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With the publication of Peter Byrne’s biography of
Hugh Everett, the story of the sometimes troubled life
of the father of the many-worlds interpretation of
quantum mechanics has finally been released from its
abode in dusty boxes stored in a basement in
California. As Everett’s son Mark put it his foreword
to Byrne’s book,

I knew the day was coming when the boxes
would have to be opened. I just didn’t want to
be the one to do it. Although I’ve been lucky
enough to end up being happy with my life
(part hard work, part miracle) and feeling at
peace with my family history, I still don’t
relish going back to that world. If I play a
concert in the Washington, D.C. area, the
moment [ step off the plane I can smell death
in the air. [ was sure those boxes held the
same smell...Luckily Peter Byrne came along
to smell those boxes for me.

Byrne’s well-researched summary of those boxes (and
other sources) have brought the enigmatic Hugh
Everett back to life.

Hugh Everett’s name has (largely posthumously)
become associated with one of the most indelible and
controversial ideas in modern physics, the many-
worlds interpretation of quantum mechanics (the term
‘many-worlds’ was coined by Bryce DeWitt) despite
the fact that his only publication in the field of
quantum mechanics was his 1957 PhD thesis. But,
while we as people interested in quantum physics may
be most interested in the genesis and subsequent
ascendancy of this idea, it only consumed a small
portion of his life.

More than anything, Hugh Everett’s life was
defined by his work in operations research where he
found his niche in the military-industrial complex
essentially attempting to turn ethics and morality into a
mathematics problem. In a report for the Weapons
Systems Evaluation Group (WSEG), Everett developed
the notion of maximizing fatalities from radiation as a
function of the total megatonnage utilized in a nuclear
attack. He was a strong believer in the idea that the
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best way to prevent a nuclear war was to plan for one.
Ironically, chemist Linus Pauling credited Everett and
his co-author George Pugh by name in his 1962 Nobel
Lecture upon receiving the Nobel Peace Prize for his
work on nuclear disarmament.

Everett’s work with Pugh, often referred to as the
“fallout study,” served as a foundation for the now
infamous WSEG Report 50 that introduced the notion
of assured destruction (referred to by the media as
mutually assured destruction thanks to its acronym —
MAD). This concept was to serve as the dominant
paradigm of military planning for most of the
remainder of the Cold War.

One of the key ingredients to Report 50 was
Everett’s generalization of the Lagrange Multiplier
method that enabled complex problems to be broken
down into smaller, more tractable ones. This
generalization came to be known as the Everett
Algorithm and has played a key role in operations
research ever since. Since the Lagrange Multiplier
method (and thus the Everett Algorithm) employed the
Greek letter A (lambda), it is no surprise that when
Everett and a few of his colleagues left WSEG to start
their own company, they called it Lambda Corporation.

Everett’s personal life was partly typical of the
times in which he lived except that Everett seemed to
take things to extremes. While others merely dabbled
in the excesses produced by the liberated culture of the
1960s, Everett imbibed, both figuratively and literally.
He was an alcoholic who had trouble with the types of
normal conversation that play out in typical middle
class American homes and he had a penchant for
philandering. John Bell once said that quantum
mechanics “carries in itself the seeds of its own
destruction.” The same might have been said of Hugh
Everett.

Peter Byrne’s meticulously researched biography
provides a detailed and intimate look at one of the most
seminal figures in 20th century physics and
mathematics. The writing is a bit uneven in spots
(most notably in the first few chapters) and the copy
editing was surprisingly weak (the book is filled with
typographical errors). But, all told, it is a remarkable —
and long-overdue — biography. As Susanne Misner
(wife of Charles Misner) once apparently said, “Most
physicists end up as footnotes.” The publication of this
remarkable book ensures that Hugh Everett will endure
no such fate.

Ian T. Durham is the editor of this rag. In his day job,
he is Associate Professor and Chair of the Department
of Physics and Director of the Computational Physical
Sciences Program at Saint Anselm College in
Manchester, New Hampshire. He lives on the coast of
Maine and blogs about quantum empiricism at hitp://
quantummoxie.wordpress.com. He is on a lifelong
quest to avoid ending up as a footnote.
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