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Adolph Basser Library

The Library is named after the philanthropist Sir 

Adolph Basser (1887–1965) whose gift of £25,000 

($50,000) in 1960 enabled it to be established. It 

collects both published and unpublished material 

documenting the history of science in Australia, 

and promotes related historical research. There 

is particular emphasis on collecting biographical 

material about prominent scientists. 

New library cataloguing software, DB/Text Works, has been purchased and installed this year. As many records 

as possible were imported into it from the old, corrupted catalogue; the remainder are currently being 

transferred individually or re-catalogued.

Manuscript collection
The manuscript collection (www.science.org.au/academy/basser/mslist.htm) contains 225 sets of papers, 

ranging in quantity from a few sheets of correspondence to many hundreds of items. Individual scientists 

represented in the collection include significant figures in CSIRO such as Sir David Rivett, Sir Ian Wark and 

Dr Lloyd Rees, academics such as Professor Frank Fenner and Sir Ernest Titterton and more than 60 other 

Fellows of the Academy. The collection is not limited to Fellows. The papers of Sir Neil Hamilton Fairley, for 

example, are heavily used by people interested in malarial research. A number of scientific societies have also 

chosen the Basser Library as the repository for their archives with the Australian Institute of Physics and the 

Geological Society of Australia providing the largest collections. 

Listings of the Library’s manuscript collections are on the Academy’s website, where they generate a large 

number of hits and significant email enquiries.

Part of the Basser Library’s impressive collection of books and manuscripts

Photo: Jacinta Legg
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Books and journals
The collection of printed material also 

contains much of value to research workers. 

Of particular interest are the back sets of 

Australian scientific periodicals including 

those produced by the early colonial Royal 

Societies and the other voluntary scientific 

associations that flourished in Australia 

in the 19th century, such as the Linnean 

Society of New South Wales. 

Staffing and use
The library is currently staffed 4 days a 

week (Tuesdays to Fridays) by a qualified 

librarian with training in archives work. 

Opening hours are 9.30am to 5.30pm. It is 

open to all bona fide researchers. Queries 

are received from a variety of sources 

ranging from family historians to scholars. 

Our biographical resources, in particular 

the biographies of Australian botanists 

compiled for the Hunt Institute, are regularly 

used, particularly by family historians. In 

the past year researchers have included 

two PhD candidates from the University 

of Canberra, a postdoctoral student from 

the University of Auckland and a London 

television producer.

Thanks to the continuing generosity of 

Professor Frank Fenner FAA we were able 

to employ an assistant in the library for two 

days a week over several months.

Moran Award for History of 
Science Research
Each year the Library offers an award of 

$2,500 to encourage use of the collections 

by postgraduate students and other 

independent researchers. This award is 

advertised in June. The current Moran 

scholar is Kate Rogers, from the University 

of Melbourne.

More information about 

the Basser Library is 

available at:  

www.science.org.au/ 
academy/basser.htm

A variety of researchers consult the Basser Library’s resources

Current Moran scholar Kate Rogers at work

Photo: Stephanie Kafkaris
Photo: Richard Bray
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Obituary notices

Ronald Drayton Brown
Died 31 October 2008, elected to Fellowship 1965

Ronald Drayton (Ron) Brown was born in Melbourne on 

14 October 1927. He grew up as an only child in modest 

suburban circumstances in Prahran and did not come 

from a scientific or academic background. His father had 

achieved some distinction in amateur athletics. His secondary 

education was at Wesley College, to which he had won a 

scholarship. He excelled in mathematics and physics and 

was an interested reader of astronomy books. He was dux of 

the school in his final year and was awarded an exhibition 

in physics in the Victorian matriculation examinations. In his 

first undergraduate year at the University of Melbourne, he 

majored in physics and chemistry. In second year he dropped 

physics, despite scoring better results than in chemistry. While 

completing a chemistry major he also informally attended the lectures in third year physics and mathematics, 

without completing the examinations, ending up with an effective triple major for his BSc in 1946.

In the days before it was possible to do a PhD anywhere in Australia, Ron began his research career as an MSc 

student in the Department of Chemistry at the University of Melbourne with Dr Francis Lahey as supervisor. 

