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A Conversation with F. N. David
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Florence Nightingale David was born on August 23, 1909 in Ivington,
near Leominster, England. She received her degree in Mathematics in 1931
from Bedford College for Women. In 1933 she became Research Assistant
to Karl Pearson at University College, and in 1935 she was appointed
Assistant Lecturer in the Statistics Department, University College,
London. She received her doctorate in Statistics from University Col-
lege in 1938. During World War II, she served as Experimental Officer
in the Ordnance Board for the Ministry of Supply, Senior Statistician
for the Research and Experiments Department for the Ministry of Home
Security, member of the Land Mines Committee of the Scientific Advisory
Council and Scientific Advisor on Mines to the Military Experimental
Establishment.

She returned to the Statistics Department at University College in 1945
where she was appointed Lecturer, Reader and then Professor in 1962.
Beginning in 1958, she made regular visits to the United States, principally
as Visiting Professor and Research Statistician at the University of Cali-
fornia at Berkeley with the Department of Statistics, and the Applied
Climatology and Forestry Divisions. She was elected to the International
Statistical Institute, Fellow of the American Statistical Association, Mem-
ber of the University Senate at University College, Governor of Bedford
College for Women, and served as Review Editor for Biometrika.

In 1968 she became Professor and then Chair of the Department of
Biostatistics, at the University of California in Riverside. In 1970 when the
Department of Statistics was created, she became Professor and Chair of
Statistics. She retired from Riverside in 1977 and moved to Berkeley where
she continues to be active as Professor Emeritus and Research Associate in
Biostatistics.

F. N. David is the author of nine books (a tenth is in progress, on the
measurement of natural populations), two monographs and over 100 papers
in scientific journals. Many of these are actively referred to today. Combi-
natorial Chance (with D. E. Barton) contains fascinating combinatorial
probability theory (much like Feller’s Volume 1) impossible to find else-
where. Her Tables of Symmetric Functions contains a 50-page introduction
that is still the standard reference. Her Probability Theory for Statistical
Methods contains the only available treatment of “Lexis Theory,” a fore-
runner of contingency table analysis. Her book, Games, Gods and Gambling,
is widely recommended as an entertaining and authoritative account of the
history of probability. Citations for these and her other five books are at
the end of this article. Some of her 100 published papers 1932-1976 involve
joint work with co-authors, including notables K. Pearson, J. Neyman,
N. L. Johnson, M. G. Kendall, D. E. Barton, C. L. Mallows and E. Fix. To
become further acquainted with her work, we can warmly recommend the
following semester-long seminar: go to the Index to Statistics and Probability
(Ross and Tukey, eds.), look up F. N. David and read through a selection
of her papers.

This interview took place in the Jerzy Neyman Conference Room at
University of California in Berkeley in July 1988.
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