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Foreword

In 1983 the Exccutive Committee of the Division of Applied Mathematics under the Chair-
manship of Dr. R.S. Anderssen decided that a History of the Applied Mathematics Conference and
the Division of Applied Mathematics should be written before too much information about ‘our
beginnings’ had been'forgotten. The idea of a History of the Division was greatly assisted by one of

Professor Ren Potts’ legendary after-dinner speeches, this time on his version of the first Applied

Mathematics Conference in 1966.

It is highly appropriate that Dr. Roger Braddock write the first ‘history’ of the Applied
Mathematics Conference and the Division of Applied Mathematics for he was the ‘organiser’ of
the first conference in 1966, held on Kangaroo Island, a later conference on the Gold Coast in
1978 and has been Secretary of the Division for 5 years. Roger has chosen an anecdotal style to

present the ‘history” which has much in keeping with the best traditions of the Applied Mathematics

Conference.

On behalf of the Division I wish to record our thanks to Roger for the efforts he has made

for the Division and in collating and writing this history.

J.R. Blake,
Chairman,
Division of Applied Mathematics

November, 1984



Preface

At its annual conference in Perth during February, 1983, the Division of Applied Mathematics
decided to commit to paper as much as possible of the mythology of its own beginnings and also
the origins of its annual conference. The Division appointed its secretary to be the chief scribe in
this undertaking, and promised all possible assistance and encouragement. As we shall see, this

approach is in line with much of the evolution of the annual conference and of the Division.

One result of this commission has been a frantic raiding and searching of filing cabinets
around the country, and a desperate flogging of memories at the bar. Despite this effort, and
like all things evolutionary, the origins, even now, are lost. We do not have full records of the
conference through time, and we do not know the origins of early suggestions to form an Applied
Mathematics Association (Division, Society, or whatever)“ The history which follows, is based on
the best documentation still available and correlation of memory and mythology. Many people
have emptied files, both cerebral and cabinet, in assisting with the task. Most of those mentioned
in the following, read a version of the manuscript and attempted to correct sins of omission and

commission. I thank them for their assistance.

In organising the material provided, I quickly discovered that the only things of real interest
were the mythology, (about which there was little or no factual basis) and the interactions and
personalities of the people involved. This posed the triple dilemma of either turning fiction
into fact, inviting a libel suit or being a dead bore. [ have attempted to avoid all three by
embhasising mythology, and humorous events while dull statistics appear in tables which are located

in appendices A to F.



First Conference

The first Applied Mathematics Conference, has developed a mythology all of its own;
understandably so since only 18 people attended. This has left a rich and fertile ground for the
mythology to take root. The credit for the concept of the first conference must be shared by two
people - Ren Potts (then Professor of Applied Mathematics at Adelaide University), and Rainer
Radok (then Professor of Oceanography at Flinders University, previously of Adelaide University).
Flinders University had just opened and Rainer was one of the new staff members. We suppose
that one of these gentlemen suggested to the other that they and their departments get together to

“exchange ideas, drink beer and get to know each other. The idea was first raised in-the middle of
1966, but the thought of meeting in a University seemed so dull. Rainer, as Professor‘of Apblied |
Mathematics had obtained a field station on Kangaroo Island, 90 miles south qf ‘Adelaide, and “’fas{
keen to show it off to all and sundry. Rainer was an innovator. The bold ste}:, the 18d‘rl.entUI.'(i)Uva"
idea; these were his strengths. Fantastic! The idea took hold and Kangaroo Island 1t was. The
last step was the selection of someone to ”organise” the conference and do v.the leg work. Enter

the postgraduate student still at Adelaide but about to follow his supervisor, Rainer, to Flinders; a

rather young and inexperienced Roger Braddock.

Even before the first conference, the lasting pattern was set; conferences should be held in
congenial surroundings, away from Universities. The logistic problems associated with the first
conference were enormous, (aren’t they always?) and very different. Imagine, if you can, lonely
Cape de Couedic on the southwest tip of Kangaroo Island. A recently automated light house
and three old stone cottages perched atop the 400 foot cliffs, rain swept, gale lashed and with an
uninterrupted view of the Southern Ocean all the way to Antartica. Behind lay the unbroken bush
of Flinders Chase Wildlife Sanctuary. This unlikely location was to be the venue for the conference;
10 miles of rough bush track to the nearest neighbour at the ranger station, 36 miles to the nearest

petrol and 80 miles from the only real town (and more importantly, the only pub) at Kingscote.