His thesis topic was alkaloid products from Australian plants, particularly Acronychia baueri. He had chosen 

this project because it would involve some organic chemistry and some spectroscopy. He was attracted by 

the relationships between the structure of organic compounds and their spectra, and the use of these ideas in 

deducing the structure of newly isolated compounds. He measured numerous uv-visible absorption spectra 

of the highly coloured alkaloids (structurally related to acridone) employing labour-intensive photographic 

methods. He attempted to introduce some novelty into the analysis by conducting simple molecular orbital 

calculations on the π-electron system of acridone in an attempt to account for the shifts in the two main 

absorption bands in the spectra as the substituents changed. The idea of using π-electron theory had been 

kindled by his browsing of an article in Transactions of the Faraday Society by Coulson and Longuet-Higgins 

who used Hückel MO (molecular orbital) theory to predict the structure of aromatic hydrocarbons. As there 

were no staff in Melbourne (physics or chemistry) at that time who knew anything about molecular quantum 

mechanics, Ron taught himself by importing and slogging through the texts by Pauling and Wilson and 

Eyring, Water and Kimball.

By the end of his MSc studies he had completed some unrelated work involving MO calculations on non-

benzenoid hydrocarbons, including azulene, which, from his calculations, he predicted would have significant 

electrical polarity. This was ultimately confirmed experimentally by others. Following the completion 

of his MSc, Ron was appointed senior demonstrator in physical chemistry at Melbourne and continued 

with π-electron calculations during 1949–50 (using electromechanical desk calculators) on a variety of 

hydrocarbons and heterocyclic systems. In 1950 Ron won a National University Travelling Fellowship which 

he used to undertake a PhD with Charles Coulson in the Physics Department at Kings College, London, where 

he continued his π-electron work. Upon completion of his PhD in 1952 he was appointed to an assistant 

lectureship in chemistry at University College, London. For family reasons he decided to return to Australia 

in late 1952, when he was invited to a senior lectureship in chemistry at Melbourne. At Melbourne Ron 

continued investigating more sophisticated π-electron calculations with a series of PhD students. Calculations 

were almost exclusively performed with desk calculators. A significant theoretical advance developed with 

Ron Brown



THE AUSTRALIAN ACADEMY OF SCIENCE106

O
B

IT
U

A
R

Y
 N

O
T

IC
E

S

PhD student Michael Heffernan was the VESCF π-MO method. This proved to be the most reliable π-only 

method for the prediction of electric dipole moments in conjugated hydrocarbons and heterocycles. In 1959 

Ron was promoted to reader and later that year he was appointed as the foundation professor of chemistry at 

the newly created Monash University, where he remained head of the Chemistry Department until 1992. He 

retired and was appointed emeritus professor in 1993. 

As head of chemistry at Monash, Ron was able to conduct a coordinated research program involving 

theoretical prediction and experimental measurement of the structural and electronic charge distribution of 

pivotal compounds. Microwave spectroscopy was selected as the most versatile experimental tool. In parallel 

with a tour of the USA and Canada as a Carnegie Fellow in 1964, including an extended visit to Costain’s 

microwave spectroscopy laboratory at the National Research Council in Ottawa, a microwave spectrometer 

was constructed at Monash. Challenging projects were attempted, beginning with the highly reactive benzene 

isomers dimethylene cyclobutene and fulvene and, over the following years, the extremely reactive compounds 

hydrogen isocyanide, propadienone, C3O and benzyne. Other target compounds involved theoretically 

challenging molecules with multiple quadrupolar nuclei and/or unpaired electrons (including NCN3 and NF2).

In 1971 Ron’s interest in astronomy led to the study of interstellar molecules via laboratory microwave 

spectroscopy coupled with the direct use of radio telescopes. Ron, with his own research group and radio 

astronomy collaborators, had considerable success in the interstellar discovery of thioformaldehyde (1971); 

methanimine (1972); methyl formate (1975); HN13C (1976); vibrationally excited cyanoacetylene (1976); DNC 

(1977); H15NC (1977); vibrationally excited acetonitrile (1983); C3O (1984); NH3 maser; propynal (1988); and 

C2O (1991). 

