the relativistic invariants is now well known.  In fact there is a strong feeling that these invariants should be called the Narlikar-Karmarkar invariants (instead of the name Gehenau-Debever invariants).

6. I close this account with an encounter I had with Petrov in the 1962 Warsaw Conference of general relativity and gravitation. Petrov had been looking for ‘Narlikar’ and when he saw me, immediately started discussing ‘my 1936 paper’.  Then he paused and looked at me and said:”But you are too young! You could not have written that paper!”  I explained that he was mistaking me for my father, that I was not even born at the time the paper was written.

With these remarks I close, with the note that there was a lot I learnt from him and in many ways I tried to emulate his ways but not with 100% success! For, VVN’s was a difficult example to emulate.
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