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HARRY SCHULTZ VANDIVER, 1882-1973

BY D. H. LEHMER

This remarkable man was born in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania on
October 21, 1882. He was self-taught in his youth and must have had
little patience with secondary education since he never graduated from
high school. This impatience, especially with mathematical education,
was to last the rest of his life.

He showed an early interest in the theory of numbers when he began
solving problems in the American Mathematical Monthly in 1900. In
1904 he and the twenty year old, G. D. Birkhoff, collaborated in the
unconscious rediscovery of an important theorem of A. S. Bang (1886)
on the characteristic prime factors of " —b". This paper in the Annals of
Mathematics was one of the first of his list of 174 publications. While
serving as an agent in his father’s business, he began attending lectures
at the Graduate School of the University of Pennsylvania and reading
algebraic number theory, especially the papers of Kummer on cyclo-
tomic fields and Fermat’s Last Theorem. By the year 1917, when he
began active duty in the Naval Reserve, he had published a dozen papers
on the distribution of power residues and the Fermat problem. His work
of this period caught the attention of Landau; in fact, the latter’s definitive
three volume Vorlesungen iiber Zahlentheorie (1927) contains no other
American name.

After World War I Vandiver decided to become a professional mathe-
matician and joined the staff of the Cornell Mathematics Department
as an instructor. In 1924 he accepted an Associate Professorship at the
University of Texas where he spent the rest of his academic career. In
1966, at the age of 84, health reasons forced his retirement from his
modified service appointment as Professor of Applied Mathematics and
Astronomy.

Vandiver was awarded the Cole Prize in 1931 for his papers on the
Fermat problem. In 1934-1935 he served as Vice-President of the American
Mathematical Society and was elected at this time to the National Academy
of Science. A majority of his 120 papers since then have appeared in its
Proceedings. In 1935 he gave the Colloquium Lectures at Ann Arbor
on the Fermat problem. Although his name is usually associated with this
problem, his interest and publications ranged over a much wider set of
subjects. These included cyclotomic and abelian fields, Bernoulli numbers,
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