Initially spurred by the prospect of discovering compounds of biological significance in space, Ron developed 

a parallel interest in the microwave spectroscopy of biological molecules. Even measuring the microwave 

spectrum of the simplest amino acid, glycine, presented immensely challenging experimental problems 

that had defeated earlier workers. Success was achieved in 1975, although its presence in interstellar clouds 

remains to be demonstrated conclusively. With the development by Ron’s research group of a new style of 

instrument, the Stark-modulated free-jet microwave spectrometer, it became possible to measure the spectra 

of other amino acids (alanine), a vitamin (nicotinamide), neurohormones (phenylethylamine, amphetamine and 

histamine) and nucleic acid bases (uracil, cytosine, thymine and adenine).

Ron enjoyed an active and wide-ranging recreational sporting life generally and achieved significant success in 

state-level competition in badminton. He was president of the Victorian Badminton Association in 1960–61. In 

1965 he was elected a Fellow of the Australian Academy of Science and served as a member of Council 1971–74 

and 1976–80, Secretary (Physical Sciences) 1976–80 and Vice-President 1972–74. In 1973 he was a member of 

the Australian delegation that visited China at the invitation of the Chinese Academy of Sciences. Ron Brown’s 

extramural activities included chairmanship of the National Committee for Chemistry and of the Committee 

on Science Policy. He also served as a member of the sub-committee on chemical education, and of UNESCO’s 

Australian National Advisory Committee’s specialist committee. In 1963 he was president of the Victorian 

Branch of the Royal Australian Chemical Institute (RACI). In 1982 he was appointed by the International 

Astronomical Union to an international panel of consultants to advise on the desirability of creating a new 

commission on bioastronomy. He subsequently served as a member of the organising committee of the 

commission (1982–97), serving as president for Commission 51 (bioastronomy) from 1991–93. He also served in 

various capacities for the International Union of Pure and Applied Chemistry between 1987 and 1997.

Ron received many honours and awards for his work including: the Masson Medal from RACI in 1948; the 

Rennie Medal from RACI in 1951; the HG Smith Medal from RACI and the David Syme Research Prize from the 

University of Melbourne in 1959; the Edgeworth-David Medal (1961) and the Liversidge Research Lecture (1969) 

from the Royal Society of NSW; the Royal Society of Victoria Medal in 1977; and the Matthew Flinders Medal and 

Lecture from the Academy is 1988. In 2002 he was made a Member of the Order of Australia, and in 2008 he 

received the Monash University 50th Anniversary Research Award.

Ron leaves his wife Mary, children Ron, David and Penny and seven grandchildren.

Peter Godfrey
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Peter William Gage
Died 13 August 2005, Elected to Fellowship 1977

Peter Gage was born in Auckland, New Zealand, on 

21 October 1937 to John Gage, an accountant, and 

Kathleen Mary Gage. He was the third child with two 

brothers (John and Michael) and a sister (Janice). Peter 

was educated at the Sacred Heart College in Auckland 

and studied medicine at the University of Otago, his MB 

ChB being awarded from the University of New Zealand 

(the only degree-awarding university in New Zealand 

from 1870 to 1961). In 1966, he obtained a PhD from the 

Australian National University (ANU) and in 1976 a DSc 

from the University of New South Wales (UNSW). 

Peter did his internship as a house surgeon in Auckland 

Hospital in 1961 and was a research fellow in Green Lane 

Peter Gage

Hospital, Auckland in 1962. He started his PhD in 1963 under Professor John Hubbard, a member of Sir John 

Eccles’ department in the John Curtin School of Medical Research (JCSMR) at the ANU in Canberra. He was 

trained in microelectrode techniques and synaptic physiology and his studies on the neurotransmission of 

signals from nerves to muscle were extraordinarily productive and highly cited, including six Nature papers 

and two Journal of Physiology papers.

Peter then went to Professor Paul Horowicz’s department at Duke University, North Carolina, from 1965–68, 

starting on a prestigious National Institutes of Health International Postdoctoral Fellowship, and finishing as 

an assistant professor. There he gained excellent training in biophysics, muscle electrophysiology, ion fluxes 

and synaptic transmission. This period was also highly productive producing more Nature and Science papers 

and some very highly cited Journal of General Physiology papers. 

