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1. A Beautiful Mind (Part One) — The Parents

| Introduction |

mathematical genius, starting with his family background.

mong John Nash’s earliest memories is one in which, as a

child of about two or three, he is listening to his

grandmother play the piano in the front of the old
Tazewell Street house, high on a breezy hill overlooking the city of
Bluefield, West Virginia.

It was in this parlor that his parents were married on September
6, 1924. The thirty-two-year-old groom was tall and gravely hand-
some. The bride, four years his junior, was a , dark-eyed
beauty. Her narrow, brown emphasized her slender
waist and long, graceful back.

John Forbes Nash, Sr., was “proper, painstaking, and very se-
rious, a very ‘conservative man in every respect,” according to his
daughter Martha Nash Legg. What saved him from dullness was a
sharp, inquiring mind. He was born in 1892 on his maternal grand-
parents’ plantation on the banks of the Red River in northern Texas,
the youngest of three children of Martha Smith and Alexander
Quincy Nash. The first few years of his life were spent in Sherman,
Texas, where his paternal grandparents, both teachers, had founded
the Sherman Institute (later the Mary Nash College for Women), a

modest but progressive establishment, where the daughters of Texas’s

Sylvia Nasar

The following biography presents us with a vivid account of the life of John Nash, the

1. maternal /mo'tamal/ a. FFE—
bal:s|
2. parlor /'pazla/ n. BT

3.willowy /'wilour/ a. EHH

4. cutvelvet dress STZE R 2LAR



5. smallpox epidemic K3E7 1T

6.Baptist /'baptist/ a. RIS
TREY
7. devout /dr'vaut/ a. FEIRHY

8. enlist /in'list/ vi BF

9.infantry /'mfantry/ n. 5

10. animated /'znimeitid/ a. &%
5]

11. whippet /'hwiptt/ n. /N R %8

12. vitality /var'tzloty/ n. &5

13. affluence /‘zfluons/ n. E#

middle class learned the value of regular physical exercise and a bit
of poetry and botany. After his grandparents died, John Sr.’s parents
operated the college until a forced them to close
its doors for good.

John Sr.’s mother was a highly intelligent, resourceful woman.
After she and her husband separated, Martha Nash supported herself
and her two young sons and daughter on her own, working for many
years as an administrator at Baylor College, another institu-
tion for girls, in Belton, in central Texas. and diligent, Mar-
tha was also described as an “efficient and devoted” mother, but her
constant struggle against poverty, bad health and low spirits, along
with the shame of growing up in a fatherless household, left its scars
on John Sr. and contributed to the emotional reserve he later dis-
played toward his own children.

Surrounded by unhappiness at home, John Sr. early on found
solace and certainty in the realm of science and technology. He stud-
ied electrical engineering at Texas Agricultural & Mechanical, gradu-
ating around 1912. He in the army shortly after the United
States entered World War I and spent most of his wartime duty as a
lieutenant in the 144th Supply Division in France. When he
returned to Texas, he did not go back to his previous job at General
Electric, but instead tried his hand at teaching engineering students
at the University of Texas. At the end of the academic year, he agreed
to take a position in Bluefield with the Appalachian Power Company.

Photographs of Margaret Virginia Martin — known as Virginia
— at the time of her engagement to John Sr. show a smiling,

woman, stylish and ~-thin. Outgoing and energetic,
Virginia was a freer, less rigid spirit than her quiet, reserved husband
and a far more active presence in her son’s life. Her and
forcefulness were such that, years later, her son John, by then in his
thirties and seriously ill, would dismiss a report from home that she
had been hospitalized for a “nervous breakdown” as simply unbe-
lievable. He would greet the news of her death in 1969 with similar
disbelief.

