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My first encounter: W. S. Gosset 

 Beer 

 Mystery 

 
picture taken in 1908 

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org  

 

Early history 

 The Lady Tasting Tea reading group (2003) 

 

 1-credit hour discussion course (2005-present) 

 

 Honors College section of Intro Stat (2010-present) 

 

The history of the history of statistics 
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 Co-taught with Phyllis Curtiss 

 Weekly discussion of The Lady Tasting Tea 

 A student leads each discussion 

 Students dig deeper each week, finding other sources 

 1 credit hour course taken (and taught) for “fun” 

 Small class size: 2-8 students 

 Students write a short biographical paper (must use at 
least 3 references in addition to The Lady Tasting Tea) 

 Supplemental reading assignments 

 

STA 430: History of Statistics 

 History, in addition to the “usual” statistics content 

 Students read The Lady Tasting Tea & a few articles 

 Students write a biographical paper (must use at least 4 
references in addition to The Lady Tasting Tea) 

 Students make an oral presentation 

 Exam and homework questions on the history 

STA 215 HNR, Introductory Applied 
Statistics, Honors College section 
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 Talk at JSM 2007 (Curtiss & Anderson) 

 CAUSE webinar 2008 

 USCOTS poster 2009 

 Talk at local ASA chapter meeting 2010 (w/ Curtiss) 

 JSM poster 2010 

 TAS manuscript submission 2012 (rejected!) 

 ICOTS poster 2014 

Encouraging other Statistics 
professors to teach History 

 Famous for being fun and easy to read 

 Infamous for being historically inaccurate 

 I missed the warning signs (book reviews) 

 Porter: “The Lady Tasting Tea contains, in its first few 
chapters, errors so egregious and so elementary that we 
might almost imagine its author planted them to test the 
reviewing of a respected scientific publisher.” 

 Whitley: the book “holds its reader in contempt as 
incapable of handling complex concepts” 

The Lady Tasting Tea is flawed 
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 Salsburg’s account: “a summer afternoon in 
Cambridge, England, in the late 1920s.”  R. A. 
Fisher was having tea with a group of 
“university dons, their wives, and some guests.”  

 A different story is told in R. A. Fisher, The Life 
of a Scientist, by Joan Fisher Box, and 

 In a 2012 Significance magazine article by 
Stephen Senn “Tea for three” (source of 
picture) 

The “lady” has a name 

“In the example of the experiment of the lady tasting tea, 
Salsburg never mentions the lady by name, although 
many other accounts do. Why he would choose not to 
mention the name of the person who inspired the title of 
the book I can’t imagine, and it strikes me as sexist.”  

 

One student’s reaction 



12/19/2014 

6 

 A relatively minor mistake… 

 Salsburg’s account: Fisher died on the boat back to 
Australia in 1962 

 Contradicted by R. A. Fisher, The Life of a Scientist, by 
Joan Fisher Box, and 

 In a 2005 article in The American Statistician by John 
Ludbrook “R. A. Fisher’s Life and Death in Australia” 

 Corrected in 3rd printing of The Lady Tasting Tea 

Fisher’s death 

 Disagreement between R. A. Fisher and Karl  Pearson 
over the df for the chi-square test of independence 

 Mentioned in Salsburg but no formulas are given 

 Pearson: df = rc – 1  

 Fisher: df = (r – 1)(c – 1)  

 Supplemental reading: excerpt from Alan Agresti’s  
Categorical Data Analysis (1990)  

Degrees of freedom 
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 Dai Vernon’s name misspelled as “Dia” 

 Caption for picture of F. N. David, Jerzy Neyman and 
Elizabeth Scott switches the two women 

 Publication date for Pearson’s The Grammar of Science 
(1892, not 1911) 

 More (?) 

 

Typos 

In the first 3 pages of The Lady 
Tasting Tea, Salsburg refers to 
R. A. Fisher’s “Vandyke beard” 
no fewer than 4 times.  

 

A question of beards 

Self-portrait of Sir Anthony van Dyck, 17th 
century Flemish painter.  “A Van Dyke beard 
specifically consists of any growth of both a 
moustache and goatee with all hair on the 
cheeks shaven.” Source: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Van_dyke_beard  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Van_dyke_beard
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“No author, especially one well-versed in scientific methods, 
should neglect research when preparing a manuscript, scientific 
or not.  On the other hand, no editor should have let this book 
go without being properly fact-checked, especially when a 
simple Google search is all that is needed to refute some of 
Salsburg’s statements” 

 

“Many of the mistakes are only noticed if the reader is well 
educated in the history of statistics – I never would have noticed 
them if it weren’t for the fact that we had to investigate them in 
our homework.  But people like me are exactly who Salsburg 
aimed this book at, so most of the readers would never notice 
these errors” 

More student reactions 

“Porter mentions how in Salsburg’s book Fisher is portrayed as a 
dedicated eugenicist in stark contrast to Karl Pearson, a man 
whose sympathies lay with the downtrodden. In fact, Pearson 
was one of the founders of eugenics.” 

 

“Whitley was irritated that the patient reader had to suffer 
through the author’s dining experience with Chester Bliss. I liked 
that Salsburg included this in the book because it adds a human 
element to the reading.” 

