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Chapter 1 Young Laplace

	The author of the "Mecanique Celeste" was born in 1749 in Beaumont-en-Auge near Honfleur, only thirteen years later than his well-known friend Lagrange. His father was a farmer, but seems to have been able to give a promising son a good education. Considering the unorthodoxy in religious matters which Laplace is said to have generally characterized in later years, it is interesting to note that the subject which first claimed his attention was theology when he was a boy. He was, however, soon introduced to the study of mathematics, in which he presently became so proficient that, while he was not yet more than eighteen years old, he obtained employment as a mathematics teacher in his native town.

	Desiring to have greater opportunities for study and the acquisition of fame than was possible in the close associations of provincial life, young Laplace started for Paris and received letters of introduction to D'Alembert, who then occupied the most prominent position mathematician in France, if not in all of Europe. D'Alembert's fame, in fact, was so brilliant that Catherine the Great wrote to ask him to take over the upbringing of her son, promising the magnificent income of a hundred thousand francs. However, he preferred a quiet research life in Paris, although only a modest salary was attached to his office. The philosopher, accordingly, refused the seductive offer to go to Russia, although Catherine again wrote to say :
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