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Greetings from the Department Head,  DR. ERIC SMITH  

Like other departments at state universities we have had to make another round of budget cuts that limit 

our ability to maintain strong undergraduate and graduate programs.  We face increasing enrollment in 
our classes and pressures to eliminate smaller graduate classes.  Iôm pleased to report however, we have 

been able to continue to grow our program and have had a very productive year in terms of publications 

and funded research.  

Thanks to your support our graduate program continues to improve and expand.  Last year we graduated 
15 Masterôs level students and 3 Ph.D. students.  Our graduate students (we now have 66)  continue to 

be rewarded for their work.  Laura Freeman  was named the Graduate Woman of the Year, to recognize 
her research and service to the university.  She also received a second fellowship from the Amelia Earhart 

Foundation and a Virginia Space Grant Award.  Denisa Olteanu  was awarded the Mary G. and Joseph 
Natrella Scholarship from the Quality and Productivity Section of the 

American Statistical Association. Our recruiting efforts continue to 

benefit from the devotion our graduate coordinator, Jeff Birch; the 
financial support from our Corporate Partners program; and staff 

support from Christina Dillon. This fall we add 20 new students to 
our program.  

 

Our undergraduate program graduated 14 in the spring graduation 
ceremony.  Leigh Harrell continues her efforts to improve the 

program.  Our Actuarial Science minor has been successful and 
already has 24 students. Our freshman class includes four new 

students, and we are adding three transfer students to our 
undergraduate program. 

Our new Laboratory for Interdisciplinary  Statistical Analysis (LISA) 

has been quite successful as a program for supporting faculty, staff 

and student projects. This year we added a series of short courses 
to the program. We also have implemented a successful walk-in 

service.  Thanks to the generous support of the Provost, Research 
Division, Graduate School, College of Science and the other colleges, 

we are able to provide the service and help train our students in 

statistics collaboration and consulting.  See http://www.lisa.stat.vt.edu  for more details.   

The department hired Yili Hong , a graduate of  Iowa State University, as a new faculty member.  Yili 

brings expertise in reliability, quality control and industrial statistics.  If you look in t he May 2009 issue of 

Technometrics, youôll notice part of his dissertation work that was published with his advisor, Bill Meeker.  
We look forward to his arrival and contributions to strengthening our industrial statistics program.  This 

brings the total n umber of faculty to 20.  

The department was saddened by the loss of IJ Good who passed away at age 92.  His genius, wit and 
insights will be missed.  Some of his numerous obituaries may be found on our web page.  

Finally, we have had some success in helping students through foundation contributions.  Generous 

contributions have allowed us to initiate an award to honor Ray Myers .  The Jean Gibbons  award is in  
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its second year and provides money to enhance the education of a top graduate student. We are 
however facing continued financial stress and hope that you are able to help support our programs. 

Opportunities to contribute to various scholarships are described on the last page of the newsletter.  
Contributions to the general Statistics fund are also welcomed.  And, donôt forget to stop by for a visit if 

you are in the area.  Weôd love to hear about how you have done since we saw you last.  

 

Irving John Good (1916 -2009)  

University Distinguished Professor Emeritus I. J. Good died April 5 at the age of 92. Itôs always sad when 

a member of our academic family passes away, and so it was in the case of Jack, who was a jewel of the 

department (as well as the university and the discipline) for more than 40 years.  

A child prodigy in mathematics, Jack earned multiple doctoral 

degrees at Oxford and Cambridge under G.H. Hardy and A. S. 

Besikovitch. Along with several of his fellow British chess 

champions, he was recruited to jo in the cadre of Bletchley Park 

codebreakers that cracked the Enigma and other ciphers 

during World War II. Working closely with Alan Turing, 

generally recognized as the father of the computer (Google 

Turing Machine), they built the first electronic compute r and 

used it to apply Bayesian methods to the decryption of 

messages whose translation table changed with each letter of 

each transmission. All of this was top secret until 1972 (five 

years after his arrival at Virginia Tech), and some of it remains 

secret to this day.  

Jack was a pioneer of the neo-Bayesian revival that sprouted after WWII. His first book, Probability and 

the Weighing of Evidence (1950), was among the first axiomatic developments of Bayesian probability 

and statistics, influenced by Harold Jeffries, anticipated in Italian by Bruno de Finetti, but preceding the 

better known American book by Jimmy Savage (1953). He was also known for a broad range of 

publications in several other areasðthe Fast (Discrete) Fourier Transform, information and s ignal theory, 

computation, number theory, psychology, philosophy of science, and science fiction. Early on he 

predicted the increase in speed and decrease in size of the electronic computer, and he proved to be 

rather accurate about the rates of those changes. Soon after his arrival at Virginia Tech in 1967, as a 

result of his prediction of the development of ultra -intelligent machines, he was invited to Hollywood to 

spend a day with director Stanley Kubrick, playing chess and consulting on the filming of Arthur C. 

Clarkeôs 2001, A Space Odyssey.  