Like her husband, Virginia grew up in a family that valued
church and higher education. But there the similarity ended. She
was one of four surviving daughters of a popular physician, James
Everett Martin, and his wife, Eva, who had moved to Bluefield from
North Carolina during the early 1890s. The Martins’ did



not protect them from terrible blows — their first child, a boy, died
in infancy; Virginia, the second, was left entirely deaf in one ear at
age twelve after a bout of scarlet fever; a younger brother was killed
in a train ; and one of her sisters died in a epidemic
— but on the whole Virginia grew up in a happier atmosphere than
her husband. The Martins were also well-educated, and they saw to
it that all of their daughters received university educations. Eva Mar-
tin was herself unusual in having graduated from a women’s college
in Tennessee. Virginia studied English, French, German and Latin
first at Martha Washington College and later at West Virginia Uni-
versity, graduating at age sixteen. By the time she met her husband-
to-be, she had been teaching for more than ten years. She was a born
teacher, a talent that she would later on her gifted son. Like
her husband, she had seen something beyond the small towns of her
home state.

When the newly married Nashes returned from their honey-
moon, the couple lived at the Tazewell Street house with Virginia’s
mother and sisters. John Sr. went back to his job at the Appalachian,
which in those years consisted largely of driving all over the state in-
specting remote power lines. Virginia did not return to teaching. Like
most school districts around the country during the 1920s, the Mer-
cer County school system had a marriage bar. Female teachers lost
their jobs as soon as they married. But, quite apart from her forced
resignation, her new husband had a strong feeling that he ought to
provide for his wife and protect her from what he regarded as the
shame of having to work, another legacy of his own upbringing.

For a long time, Bluefield owes its existence to the rolling hills
full of coal and was a rough and ready frontier where Jew-
ish merchants, African-American construction workers, and Tazewell
County farmers struggled to make a living and where millionaire coal
operators sat down to negotiate contracts. By the 1920s, when the
Nashes married, however, Bluefield’s character was already chang-
ing. Directly on the line between Chicago and Norfolk, the town
was becoming an important rail and had attracted a prosperous
white-collar class of middle managers, lawyers, small businessmen,
ministers, and teachers.

Bluefield was not “a community of scholars,” as John Nash
later said with more than a hint of irony. Its bustling commercial-

ism, respectability, and small-town couldn’t

14. wreck /rek/n. %, M
15. typhoid /'taifoid/ n. 5%

16. lavish /levif/ vi. M4 F

17. outpost /'autpaust/ n. BXFI3%

18. hub /hab/ n. Hls

19. Protestant /‘protistant/ a. 3
(B
20. snobbery /'snobari/ n. #F|



21. hothouse /‘hothaus/ n. JRZE

22.sizable /'saizabl/ a. #12 KHY

23. multifaceted /malti'fesitid/ a.

Z7EN

24. tpiscopalian /1piskau’peiljon/
n. EEFBELLSEIE

25. fare /fea/ vi. 43E, 37E

have been further removed from the atmosphere of the intellectual

of Budapest and Cambridge which produced John von
Neumann and Norbert Wiener. Yet while John Nash was growing
up, the town had a group of men with scientific interests
and engineering talent, men like John Sr. who were attracted by the
railroad, the utility, and the mining companies. Some of those who
came to work for the companies wound up as science teachers in
the high school or one of the two Baptist colleges. In his autobio-
graphical essay, Nash described “having to learn from the world’s
knowledge rather than the knowledge of the immediate commu-
nity” as “a challenge.” But, in fact, Bluefield offered a good deal of
stimulation for an inquiring mind; John Nash’s subsequent career
as a mathematician, not to mention a certain prag-
matism of character, would seem to owe something to his Bluefield
years.