Reviews of the reviews 
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From a paper on Chester Bliss:  “We stumbled across a few inconsistencies 
regarding Bliss’s life. First, in Salsburg, it says that when in London, Bliss 
resided with R.A. Fisher and his family; we did not find mention of that in 
any of our other sources, even the letters between the two men.  

Second, Salsburg says that Bliss was in London for less than a year before 
moving to Russia; according to the dates on the letters, Bliss almost spent 
two years in London before moving to Russia (1933-early 1935).  

We could not find any information about Bliss leaving Leningrad and what 
became of his work left there. It is hard to not to be skeptical of Salsburg’s 
story of a man just leaving everything he had been working on for years 
and not trying to save any of it. Scientists become attached to their work 
and would rather take a risk than just up and leave when a friend says 
there is danger.  

Also, the history of Bliss accounted in Salsburg could be biased and details 
may be forgotten. When recollecting, a person may change the actual 
story to one that they are more proud of.” 

 

Student papers 

From a paper on Jerzy Neyman: “According to the Neyman 
biography by O’Connor, one of his professors recommended that he 
read a series of articles by Henri Lebesgue. This fact contradicts 
what Salsburg states —that Neyman came across the Lebesgue 
papers by chance.” 

From a paper on George Gallup: “Despite Gallup’s contributions to 
the statistical revolution, he is only briefly mentioned in The Lady 
Tasting Tea.  In the book, Gallup is credited only for extending 
Morris Hansen’s work at the Census Bureau into the world of 
political polling, but his own original work was not mentioned.” 

Student papers 
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From a paper on Stella Cunliffe: “A large and integral part of her career was 
when she was elected president of the Royal Statistical Society (RSS), which 
was barely touched upon by Salsburg.   

While in office she accomplished many things, such as data collection for 
fluoridation and traffic forecasting, but one of her most impressive feats 
was standing up to the RSS when choosing her successor.   

There was a cyclical pattern for the presidency where there would be an 
accomplished statistician for one term and a well-known non-statistician 
public figure for the next term.  Cunliffe spoke to members of the RSS and 
pleaded with them that it did not make sense put a person who knew little 
about statistics in such a prominent position.  She succeeded in convincing 
many of the RSS members, and when put to a vote, a majority decided to 
elect a statistician as the next RSS president.” 

Student papers 

Match the short biographical statements below with the corresponding person.   Use each name exactly once 
(you’ll need to use one of the names twice).  Fill in the blanks with the appropriate initials.  

  

_____Started the journal Biometrika with Francis Galton and Raphael Weldon, wrote The Grammar of Science, 
started a “Young Men’s and Women’s Discussion Club” 

_____Wrote the books The Statistics of Extremes and Four Years of Political Murder 

_____Made statistical advances at Rothamsted Agricultural Station, was a eugenicist  

_____Was the only statistician at Pfizer in the late 1960s, wrote The Lady Tasting Tea 

_____Published under the pen name “Student” while working for Guinness Brewery 

_____The “lady” in The Lady Tasting Tea, was an algologist 

_____Polish mathematician/statistician who collaborated extensively with Egon Pearson 

_____Developed a method to use fingerprints as identification, established a biometrical laboratory, worked 
closely with Karl Pearson 

_____American statistician who lived and worked in Russia, invented probit analysis (LD-50) 

_____Wrote the books Statistical Methods for Research Workers, The Design of Experiments, and the series of 
“Studies in Crop Variation” papers 

  
RAF = R. A. Fisher  KP = Karl Pearson 

CB = Chester Bliss  JN = Jerzy Neyman 

WSG = William S. Gosset  EG = Emil Gumbel 

BMB = B. Muriel Bristol  FG = Francis Galton 

DS = David Salsburg 

 
 

Exam 1 questions 
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Match the short biographical statements below with the corresponding person.  Use each name exactly once.  Fill 
in the blanks with the appropriate initials. 

  

_____ Important woman statistician named after a very famous nurse 

_____ Said “It is better to have an approximate answer to the right question than an exact answer to the wrong 
one,” also coined the terms bit and software 

_____ His discovery of “inverse probability” has led to a new branch of Statistics 

_____ Chemist who pioneered the use of rank-based “nonparametric” methods 

_____ Russian mathematician who made contributions to probability theory 

_____ Commissioner of the Bureau of Labor Statistics from 1979-1991 

_____ Left home at age 14 to join a traveling magic show; went on to teach probability as a fully-tenured professor 
at Stanford and then Harvard 

_____ Traveled to Japan to teach management about quality control in manufacturing 

_____ Received the 1st master's degree awarded in statistics from Iowa State College in 1931  

and in 1940 was appointed to organize and head a Dept of Experimental Statistics in the School of Agriculture at 
North Carolina State College 

_____ Proposed calling statistical methods that perform well under less than ideal conditions  

“robust,” also married one of R. A. Fisher’s daughters 

  

JN = Janet Norwood  GB = George Box GC = Gertrude Cox 

FW = Frank Wilcoxon  PD = Persi Diaconis TB = Thomas Bayes 

WED = W. Edwards Deming FND = F. N. David AK = Andrei Kolmogorov JT = John Tukey 

Exam 2 questions 

Who am I? 
(Final exam question) 
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