Geoffrey Thomas Roscoe:
A Remarkable Man

By Eve James

Library Manager, Roscoe Library, St Francis College

Asyou have heard, I work at the Roscoe Library at St Francis College. This lightning talk is a glimpse
into the life of Geoffrey Thomas Roscoe after whom the library is named.

An Anglican theological college has existed in Brisbane since the end of the 19 century. It began in
Wickham Terrace in the city, moved to the northside suburb of Nundah in the early 20t century and then
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to its current location as St Francis College at Milton during the 1930s. The College has always had alibrary,
but it was Mr Roscoe who was responsible for its greatest transformation. In recognition of this, on
October 5% 1985, a plaque was placed at the entrance to this library, which reads: “The Roscoe Library is
named in thanksgiving to God for the life of Geoffrey Thomas Roscoe and for his unique ministry as
Librarian of St Francis College from 1975 —1985”.

Geoffrey Thomas Roscoe was born in 1900, which makes calculation of
his age at significant events particularly easy. He had a distinguished career
in education, beginning in one-teacher schools in Queensland and retiring
as Director of Education in Papua New Guinea in 1962. After his
retirement, he travelled extensively in Europe and then returned to
education on the south side of Brisbane, that is, until the administration of
the school discovered how old he was. Not to be deterred, in the year that
he turned 75, Mr Roscoe began his librarianship studies. This involved

classes four nights per week over two years. It was at this time that he began

volunteering at the library at St Francis College.

Reflecting on her time working alongside Mr Roscoe, Mrs Margaret Leditschke notes: “He set about
cataloguing, enlarging the scope from author and title and adding subject headings not forgetting the shelf
list. He divided the catalogue and began a vertical file of ephemeral material. With a small hand press, he
printed the cards himself. If shelving was needed, he made some. He set up a self-administered borrowing

system allowing 6 items, but he was very flexible to keen readers”.

-
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placeholders to direct readers to other useful shelf numbers.
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Apart from physically building whatever was needed for the smooth running of the library, we have
numerous examples of ways in which Mr Roscoe would try to enhance the educational experience of the

students. In this published book, Mr Roscoe has added two of his own hand-drawn maps to augment what

was already there.

As soon as he was able,
Mr Roscoe introduced
items in microfiche
format. Access to these
items was provided by
the librarian, )
placeholders were used
to raise awareness of

their existence.

Prior to electronic
catalogues where you

can manage related

resources to draw attention to other items that might be helpful for your research, Mr Roscoe created
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Mr Roscoe was proficient in several languages. Apart from English, we know of Italian (from his time
teaching in Queensland schools), Pidgin English and some Dutch (from Papua New Guinea), Biblical
Hebrew and Greek, German, and we hold translations of his from French and Latin, including some that

you will be shown soon.

These books are from when Mr Roscoe returned to the University of Queensland in 1964 to study
philosophy. They show his handwritten notes in French, German, Latin and Greek, as well as English.

They also include musical notation and a timeline of Western philosophy.

In the Diocesan Archives we have a letter from December 1977 that Mr Roscoe wrote to Sir Philip Nigel
Warrington Strong who was serving as Archbishop of Brisbane; Sir Philip and Mr Roscoe had become

friends during their time together in Papua New Guinea.

In part the letter reads, “I have now completed two years as Honorary Librarian at St Francis' College. I
have been very happy there, and I think the Principal and the students are satisfied with my work. At least
they say so”.
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Later in the letter, he writes: “The best existing work on the "five proofs" of the existence of God is
Garrigou-Lagrange, Dieu, Son Existence et Sa Nature. 1 ordered a copy for St Francis' Library and received
it just at the beginning of the vacation. It is in French, and our students cannot read French. No English

translation is available. So, I set my teeth and started on the long job of producing an English translation.”

Mit susgereichnoter Hochachtung
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There are numerous stories of Mr Roscoe, but the anecdote that most captures people’s attention, is that,
in 193], in response to a letter that he had written, Mr Roscoe received a response from Albert Einstein!!!
In April 2007, his friend The Rev’d Canon John Steele, gave the library a copy of this letter and its
envelope. The letter was in German; [ shall read Albert Einstein's letter, using the translation provided by

John Steele:

ALBERT EINSTEIN
BEI POTSDAM, 3. September 1931

CAPUTH

Herm G. J, (sic) Roscoe
Teachers College
Turbot Street
Brisbane, Queensland
Australien

Sehr geehrter Herrl

Es erscheint soviel Unsinn in den Zeitungen,
dass ich diesem einzelnen Fall nicht nachgehen kann. Es ist
natdrlich keine Rede daven, dass ich an der Richtigkeit der

Grundlage der Relativititstheorie zweifle, zumal es mir und
meinem Mitarbeiter, Herrn Dr. [W] Mayer, gelungen ist [noch

nicht

publiziert), auch die Maxwell'sche Theorle mit der Raumstruk-

tur In einfachen Zusammenhang zu bringen.
Mit ausgezeichneter Hochachtung
A. Einstein

Walther Mayer {11 March 1887 — 10 September 1948) was
an Austrian mathematician. He served as an assistant to
Albert Einstein and subsequently worked with him for
several years as a close collaborator, leading to the nickname
"Einstein's calculator®.

