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Although not everyone reads Isaac Newton or Albert Einstein,
their genius is universally acknowledged. That near-idolatry
matters: it exemplifies a form of mental self-discipline, almost
ascetic in character, that is indispensable to producing enduring
scientific work.

History repeats itself not as a circle but as a spiral: similar
facts recur across epochs, shifted along a helix of circumstance.
As we approach the end of the second year of confronting the
COVID-19 pandemic, societies naturally seek historical parallels.
The circumstances of seventeenth-century England and those of
the modern world reveal striking affinities.

When the plague ravaged England in 1665-67, panic spread,
and many Londoners fled to the countryside; in the summer of
1665, more than 31,000 people died in the city. After Isaac
Barrow resigned the Lucasian chair at Cambridge, his young
protégé Newton withdrew to Woolsthorpe for what can be
characterised as a deliberate, creative scientific retreat. In the
tranquillity of rural seclusion, he spent over two years — years that
proved the most fruitful of his life.
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At  Woolsthorpe, Newton laid the foundations of
infinitesimal calculus (his Method of Fluxions), refined his
experimental method, made decisive advances in optics through
experiments conducted in isolation, and produced the first
formulations that would lead to the law of universal gravitation.
The concentrated labour of those years yielded the core of his
later, monumental achievements.

The mechanics of discovery resist easy description: how a
brilliant mind discerns truth amid complexity remains opaque.
What is clear is that every devoted scientist subjects facts, events
and opinions to exhaustive scrutiny, refusing to accept
conclusions until causes and consequences are thoroughly
examined. As Newton modestly reflected in David Brewster’s
Memoirs of the Life, Writings, and Discoveries of Sir Isaac
Newton (1855), “I don’t know what I may seem to the world, but,
as to myself, I seem to have been only like a boy playing on the
seashore, and diverting myself in now and then finding a
smoother pebble or a prettier shell than ordinary, whilst the great
ocean of truth lay all undiscovered before me.”

An epidemic or pandemic may halt some lives — rendering
them seemingly purposeless — while for others it provides the
conditions for creation: “Either the world creates you, or you
create the world yourself,” as American actor, Jack Nicholson, put
it. In the Woolsthorpe years, Newton fashioned a world — a model
of inquiry and of human vocation — that would instruct subsequent
generations not only in scientific method but in reflections on the
human purpose. At twenty-five, amid historic upheaval, he
exemplified what it is possible for a person to do: to make of
solitude a crucible for discovery and to leave a legacy that shapes
both knowledge and meaning, even in the times of historical
turmoil.
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