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'Part of My Life Since Childhood'
CRC HANDBOOK OF CHEMISTRY AND PHYSICS 68th edition. Robert C. Weast, ed. CRC Press,
Boca Raton, FL. 1987. 2,464 pp. $69.95. (Price will increase to $74.95 in December.) The CRC
Handbook of Chemistry and Physics has been part of my life since childhood. My father’s copy
was pressed into service for a junior high school crystal-growing project and I have been
using it ever since. Calcium nitrate is still cubic, colorless and hygroscopic, in case you
wondered. Over the years, the handboo

By Virginia Trimble | November 16, 1987

CRC HANDBOOK OF CHEMISTRY AND PHYSICS

68th edition. Robert C. Weast, ed.
CRC Press, Boca Raton, FL. 1987.
2,464 pp. $69.95. (Price will increase
to $74.95 in December.)

The CRC Handbook of Chemistry and Physics has been part of my life since childhood.

My father’s copy was pressed into service for a junior high school crystal-growing project and I have been
using it ever since. Calcium nitrate is still cubic, colorless and hygroscopic, in case you wondered. Over the
years, the handbook has remained the second most useful general-purpose volume on a working
scientist’s bookshelf, right after a good dictionary.

What will you find? The thermal conductivity of granite, to reconstruct the 19th century cooling argument
for the age of the Earth. Elastic moduli and tensile strengths of various alloys, for creating realistic Physics
1 problems (though not so many of these as in earlier editions, I regret). Physical constants of some
15,000 organic compounds (in what is still the longest single table in the book). Recommended dietary
allowances of vitamins, transition probabilities of allowed lines, radioactivity dosages, and an unbelievably
wide range of other chemical and physical properties, concepts and formulas.

Of course the handbook has evolved over the decades. Numerical tables of logarithms and trigonometric
functions are gone, killed off by the pocket calculator (no one will miss them). But the basic formulas of
geometry and spherical trig have disappeared, too; you must commit the law of cosines to memory or keep
an old edition around. To compensate, useful sections on Fourier transforms, special functions and so forth
have been added. The tables of chemical and physical properties have the most recent values available as
the volume went to press, including mass limits on photinos and the rest. The section on “radio tubes” has
disappeared, of course, but so has the table of heats of combustion of coal and oil fuels.

The most serious loss is undoubtedly the detailed table of contents. The index is very extensive, but
sometimes it’s hard to guess what the editors have chosen to call things. A good deal of advance browsing
is needed to use the handbook efficiently. Finally, the board of contributors is no. longer exclusively male!

Undoubtedly, there are other volumes of tables and formulae equally useful in particular disciplines. But
over its broad range of coverage, the handbook has neither peers nor competitors. It is also remarkably
inexpensive—2.9 cents per page—for what it provides. For anyone teaching, researching or applying a
physical or chemical science, the CRC Handbook of Chemistry and Physics is one of the year’s best
investments.

Trimble is visiting professor of astronomy at the University of. Maryland, College Park, 20742 and professor
of physics at the University of California, Irvine, 92717.