[From The Aeverend Canen Or JG Steele AM, 28 April, 2007]

“So much nansense appears in the newspapers that | cannot
trace this particular instance. There is naturally no guestion
of my doubting the accuracy of the basis of the Relativity
Theory espedally as Dr Mayer my fellow-worker and | have
succeeded [not yet published) in bringing the Maxwellian
Theory also into simple agreement with space-structure.”

[From Google transiate, September 2025]

Dear Sir!

So much nonsense appears in the newspapers that | cannot
Investigate this individual case. Of course, | am not saying
that | doubt the correctness of the foundations of the theary
of relativity, especially since | and my colleague, Dr. Mayer,
have succeeded (not yet published) in establishing a simple
connection between Maxwell's theory and the structure of
space.

With yours sincerely

A FEinstein

“So much nonsense appears in the newspapers that I cannot trace this instance. There is naturally no
question of my doubting the accuracy of the basis of the Relativity Theory especially as Dr W Mayer, my
fellow-worker, and I have succeeded (not yet published) in bringing the Maxwellian Theory also into

simple agreement with space-structure.”
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The Physics Museum, The University of Queensland, is where the
original letter from Albert Einstein, together with Mr Roscoe’s
facsimile edition (Latin) of Newton’s Principia, have been deposited.

T, PUEIENA 1208 in M3, was oid 12
proct

To receive a letter from Albert Einstein is amazing, but there is more. John Steele’s accompanying note

reads:

“Geoffrey Roscoe gave me the originals of these items which [ later deposited in the Physics
Museum, University of Queensland, along with his facsimile edition (Latin) of Newton’s
Principia”.
Inlate September [ arranged to visit the Physics Museum to see these original items, and to obtain a cleaner
copy of Einstein’s letter as ours had been wet when the roof leaked. Although the letter was precisely
where their catalogue indicated, I am indebted to Dr Gil Toombes for the time and effort he placed into

finding Newton's Principia.
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G. T. Roscoe Bookplate

Sobrii estote, et vigilate: quia
wedversorius vester diobolus tamguam
lea rugiens circuit, quarens quem

E i devoret.

TSAAC NEWTON'S T P 1Peter 5:8
PHILOSOPHIAE

| NATURALIS Fealds Discipline yourselves; keep alert. Like
PRINCIPIA | 2 :

a roaring lion your adversary the devil
prowls around, looking for someaone to
ur. INgsvUE

MATHEMATICA.

Be sober, be vigilant, because your
adversary the devil walketh about as
a roaring lion, seeking whom he may

Be sober-minded; be watchful. Your
adversary the devil prowls around like
a roaring lion, seeking someane ta
devaur. sy

Be alert and of sober mind. Your
enemy the devil prowls around like a
roaring lien looking for somecne to
devour, ivv)

When located, there was no doubt that it was Mr Roscoe's copy as it had his very familiar bookplate in the
front. Gil asked whether we have a copy of what Mr Roscoe had sent to Einstein; he was intrigued with
what might have been in the newspapers to prompt the correspondence and had already done some

preliminary investigation. I am now also very interested and plan to look into this when time allows.

Isaac Newton (1642-1727)

Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica
(Mathematical Principles of Natural Phiosophy)
London, 1687

Newton’s great work, published late in life, was old fashioned in
style, written in Latin, and used geometrical proofs rather than the
calculus he had invented to make his discoveries.

But it remains the most influential scientific book ever written and is
one of mankind’s greatest individual creations. Here we see his
three Laws of Motion from which all else follows.
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When the Principiawas on display at the museum, its reference card noted:

“Newton’s great work, published late in life, was old fashioned in style, written in Latin, and
used geometrical proofs rather than the calculus he had invented to make his discoveries. But
it remains the most influential scientific book ever written and is one of mankind’s greatest

individual creations. Here we see his three Laws of Motion from which all else follows.”

THE THEOLOGY OF SIR ISAAC NEWTON

Trasalatorts ¢

extracted from
FHILOSOFHIAE MATURALIS FRINCIFIA MATHEMATICA
by 8ir Isasc Newtom, 1687

3rd edition, 1726. Vol.II Book III
SCHOLIUM GENERALE
translated from the ordginel Latin by G. T. Roseos
8¢ Pranois' College, MILTON, Q.
1979.