A comprehensive view of Jackôs contribution can be found via his departmental web page 

(http://www.stat.vt.edu/facstaff/ijgood.html ), including excellent obituaries from the Times of London 

and the Daily Telegraph, a personal interview by David Banks, Jackôs C.V. and ñshorterò publication list.  

 

http://www.stat.vt.edu/facstaff/ijgood.html
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/obituaries/article6100314.ece?token=null&print=yes&randnum=1239908638495
http://www.web-e.stat.vt.edu/holtzman/IJGood/A_Conversation_with_IJGood_Davild_L_Banks_1992.pdf
http://www.web-e.stat.vt.edu/holtzman/IJGood/IJGoodsShorterPubList,Aug19,2003.pdf


                                                                                                      

           

 

 

Iôll close with some less formal local takes. Bringing Jack to VT was a coup for Boyd Harshbarger, the 

founder of our department and the head at that time. Legend has it that Jack was the highest  paid 

person on campus at that time, including the president. The rank of University Distinguished Professor 

was established shortly after his arrival, and he was among the first two. His colleagues in the 

department didnôt expect him to stay more than a year or two. He was considered an eccentric, because 

he often made surprising comments about a myriad of topics, trivial to momentous. But how could it be 

otherwise. To have accomplished so much with such originality and so contrary to the generally accepted 

(frequentist) dominant paradigm required a unique as well as powerful mind. A Bayesian to the core, he 

was always willing to lay odds on his propositions, and bet with any doubters. Those who (e.g., I) took 

these bets usually (always) lost, and soon learned better, so he didnôt get much action.  

His door was always open. Dropping in often led to the posing of a mathematical or linguistic riddle. 

When the meaning of a word was in doubt, he reached for at least two, usually three dictionaries, for 

resolution. Despite being almost always right, he was patient and cordial with all doubters. He was 

engaged in the Bayes-frequentist argument as early as the 1 950s with the likes of Dennis Lindsey, then a 

frequentist, yet he patiently continued the argument through the 1980s, 90s, and beyond with relatively 

uninformed acolytes (like me).  

There was, at last, one occasion when he was wrong and I was right. He presented a two -minute 

geometry theorem and proof, which I immediately recognized as in error. As I mentioned, this was  a 

first, and it was so shocking that I insisted he see a doctor. It turned out that his thyroid was failing, a 

common ailment of the elderly. It was easily remedied by a small daily dose of thy roxin, but that marked 

the beginning of a gradual decline.  

Toward the end of his career, Jack began to dabble in physics, publishing papers on the probability of 

certain integer physical constants, and other papers defending Einsteinôs theory of relativity against 

apparent cranks.  I told him that a physicist friend told me that physicists were laughing at him. Jack 

immediately replied that he liked it when people laughed at him [as they often did], because that meant 

that he had a good idea [no pun intend ed]. Jack put it this way: ñA crank is a genius who happens to be 

wrong. A genius is a crank who happens to be right.ò 

Finally, Jack had a great sense of humor, and was almost always in good humor. Good humor consisted 

of jokes, puns, and limericks, many o f which he composed himself. While he longed for greater 

recognition, often pointing out work of his which had been credited to others (e.g., his nearly unknown 

1958 JRSS paper on the Discrete Fourier transform anticipated  the universally cited Cooley and Tukey 

(1965)), he was never bitter about it, and it never occurred to him to engage in any form of self -

promotion. As Jackôs friend and former dean Henry Bauer put it, Jack was a genuinely nice person.  

 

 

http://www.web-e.stat.vt.edu/holtzman/IJGood/IJGoodsShorterPubList,Aug19,2003.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2003354
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2003354


                                                                                                      

           

 

My prediction is that as the 21 st century Bayesian wave sweeps across statistical science, its foundation in 

the works of I. J. Good will be revealed and appreci ated. David Banks and Eric Smith have recently put 

out The Good Book: Thirty Years of Comments, Conjectures and Conclusions by I.J. Good,  

Rice University Press (http://ricepress.rice.edu ). They are also working on electronic republication  of 

Probability and the Weighing of Evidence (1950) and Good Thinking: The Foundations of Probability and 

Its Applications (1983). See Jack: The Good Zoroastrian, by Nozer D. Singpurwalla at 

http://cnx.org/content/m17448/latest/ . In addition, we are making available two video interviews of Jack 

that were produced by J.A.N Lee and Golde I. Holtzman in 1992: (i) I.J. Good and Donald Michie in 

Conversation with David Kahn and Karen Frenkel. Part 1: From Codebreaking to Computing, 

Remembrances of Bletchley Park Fifty Year Later. Part 2: From Wartime to Peacetime, The Years of 

Development of Computing and Artificial Intelligence.  and (ii) Good Talking: I.J. Good in Conversation 

with Persi Diaconis.  ï contributed by Golde Holtzman 
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With David Banks and Eric 

 

With emeritus faculty 

Jack celebrating his 92
nd

 birthday 

 

http://ricepress.rice.edu/
http://cnx.org/content/m17448/latest/