In 1968, Peter returned to Australia on a senior lectureship in the School of Physiology and Pharmacology, 

in the Faculty of Medicine at UNSW, with Professor WE (Darty) Glover as head of school during most of 

his time there. Peter taught both medical and science students, being passionate about medical students 

needing a strong grounding in basic science and knowledge of current research. Being a gifted and dynamic 

undergraduate lecturer helped to attract many students to his laboratory. In the school, he developed a 

very active research group of PhD students, and subsequently attracted many national and international 

postdoctoral researchers and senior scientists to spend their study leave working with him. He was promoted 

to associate professor in 1971. Following publication of his substantial invited review on the Generation of end-

plate potentials for Physiological Reviews, and the award of his DSc, he was promoted to professor (personal 

chair) in 1976. The following year, he was elected as a Fellow of the Australian Academy of Science, later 

serving on its Council from 1983–86 and as a Vice-President from 1985–86. 

In 1982, Peter was awarded one of the first ARC Centres of Excellence – the Nerve Muscle Research Centre 

– to investigate the normal and abnormal function of nerve and muscle and signal transmission between 

them. Peter served as director of this centre, with Dr Peter Barry as assistant director and Dr Angela 

Dulhunty, with the opportunity to recruit more PhD students, postdoctoral fellows and other staff, to 

enhance research output. 

In 1984, Peter accepted a position as professor of physiology in the JCSMR at the ANU, under the directorship 

of Professor Robert (Bob) Porter, and moved there with Dr Dulhunty who was offered an academic 

appointment, almost all his PhD students, and some of his new postdoctoral fellows. At ANU, he created a 

vibrant research environment attracting not only many PhD students and postdoctoral fellows, but numerous 

distinguished senior scientists from around the world, who visited and collaborated with his group at JCSMR. 

In December 2002, Peter was awarded an NHMRC Senior Principal Research Fellowship at the JCSMR, which 

lasted until his untimely death in 2005. At the ANU, he built up an extremely strong research group of PhD 

students, postdoctoral researchers and senior research colleagues, and his research continued to have major 
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impact on membrane physiology and neuroscience. In 2001, Peter was a founder of the biotechnology 

company, Biotron, listed on the Australian Stock Exchange, and a member of the Biotron board. The company 

charter was to commercialise basic research discoveries in Australia and Peter was a co-inventor on two 

patents related to ion channel activity. In 2004, Peter was awarded the prestigious Bob Robertson Medal of 

the Australian Society for Biophysics (named in honour of Sir Rutherford (Bob) Robertson), in recognition of 

his outstanding contributions to the field of biophysics, the society and to Australian science in general. Peter 

was also elected an honorary member of the Australian Physiological Society in 2005; he had been a member 

since 1964, treasurer 1973–75 and president 2000–04.

Peter introduced many new cutting-edge techniques to Australia, establishing his laboratory as a central 

resource for training others, with his organisation of annual Curtin Conferences in Canberra on ion channels 

from 1995 reinforcing this role. These techniques included: voltage-clamping with operational amplifiers; with 

Angela Dulhunty, the three-electrode voltage clamp for measuring asymmetric charge movement in muscle; 

with Peter Barry and PhD student Nino Quartararo at UNSW, the patch-clamp technique for directly studying 

ion channels; and with members of his group at the ANU, the hippocampal slice technique to study synaptic 

currents. Throughout his research career, Peter’s work on neurotransmission, muscle and the structure and 

function of ion channels, some even formed by virus proteins, was highly productive. It resulted in more than 

200 publications, mostly in high-to-very-high impact journals (including 16 in Nature and 3 in Science), with 

his work being cited well over 7,000 times. He held numerous research grants, mainly from the NHMRC and 

ARC. He had more than 30 successful PhD students, many of whom went on to distinguished careers, and at 

least 22 postdoctoral fellows. Peter was an excellent speaker with innumerable invitations to speak at national 

and international conferences.

On a personal and family note, Peter married Jillian (Jill) Christine Shewan in 1960. They had two daughters, 

Michelle and Jennifer, two sons, Peter and David, and eleven grandchildren. From the early 1980s till his death 

in 2005, Peter’s partner and research colleague was Dr Angela Fay Dulhunty. In addition to his enthusiasm 

for research, Peter was also an engaging person with a keen sense of humour, who was very supportive of 

his colleagues and staff, and he loved, and was proud of, his children and grandchildren. He was also keenly 

interested in music, in native vegetation regeneration on his hobby farm, and activities like tennis, skiing, 

horse riding and camping.

