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  Elbert Frank Cox was born on December 5, 1895, in Evansville, Indiana.  His father, Johnson D. Cox, was 

very focused on education, having studied at both Evansville College and Indiana University.  He was the  
principal and teacher at the Third Avenue School. His mother, Eugenia, managed the home.  Although the  
neighborhood was racially diverse, the schools were not.  
 

Throughout school, Elbert thrived in mathematics and physics, He was also a very  
talented violinist, which earned himself a music scholarship after high school.  The 

music scholarship would have allowed Elbert to travel to Europe to study at the Prague Conservatory of  
Music, but his true love was mathematics.  Elbert entered Indiana University, receiving a Bachelor of Arts in 
Mathematics on June 13, 1917. He scored an "A" in every mathematics examination he took.   

 

Elbert was appointed as a mathematics teacher at Alves Street School in Henderson,  
Kentucky, but early in 1918 he resigned and enlisted in the army.  Although WWI was  
nearing the end, Elbert was sent to France, where he served until 1919. Upon his return to 
the United States, he earned an appointment to Shaw University in Raleigh, North  
Carolina. He later became chair of the  Department of Natural Sciences.  
 

In December 1921, Elbert applied for a graduate scholarship at Cornell University; one of only seven universities  
offering a PhD program in mathematics. Although there were some skeptics, he received the scholarship and  
entered the program in 1922.  In 1924, Elbert was awarded an Erastus Fellowship of $400 per year. Universities in 
England and Germany refused to consider his doctoral thesis but Imperial University in Sandai, Japan, accepted it.  
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