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Biography

Geoffrey S. Watson was born in 1921 in Bendigo, a rural
community in the state of Victoria, Australia. He was an
Australian statistician who spent the majority of his career
in North America (USA and Canada), with shorter periods in
Australia and the UK. He received a Bachelor of Arts with
Honours from the University of Melbourne (1942) and a PhD
in statistics from North Carolina State University (1951). He
wrote his PhD thesis while visiting Cambridge University in
the UK and, while there, he worked with James Durbin of the

London School of Economics. Together they published com-
panion papers in 1950 and 1951 in the journal Biometrika, on
what is now called the Durbin-Watson statistic. It is used to
test the presence of serial correlation in data observed at equal
time intervals and is a fundamental component of most time
series software packages. Generalizing from time series to
spatial data brings attention to the variogram at its closest
spatial lag: If this value is small compared to its sill, a null
hypothesis of spatial independence is rejected. With fast com-
puting, it is now possible to test for temporal (spatial) inde-
pendence by computing the statistic for all permutations of
the times (locations) of the data; from this null distribution,
the percentile of the observed statistic can be obtained.

Geof (as he was known and as he signed his letters) was a
quintessential statistical scientist, curious about new ideas in
science, with strong mathematical statistical skills and a gift
for clear writing in the collaborating discipline. In the
geosciences, his most influential work was to help resolve
the controversy between “fixism” and “mobilism,” leading up
to mobile-plate tectonic theory (continental drift). His
research on statistics for directional data on the circle and
the sphere allowed hypothesis testing on paleomagnetism of
rocks on different sides of the oceans. He is the author of an
important monograph, Statistics on Spheres, published in
1983. He was also influential in bringing the work of Georges
Matheron and his centers of geostatistics and mathematical
morphology, located in Fontainebleau, France, to the English-
speaking world. Watson spent a summer visiting Matheron
in 1972.

Much of his working life was spent at Princeton Univer-
sity; he arrived in 1970, to head the Department of Statistics, a
position he held until 1985, and he retired from the university
in 1992 as emeritus professor. While at Princeton, Geof
became involved in energy and environmental issues such
as estimating US oil and gas reserves, climate trends, and
assessing the effects of air pollution on public health and the
ozone layer.
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An autobiographical account of his life and research is
given in two chapters of the edited book, The Art of Statistical
Science: A Tribute to G.S. Watson, published in 1992. Geof
was an accomplished watercolor painter; during his retire-
ment until his death in 1998, he had shown his work in several
solo shows in Princeton art galleries. His personality was
unique, coming from a palette of Australian, British, and US
influences.
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