David Adams 

Peter Barry
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Christopher Charles Heyde
Died 6 March 2008, elected to Fellowship 1977

Chris Heyde was born in Sydney on 20 April 1939, the 

son of Gilbert Christoph von der Heyde and Alice Danne 

Wessing. When he was young, his parents separated and 

he was brought up essentially by his mother. He went to 

school at Barker College, Hornsby and was dux in 1956. He 

initially excelled at sports, but later became interested in 

mathematics, rapidly developing his talent for it.

In 1957, he enrolled at the University of Sydney and 

graduated with first class honours in mathematical statistics 

and the University Medal in 1961. He continued his studies 

for an MSc under Professor Oliver Lancaster in 1962. In his 

first paper in the Journal of the Royal Statistical Society B25 

(1963), 392-393, which became a classic, he showed that the 

lognormal distribution is not determined by its moments.

Having won a Commonwealth Postgraduate Scholarship, he joined Pat Moran’s Department of Statistics at the 

Australian National University (ANU), and was awarded his PhD in 1965. Later that year he married Elizabeth 

James. They had two boys, Neil and Eric, each of whom now has two children.

Chris’s first job was at Michigan State University, from which he moved to Sheffield at the end of 1965, and 

later to Manchester in 1967. In 1968, Chris returned to Australia to take up a readership in Ted Hannan’s 

Department of Statistics at the ANU’s School of General Studies. He had already produced some 30 papers 

on classical themes in probability theory. He now began to explore branching processes, population genetic 

models and martingale methods, collaborating in several papers with Eugene Seneta and Ted Hannan.

In 1973, the ANU awarded him a DSc for his work on mathematical statistics and probability. Together with 

Seneta, he wrote the book IJ Bienaymé: Statistical Theory Anticipated (1977), a history of probability and 

statistics in the 19th century.

 In 1975, Chris joined Joe Gani in the CSIRO Division of Mathematics and Statistics, where he rapidly rose to 

become chief research scientist and assistant chief. In 1981, when Joe resigned as chief, he took over as acting 

chief until his appointment as professor and chairman of the Department of Statistics at the University of 

Melbourne. He helped to create the Key Centre for Statistical Science, a joint enterprise of La Trobe, Monash 

and Melbourne Universities and RMIT, of which he became the foundation director.

In 1986, Chris returned to the ANU, as professor and head of the ANU Department of Statistics in the Institute 

of Advanced Studies. In 1992, he became the foundation dean of the ANU School of Mathematical Sciences 

(now the Mathematical Sciences Institute), which brought together both undergraduate and graduate 

mathematical groups at ANU. From 1993, while continuing at ANU, he was also professor of statistics at 

Columbia University, New York, teaching there every Fall semester and directing the Columbia Center for 

Applied Probability.

Chris took a serious interest in the development of mathematics and statistics in Australia and internationally. 

Having been elected to the fellowship of the Academy in 1977, he served as a member of Sectional 

Committee 1 for mathematics from 1978–82 (chairman 1980–82), as Council member from 1986–93, as 

vice-president from 1988–89, and as treasurer from 1989–93. He was chairman of the Executive Committee 

of the Australian Foundation for Science from 1990–92, and a director of the Foundation from 1992–99. He 

was a member of the Council of the Australian Mathematical Society from 1980–83, and its vice-president 

in 1981. He was vice-president of the International Statistical Institute (ISI) from 1985–87, and again from 

1993–95; he was also a member of the Council of the ISI’s Bernoulli Society from 1979–87, its president-elect 

from 1983–85 and its president from 1985–87. He was a member of the Council of the Canberra Branch of the 

Statistical Society of Australia (SSA) from 1973–83 and its president from 1987–89. While at Melbourne, he was 

Chris Heyde
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a member of the Victorian Branch Council of the SSA from 1984–86, and its branch president from 1985–86. 

He was a member of the SSA’s Central Council from 1973–86, and the SSA’s federal president from 1985–86. 

He was a member of the Australian Mathematics Competition Board from 1981–92, and of its successor the 

Australian Mathematics Trust from 1992 until his death.

Chris was a prized editor and associate editor of many journals, among them the Journal of the Australian 

Mathematical Society (associate editor 1972–74), the Australian Journal of Statistics (editor 1973–78), the Annals 

of Probability (associate editor 1974–81), the Mathematics of Operations Research (1976–90), the International 

Statistical Review (associate editor 1980–87), the Advances in Applied Probability (associate editor 1972–82), and 

Stochastic Processes and their Applications (associate editor 1972–82, editor 1983–89). He was also one of the 

editors of the Springer series in Probability and Its Applications from 1985 until his death.