The student of Scholamtie Fhilosophy will find thie document
relevant to the traditional FIFTH WAY of proving the existence
of God by the order of the universe. Soe 5t Thomas Aquinas,
Sums Theologisg Ia q.2 a.%; Garrigou-Lagrange, @
Exjetencge and Ngture, Vol.I, Ch.3, par.40.

Van Steenberghen, Ferdnand : Mﬁhﬂ' + PP. 150-164,

From his scientifie observatiome and by inferences therefrom,
Newton concludes that men owe to God slavieh obedience. So far
a8 Natural Theology can go, this im right. It is only through
@ivire revelation that the redesmed are informed of their status
under the New Covenant, that they are no longer slavea, but mons,
and enjoy the privileges of intelligent apprehension of the
purposcs of God in Chriet Jesus, and of willing participation
in the aotivities of God Lu ths world. See Romans, B i and
Galatians. 4, Tt ioTe odwémi el Sovdos, MMM vids = e 8¢

1"05 Kait KIJHJPOYO)LOT Bepd Sia ')(,our-ro'u

S0 you are mo y but o son, ‘and ae & son, an heir

of God through Christ.”

Note on Bir Isame Newtom from
THE OXFORD DICTIONARY OF THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH
ed. F. L. Cross. Lendon: O0.U.F., 1974

*Newton was the most eminent phyeicist of his day, and his work
is & landmark in the history of Mathematics. Among his principal
achievements are the formulation of the law of gravitation, the
discovery of the differential cmloulus, and the firet correct
englymis of white light. In him celsbrated

(1687) ho gives expression also to his
relipious comvietiome. 'Bollllf in God resta for him chiefly om
thn -d-inblo order of the univarse. He acknowledges the mm.

ommnipot and pe s And

pantheistic .’.a-. of a wﬂﬂ noul God im t.'nn Bupreme nnm with

complete authority over the material universe, ms well as over
humen souls, whish owe him absolute obedience."

o Hoscoe Lit
5t Francls’ 'I'hwluulc Wl Coltes
PO Box 1261

We have Mr Roscoe’s translation of part of this Latin text, focusing on the theology of Isaac Newton. Mr
Roscoe’s comments in his translator’s notes clearly show why this work was of such importance to him:
“The student of Scholastic Philosophy will find this document relevant to the traditional FIFTH WAY of
proving the existence of God by the order of the universe”. He then directs students to St Thomas Aquinas’
Summa Theologiae, Garrigou-Lagrange’s, God, his Existence and Nature and another work in French,

before summarising, including references from Romans and Galatians, in Greek.

This is a wonderful example of our conference theme of Echoes of the Past ... Creating Stories for the
Future. Here, Mr Roscoe drew on the work of Albert Einstein, Isaac Newton, St Thomas Aquinas,

Garrigou-Lagrange and ancient Biblical texts to offer something rich and accessible for others who follow.
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TREATION AND EVOLUTION .
Feference Notes 79/217 V23 Lib

Mr Roscoe also loved to
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whole story of this

remarkable man. This
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image is of items written
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G.T. THE CURE OF ARS NG ciisErans

by Mr Roscoe held in our

vertical file.

X ; LI, - A 7
This year, 50 years from when Mr Roscoe began at the library and 40 years since it was named in his
honour, we gathered to celebrate. These are members of Mr Roscoe’s family, with Margaret Leditschke,

now 92! From her presentation at this event, we hear more about the person of Mr Roscoe:
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“He loved to talk to students, and he had all day, but they did not, so it was always a balance between
politeness and other demands. He was very interested in all students. As he had a background in
philosophy, he felt that all students would benefit from a study of this, then they ‘wouldn't make such

299

foolish statements, Mrs. Leditschke’”.

Mr Roscoe was the true scholar. He would come from a service in the chapel and open several translations

of the Bible when he found what was read in chapel caused him to question. He certainly raised his

eyebrows if someone relied on one translation, or even one language as the definitive standard.”

We added a new artwork to the wall of the Roscoe Library to mark this special anniversary. Some of you
may recognize the work of Merchandising Libraries who produced this for us. It incorporates Mr Roscoe’s

image, the words from the plaque at the entrance to the library, and a quote from him:

“If someone asks bluntly — in just what ways can a librarian help us? — the answer is that this
is something that you and I have to find out together. Only experience will show just what I
can do for you; but if you bring your questions and difficulties to me, [ hope you will learn
something from me, and I am quite sure I shall learn a good deal from you, and this would

be a very satisfactory arrangement.”
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This remarkable man died on 6 June 1985, having served ten years as Honorary College Librarian.
According to Margaret Leditschke, he hoped “that there was a library in heaven as the idea of eternal rest
filled him with horror”. A memorial service was held in the College Chapel with the Archbishop of
Brisbane, John Grindrod, as celebrant and the Principal of St Francis College, Ivor Church, as preacher—a

clear indication of the high esteem in which Geoffrey Thomas Roscoe was held.
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