More than anything, the newly married Nashes were strivers.
Solid members of America’s new, upwardly-mobile professional
middle class, they formed a tight alliance and devoted themselves to
achieving financial security and a respectable place for themselves in
the town’s social pyramid. They became , like many of’
Bluefield’s more prosperous citizens, rather than continuing in the
fundamentalist churches of their youth. Unlike most of Virginia’s
family, they also became staunch Republicans, though (so as to be
able to vote for a Democratic cousin in the primaries) not registered
party members. They socialized a good deal. They joined Bluefield’s
new country club, which was displacing the Protestant churches
as the center of Bluefield’s social life. Virginia belonged to various
women’s book, bridge, and gardening clubs. John Sr. was a mem-
ber of the Elks and a number of engineering societies. Later on, the
only middle-class practice that they deliberately avoided was sending
their son to prep school. Virginia, as her daughter explained, was “a
public-school thinker.”

John Sr.’s job with the Appalachian remained secure right
through the Depression of the 1930s. The young family
considerably better in this period than many of their neighbors and
fellow churchgoers, especially the small businessmen. John Sr.’s pay-
check was steady. All decisions involving the expenditure of money,
no matter how modest, were carefully considered; very often the

decision was to avoid, put off, or reduce. There were no mortgages



to be had in those days, no pensions either, even for a rising young
middle manager in one of the nation’s largest utilities. Virginia Nash
« used to accuse her husband, when they’d had an argument — which
they rarely did within earshot of the children — of being quite likely,
in the event that she died before him, to marry a younger woman
and let her all the money she, Virginia, had scraped so

hard to save. (Their savings, it turned out, were considerable, how-

v ever. Even though John Sr. died some thirteen years before Virginia,

and even with the high cost of hospitalizations for John Jr., Virginia
barely dipped into her capital and was able to pass along a trust fund
to her children.)

Though they began life as parents in a rental house owned by

150 Eva Martin, the Nashes were soon able to move to their own mod-

est but comfortable three-bedroom home in one of the best parts of
town, Country Club Hill.

However much they were forced to economize, the Nashes
were able to keep up appearances. Virginia had nice clothes, most of
s which she sewed herself, and allowed herself the weekly luxury of
going to a beauty parlor. By the time they moved to their own house,
she had a cleaning woman who came once a week. Virginia always
had a car to drive, typically a Dodge, which was hardly the

even among middle-class families at the time. John Sr., of course,

io» had a company car, usually a Buick. The Nashes were a loyal couple,

like-minded.

1680 words
From Sylvia Nasar, A Beautiful Mind, 1998.

Comprehension Exercises

1. The main aim of this piece is to

26. squander /'skwonda/ V. SR

27. norm /nam/ n. ARAE

Decide on the best choice to answer or complete each of the following.

A. tell the readers something of John Nash'’s early education in Texas

B. present the readers a vivid picture of the cleverness of John Nash’s father
C. indicate how outgoing and energetic John Nash’s mother was

D. show the readers John Nash’s family background in the city of Bluefield



2. John Sr’s emotional reserve was mainly the result of

A. his mother’s bad health and low spirits ~ B. poVérty and a fatherless household
C. his mother’s lack of devotion D. both A and B

3. When John Nash heard that his mother was ill,
A. he was not surprised B. he could not believe it
C. he asked his family to tell him the details  D. he wished to see the medical report

4. Which of the following can best describe Bluefield?
A. A small town full of scholars. B. A small town with no snobbery.
C. A small town full of commercialism. D. A small town with no respect for religion.

5. John Nash’s Bluefield years .
A. contributed to his later career as a mathematician
B. were very stimulating and interesting
C. had no influence on his character
D. provided him with a very inquiring mind

Give brief answers to the following questions.

1. Was John Forbes Nash’s father a native of Texas? How do you know?

2. When did John Sr. escape from his unhappy childhood?

3. What did John Sr. do before joining the Appalachian Power Company?

4. Was John Nash’s mother well educated? And what did she do before meeting John Nash Sr.2

5. What happened to John Nash’s mother after she got married?

Questions for discussion.

1. When do you think is the best age to acquire foreign languages? What is the difference
between a baby learning its mother tongue and an adult learning a foreign language?

2. Do you agree with the idea that the earlier a person receives higher education the better?
Why or why not?