He had a close association with the Applied Probability Trust (APT): he was one of the editors of The 

Mathematical Scientist from 1982–2007, and was editor-in-chief of the Journal of Applied Probability and 

Advances in Applied Probability from 1990–2008, jointly with Soren Asmussen from May 2005. He was a valued 

APT Trustee for 24 years from 1984–2008, and was largely instrumental in the production of the electronic 

versions of the Applied Probability journals, currently stored with EUCLID and JSTOR.

Chris’s papers and books cover a wide range of topics in probability and statistics, among them the moment 

problem, random walks, the iterated logarithm law, enzyme reactions, branching processes, martingale 

theory, genetic models, the Hawkins random sieve, clutch sizes of birds, random trees, long range 

dependence, fractals, quasi-likelihood methods, inference for time series, risk assessment for catastrophes, 

and generalisations of the Black–Scholes model in financial mathematics.

Chris was well recognised for his achievements. He was elected a member of the ISI in 1972, a Fellow of the 

Institute of Mathematical Statistics in 1973, serving on its Council from 1982–85 and again from 1991–94. He 

became an honorary life member of the SSA in 1981. He was awarded the SSA’s Pitman Medal in 1988, the 

Hannan Medal of the Academy in 1994, and its Lyle Medal in 1995. The University of Sydney conferred a DSc 

(honoris causa) upon him in 1998, and he was appointed a Member of the Order of Australia (AM) in 2003. He 

was also elected Fellow of the Academy of Social Sciences in Australia in 2003.

Chris was diagnosed with hairy-cell leukemia in 1997, and underwent periods of treatment followed by 

remissions. In early 2008, metastatic melanoma was diagnosed, and he died on 6 March 2008. He will be sorely 

missed by his family, friends and colleagues; our heartfelt sympathy is extended to his wife and family.

Joe Gani
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Richard Ernst Meyer
Died 6 January 2008, elected to Fellowship 1956

Richard Meyer was born in 1919 in Berlin, Germany, and 

received his basic education there, at the French College. 

He went on to tertiary study at the Swiss Federal Institute 

of Technology, Zurich, from 1937 to 1941, earning a 

diploma of mechanical engineering. From 1942 to 1944 

he held appointments as an assistant at the Institute for 

Aerodynamics, and to the chair of descriptive geometry, 

at the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology. During this 

period he studied mathematical physics and worked on 

turbine theory. In 1946, on publication of his thesis, he 

was awarded the degree of DrScTech.

He went to England at the beginning of 1945, 

undertaking a journey which passed through occupied 

France. He spent a little over 12 months at the Ministry of Aircraft Production, and in July of 1946, took up 

a position as assistant lecturer in mathematics and engineering at the University of Manchester. In 1947 he 

became an ICI research fellow at the same university.

At that time the University of Manchester was becoming renowned for work in fluid mechanics, and he 

became a part of that activity by his research into mathematical aspects of supersonic flow. He made 

extensive use of the method of characteristics in treating a number of problems in gas dynamics and 

supersonic aerodynamics. He was particularly interested in focusing effects, as expressed through 

characteristics analysis, and the way they could sometimes alter the nature of a compressible flow field. He 

contributed a chapter on the method of characteristics to an important book on high speed flows.

In 1953, he came to Australia to take up a senior lectureship in aeronautics at the University of Sydney. 

He already enjoyed a substantial reputation as a theoretical aerodynamicist and applied mathematician, 

and was elected to the Academy in 1956. In Sydney, he broadened his activities to become the leader of a 

research group in supersonic aerodynamics. He expanded on previous work on the accuracy of the flow field 

produced by a supersonic wind tunnel to apply it to the supersonic wind tunnel in the Sydney laboratory. He 

also developed a simple theory which described the way a large thermal mass could be used to regulate the 

temperature of the air supplied to a supersonic wind tunnel. As well as pursuing these practical matters he 

supervised the work of postgraduate students and continued his theoretical research.

He left Sydney in 1957 and took up a professorship of mathematics at Brown University, Rhode Island, USA, 

moving to the University of Wisconsin in 1964. On leaving Sydney, he began the development of a major 

research interest in the fluid dynamics of water waves.

