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(b. Pittsburgh, Pennsylbania, 19 June 1902; d, Englewood, New Jersey, 24 August 1971)
celestial mechanic, computation.

Raised on a dairy farm in Albion. Pennsylvania, Eckert was the second of four sons born to John rt and Anna HeilL He
received his A B. from rliil College in 1925. his M.A. from Amherst in 1926. and his Ph.D. in astronomy from Yale in 1931.
He joined the department of astronomy at Columbia University as assistant instructor in 1926 and rose through the ranks to
become profescelestial mechanics.

Eckert was familiar with Comrie’s adaptation of sreial machines to perform scientific computation, and at Columbia he applied
this technique to astronomical calculations. In 1928, using punched-card equipment donated by Thomas J. Watson, Sr., of
IBM, Ben Wood founded the Columbia University Statistical Bureau. From 1929 to 1933, with the encouragement of Wood
and the philanthropy of Watson, Eckert established the T. J. Watson Astronomical Computing Bureau, which was operated as
a joint effort of Columbia University, the American Astronomical Society, and IBM. His equipment consisted of an IBM 601
multiplying punch, a credit-balancing accounting machine, and a summary punch controlled by a pluggable relay box taken
from Wood’s statistical tabulator. This gave him the capability of mechanical reading, writing, and arithmetic for scientific
computation.

From 1940 to 1945 Eckert was the director of the U. S. Nautical Almanac Office at the Naval Observatory in Washington, D.
C. It was there that he introduced machine methods in the production of the observatory’s American Ephemeris and Nautical
Almanac. In 1940, as director of the U.S. Nautical Almanac Office, he designed and developed the American Air Almanac,
which began continuous publication in 1941 and proved to be a vital navigational aid during World War II.

Watson invited Eckert to join IBM in 1944 as director of a newly created department of pure science. Eckert proposed that the
goals of the department could best be accomplished by the establishment of a research center at Columbia University. Watson
agreed, and in March 1945 Eckert returned to Columbia as director of the Watson Scientific Computing Laboratory. In the
same year Eckert began working on the logical design of a rge-scaJe general-pur pose computer. Under the engineering
supervision of Frank Hamilton, IBM Selective Sequence Electronic Computer (SSEC) was completed and dedicated in January
1948. Using the SSEC, Eckert, Dirk Brouwer (Yale), and G, M. Clemence (U.S. Naval Observatory) computed precise
positions of Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, and Pluto at forty-day intervals over a span of four centuries (1653-2060). In the early
1950s Eckert supervised the design and construction by IBM of the Naval Ordnance Research Calculator (NORC), which was
the world’s most powerful electronic computer when completed in 1954.

Eckert made some of his most significant contributions in predictive data and theory related to the orbital motion of the moon.
In the first two decades of this century E. W. Brown of Yale had laboriously computed the predicted coordinates of the
position of the moon. He subsequently published a lunar ephemeris and developed a basic theory and procedure for predictive
computation. At the Columbia Computing Laboratory, Eckert used his machine capability to check Brown’s tables and found
them to be error-free. Later, first on the SSEC and then on the NORC, Eckert returned to Brown’s theory to improve the
predictive accuracy of data concerning the motion of the moon. This work, which revived Brown’s theory and resulted in
significantly improved lunar data, provided the basis for the orbital calculations of various NASA moon programs.

Eckert retired from IBM in 1967 and from Columbia University in 1970. He was awarded an honorary doctorate of science by
Oberlin College (1968), and in 1968- 1969 he was a visiting professor of astronomy at Yale University. Other honors included
the James Craig Watson Medal of the National Academy of Sciences (1966) and appointment as an IBM fellow (1967).
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