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Title
Beryl May Dent (1900-1977)

Subject

Mathematical Physicist. Programmer of early analogue and digital computers at Metropolitan-Vickers Electrical Co.
Ltd. Member of the Women's Engineering Society.

Description

Beryl May Dent was born on 10 May 1900 in Chippenham, Wiltshire, the eldest daughter of schoolteachers. The family
moved to Warminster in 1909 when Beryl’s father was appointed Head Teacher of Warminster County School, and this
was where Beryl was educated, along with her sister Florence Mary.

After a spell of employment at the Royal Aircraft Establishment in Hampshire in 1918, she moved on to study at the
University of Bristol, initially taking a BA and then an Honours course, gaining a BSc in Applied Mathematics with First
Class Honours in 1923. She studied alongside only one other student, future Nobel prize winner Paul Dirac.

After a year studying at Newnham College, Cambridge, she returned to Bristol and gained another MSc in 1927 for her
work on crystal structure. Although women specialising in Mathematics in the 1920s faced limited job prospects, Beryl
earned a Research Assistant role at the University of Bristol, eventually publishing 6 papers whilst collaborating with
John Lennard-Jones between 1926-1928.

It was in 1929 that Beryl moved to Manchester to fulfil the position of Technical Librarian within the Scientific Research
Department at Metropolitan-Vickers in Trafford Park. This new scientific career required a high level of technical skill,
and Beryl reported in 1933 that the Library held nearly 6000 engineering volumes, pamphlets and patent
specifications.

Beryl became very active in the newly founded Association of Special Libraries and Information Bureaux (ASLIB),
developing networks with other specialised Librarians, serving on Committees and making conference presentations.
Alongside this full-time job, Beryl continued to publish papers, including her 1935 paper on solving points in a linear
equation. Because of her advanced knowledge of higher mathematics, she was also asked to check the mathematics
in papers for publication by engineers at Metropolitan-Vickers. In the 1939 Census, Beryl is listed as living at 112a
Burton Road, Didsbury, alongside four other working women at 112b-e. Metropolitan-Vickers created a new
computational section and Beryl earned a promotion to be its section leader in 1946. She also joined the Women'’s
Engineering Society and published papers on the application of digital computers to electrical design.

Beryl's work in this field accelerated and she wrote programs with Brian Birtwhistle for the Ferranti Mark 1 computer at
the University of Manchester. This was the world’s first commercially available general-purpose computer. Beryl
continued to publish papers throughout the 1950s furthering her pioneering work in computer application design. She
retired from Metropolitan-Vickers in 1960.

Beryl had strong links to Stretford, acting as school manager at St Matthew's Church of England Primary School on
Poplar Road between 1956 and 1962 and sharing a family home with her parents at 529 King’s Road. Her father died
in 1954. In 1962, Beryl moved with her mother and sister to 1Cokeham Road, Sompting, Sussex. She was an active
member of the Christian community, being elected as Treasurer and electoral officer of the local parish organisation.

Beryl died on 9 August 1977 and her ashes were interred at Worthing Crematorium. A commemorative brass plaque in
memory of Beryl sits on the Bishop’s Chair in St. Mary’s church, Sompting.

This blue plaque serves to commemorate the pioneering and accomplished work Beryl achieved over her long career.
Through her ground breaking and dedicated study of quantum theory physics and computer design, Beryl furthered
work in this field and paved the way for female scientists of the future.
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