He has summed up his research interests as follows: ‘My primary interest is in the relation between physical 

reality and mathematical models used in the theoretical elucidation of natural phenomena and engineering 

processes. This has led me to research on the deeper mathematical structure of widely used models and on 

the connection between that structure and better methods of realistic and efficient approximation, numerical 

or analytical, or the predictions of the models. In some cases, it has led to drastic revision of branches of 

science.’

An example of this is his treatment of the undular jump, a water wave causing a small rise in water level. By 

conducting an analysis for small wave height, he was able to resolve historical uncertainty concerning the 

structure of the jump, showing that it was a dispersive effect.

His work on the fluid dynamics of water waves was initially concerned with the processes of waves breaking 

on a beach, and led to the patterns of wave reflection, transmission and refraction in passage over a seabed 

of varying depth. The manner in which various shoreline contours, particularly islands, acted to generate 

Richard Meyer
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complex wave patterns, which sometimes bore little relation to the oncoming sea, was also explored 

intensively.

His subsequent work did not involve the development of a major area of fluid dynamics, though he continued 

to contribute in a number of different areas of fluid physics, and to develop mathematical aspects uncovered 

in his earlier work.

He enjoyed a reputation as an invited speaker, delivering more than 50 lectures in nine countries. He was 

fluent in German, French and English, and passable in Italian and Spanish. He regarded teaching as an 

important part of his career, and took pleasure in doing it well. His undergraduate lectures were stimulating 

and well prepared. As a postgraduate supervisor he was thorough, his response to a verbal presentation being 

‘write it down’. But having written it down, the student would find him generous with his time and ideas. He 

successfully conveyed a sense of excitement with the research.

Richard Meyer and his wife Ilse died on 6 January 2008 in Madison, Wisconsin, USA. They are survived by their 

children Peter, Michele and Nicole and their grandson Max.

Ray Stalker
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Rodney Warren Rickards
Died 17 December 2007, elected to Fellowship 1981

Rod Rickards was one of the most important contributors to 

Australian science through his outstanding achievements 

in the chemistry of compounds of medical, biological, 

agricultural and veterinary importance. His sudden and 

unexpected death came as a shock to his family and a wide 

circle of friends and colleagues.

He was born at Manly on 30 June 1934 and lived there with 

his parents and elder brother Alan for most of his early life, 

although mother and children moved to Inverell in northern 

NSW for a year in 1942 to escape a feared Japanese attack 

on Sydney. He attended North Sydney Boys High School 

and received honours in physics and chemistry.  He entered 

Sydney University as an undergraduate in 1952 and, after 

Rod Rickards

a brief flirtation with chemical engineering, settled on chemistry. Because of his interest in the chemistry of 

living systems, he undertook an honours degree in organic chemistry with Professor Arthur Birch FAA, one of 

the great masters of the subject.

Rod graduated in 1955 with first class honours and the University Medal in organic chemistry and began 

a long-lasting research collaboration with Birch in biosynthesis. In 1956 Birch moved to the University 

of Manchester, UK, where the facilities and resources at that time were better than in Sydney, and Rod 

joined him to continue biosynthetic work on mould metabolites. In 1953, Birch had postulated that many 

phenolic natural products are derived by head-to-tail coupling of acetate units. In Manchester, following 

earlier experiments in Sydney, Rod helped to establish the correctness of this hypothesis by use of a then 

new method in which acetic acid, labelled with carbon-14, was fed to a microorganism. The label was then 

detected and located quantitatively in the resulting natural product.

In 1958 Rod was appointed as assistant lecturer at Manchester and in 1961 promoted to lecturer. During 

the 10-year Manchester period, he developed what was to become his trademark strategy in which organic 

synthesis, biomimetic synthesis and biosynthesis were integrated with structural and stereochemical 

deduction.

Probably the most spectacular example of his approach was the correct determination of the highly complex 

structure of the polyene antibiotic nystatin, which was the first antifungal agent to be introduced into human 

chemotherapy and is still widely used. This feat was accomplished without the use of high-field proton and 

carbon-13 magnetic resonance spectroscopy, techniques that were not available in those days but now are 

regarded as indispensable for that type of work.

