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Why were many of Henry Cavendish’s discoveries unknown until long after
his death?

Mad scientists are popular figures in films and on TV. With wild hair and
crazy grins, they spend all their time in labs, surrounded by bubbling beakers
and brightly-colored test tubes. In reality, however, scientists are hard-
working professionals doing their jobs like workers in any other field. That’s
not to say science that history doesn’t have its share of interesting people,
though. Henry Cavendish was certainly one of them.

Born in 1731, Cavendish was one of the most brilliant scientists of his
time, but his incredible shyness led to some odd behaviors. He came from an
extremely wealthy family that was part of British royalty, which meant that
Cavendish didn’t have to go out into the world to work. Instead, he isolated
himself inside his home and spent his life conducting scientific research in a
large laboratory.

Cavendish did attend weekly meetings with other scientists where they
discussed their research. These scientists recognized Cavendish’s talents, but
they also understood how fearful he was of other people. When guests came
to the meetings, they were asked not to speak directly to Cavendish or he
would become uncomfortable and walk away. They suggested that standing
somewhere near him and then talking to no one in particular was a better
approach. If Cavendish had something to say, he would speak up.

Despite his incredible shyness, Cavendish was an accomplished
researcher. He made amazing discoveries about electricity, the elements, the
nature of gases, and the conservation of energy. Unfortunately, Cavendish
was very secretive about his work. No one knew the true extent of his genius
until decades after his death. The physicist James Clerk Maxwell went
through his papers in the late 1800s and saw that many other scientists had
received credit for important discoveries that Cavendish had accomplished
years earlier but had never published.

In the 1790s, Cavendish
inherited a complicated "
contraption from another scientist.
He studied the gravitational pull of
large weights hanging from the
machine against other, smaller
weights. Cavendish used his
calculations from this machine to
determine Earth’s weight to be six
billion trillion metric tons.
Amazingly, he was just one percent
off from the weight known today.
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Circle the letter of the best answer to each question below.

1. Cavendish’s machine helped him calculate
a. the force of Earth’s gravity.
b. Earth’s circumference.
c. Earth’s weight.
d. All of the above

2. Cavendish’s machine used
a. the force of gravity.
b. weights.
c. electricity.

d.Bothaand b

Write your answers on the lines below.

3. How do you think Cavendish’s shyness helped him in his scientific work?

4. How did Cavendish’s shyness interfere with his ability to be a good scientist?

What's Next?

In the 20" century, Albert Einstein became the stereotype of the eccentric scientist. His hair was part of -
it, but he also introduced ideas about space and time that were difficult for many people to understand.
Was he really eccentric, though? Read more about Einstein’s life and discover why so many other
scientists consider him to be the greatest scientific mind of all time.
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