In 1963 the Australian National University decided to establish a world-class Research School of Chemistry 

as part of the Institute of Advanced Studies. Together with Professor Birch at Manchester and Professor 

David Craig FAA at University College London, Rod was intimately involved in the planning, design and, 

later, construction of the new building and its laboratories, which were equipped to the highest levels then 

available. In 1966 Rod came to Canberra, with Birch and Craig, as a foundation appointee in the school. He was 

promoted to professorial fellow in 1968 and became professor in 1992. It is a tribute to these three chemists 

that, 40 years on, the Research School of Chemistry is still one of the most attractive and functional chemistry 

buildings in Australia.

From 1966 to his formal retirement in 1999, Rod and his group of students and postdoctoral fellows produced 

numerous papers and patents on the chemistry of important bioactive compounds, including more than 20 

different families of antibiotics. A highlight was the discovery in Canberra of the ansamycin antibiotics, which 

he named actamycin, after the Australian Capital Territory. This led him to predict the existence of a new 

natural aminoacid, 3-amino-5-hydroxybenzoic acid, which he demonstrated by extensive labelling studies to 
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be the basis of a new, fundamental pathway in aromatic biosynthesis.

He also developed an elegant and flexible synthesis, from the cheap, readily available precursor phenol, of 

mammalian hormones of the prostaglandin group and established a commercial biomimetic synthesis of 

tetrahydrocannabinol, the principal psychoactive component of cannabis resin, a compound that may prove 

to be of therapeutic value.

On the basis of his outstanding research, Rod was elected Fellow of the Royal Australian Chemical Institute in 

1968 and Fellow of the Academy in 1981. In the following year he received the HG Smith Medal, the premier 

research award of the RACI, and, ten years later, the Adrien Albert Award of the Medical and Agricultural 

Division of the RACI. He also received an Australian Centenary Medal in 2003. He gave numerous plenary 

lectures at national and international conferences, especially in the Pacific region, and presented the ANZAAS 

Liversidge Memorial Lecture in 1975, the inaugural Sir Robert Price Lecture (CSIRO) in 1990, and the Royal 

Society of Chemistry lectures in 1994–95. His lectures were notable for their lucidity and logical presentation.

Rod was chairman of the RACI’s Division of Organic Chemistry between 1980–82, and was a member of the 

Executive Council of the RACI during 1982. He also chaired the National Committee for Chemistry of the 

Academy in the period 1986–89. He served on the Occupational Health and Safety Committee of the ANU for 

many years, including a period as its chair.

Rod also used his expertise to serve the wider community. From 1993 to 2007 he represented the Academy 

on the Council of the National Science Summer School (the National Youth Science Forum) and helped 

to develop the program that enables promising Year 12 students who are interested in pursuing a career 

in science to participate in research projects in various institutions in Canberra over a two-week period in 

January. He also served on the Academy’s Europe Committee as a member between 1994 and 2002 and as 

the chair from 2003 to 2006. During this time Rod made important contributions to the day-to-day workings 

of this committee and also to strengthening the links between the Academy and the office of the Science 

Counsellor at the French Embassy in Canberra.

He greatly assisted the ACT Department of Health in the careful wording of the Territory’s Act governing 

prohibited substances and drugs of dependence so as to remove possible loopholes.

After his retirement in 1999 Rod was appointed emeritus professor at the ANU and a visiting scientist at CSIRO 

Entomology, thus enabling him to continue several productive research collaborations. These included studies 

of the juvenile hormone of the Australian sheep blowfly, work on novel antibiotics called calothrixins that are 

active against malarial parasites and human cancers, and an investigation of possible insect sources, such as 

termites and sawflies, for novel antibiotics.

Rod’s good humour, good sense and approachability were recognised and appreciated by colleagues at 

all levels. He was always generous with his time, ever ready to discuss and modestly offer advice based 

on his extensive knowledge and experience. He gave the members of his research group considerable 

independence in setting up and solving their particular scientific problem and impressed on them the 

necessary critical, rigorous attitude to the interpretation of results. He had an uncanny eye for detail, and was 

careful and thorough in all that he did. He was a very private person who was devoted to his family.

Rod’s last completed task was a detailed biography of his mentor, Arthur Birch, written with  Sir John 

Cornforth (Nobel laureate, 1975), which appeared about a year ago, simultaneously in Historical Records of 

Australian Science and Biographical Memoirs of Fellows of the Royal Society.

He is survived by his wife, Anna, who had been one of his PhD students, and his daughter, Helen, of whose 

promise and achievements he was intensely, though never openly, proud.

Martin A Bennett 

Lewis N Mander
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