A logistics 't‘x‘ightmare was compounded by the pioneering condition of the‘tum of the century
cottages. The water supply was collected from the roof, stored in stone underground tanks, then
hand pumped to a smallistorage tank to gravity feed the taps. Exercise on the hand pump before
breakfast was the order of the day. Power was obtained from a wind mill and bank of batteries; or
kero lamp. Sanitation was definitely of the ”bucket and chuck it” variety. Bedding was a few old
wire mattresses, or air mattresses, plus sleeping bags. Heating was wood fires, and this was winter
in the Great Australian Bight. At least when the cottages were built, fire places were provided in
nearly all the rooms. The old wood stoves were still in evidence although a bottled gas stove and
oven had been installed in the field station. Barmeﬁ, cooks, bottle washers etc. were by roster.
Transport was by the ferry between Kingscote and Adelaide, commercial aircraft to Kingscote, and
by chartered light aircraft to a private airstrip just outside of the Chase. Every conference had its
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problems; at léast these were different to the usual run of the mill problems.

The first conference was held during the August break betwegn terms, from Sunday 26 August
to Monday 27 August, in 1966. An advance guard of four postgraduate students, Roger Braddock,
Ron Kirby, Glen Thompson and Colin Loughhead, flew to Kingscote to make ready. They collected
the Flinders’ University Landrover which was stationed there, filled it with supplies of food and
beer, and set off down the Island’s red roads to find the rocky track to the Cape. Once there, they
rearranged furniture and put blades on the windmill so the 32-volt lighting system could be used.
They also returned to Kingscote to meet the ferry at a cold 2a.m. one freezing night, and collected
a second car packed with more supplies, an overhead projector and the likes. Work-horses!! - the

time invariant lot of postgraduate students.

The bulk of the conference delegates, mostly staff and postgraduates from Adelaide and
Flinders Universities; but also the principal guest, one Dr. Robert Herman, who was visiting
Adelaide University at the time, travelled in comfort by light aircraft, arriving at a private airstrip

at Karratta Station near the Chase. In this simple sentence lie several stories, each deserving pages



in the telling. Our pilot was the Nobby Buckley, one of the real »characters” of outback aviation.
Both of Nobby’s hands lacked digits, or parts of digits, and each knuckle attested to a tale of derring
- do somewhere in outback Australia or New Guinea. This tale, treasured and retold with great

verve by Ren Potts, relates to Rainer’s Pig.

The conference programme called for a barbequed pig to take pride of place at the conference
dinner. Rainer ensured its freshness by embarking on a 6 seater plane, with a fresh, and messy pig
carcase under one arm. Too big for the luggage hatch, it shared the crowded cockpit with Nobby,
Rainer, Ren and others. Nobby could‘ fly, have no doubt of that, and extra curricular sightseeing
was the order of the day. He dipped and glided to show this piece of coast, and turned aﬁd twisted
to look at an island or two. Meanwhile, the pig obeyed the laws of mechanics and visited each

person and corner of the cabin in turn, leaving bright red calling cards of blood and grease.

At last, they reached the Karratta Station Airstrip; a cow paddock with a few painted rocks
and a pair of long johns to give the lie of the wind; always a strong westerly. The cows were
still there on the strip and had deposited their usual contributions in plentious supply. Several low
level sweeps and quick turns later (the pig revisited all previous stops) and the cows, but not their
contributions, had been moved. Once on the ground, the plane needed a wash, both internal and
external, and the pig was safe in the boot of a car. Other similar, but less eventful, trips saw all the

delegates installed and the conference opened.

We must have talked applied mathematics some of the time; at least as a token gesture to
justify the costs to the two Universities; a report on the conference was prepared and is reproduced,
in part, in Appendix A. Certainly we all observed the swell breaking on the rocks in the arch of
the Cape: the oceanographic delegates probably observed the wave period at about 16 seconds, and
height at breaking as about 20 ft. Ren Potts and Bob Herman carried out observations on traffic
flow, car following laws and car queuing, using the road at the front of the cottage. The theory and

results suffered from small sample sizes given that approximately one car per day ventured down



the trail to the Cape. Everyone inspected the Remarkable Rocks, a granite outcrop contorted by
wind and rain. The early risers counted wallabies and kangaroos inside the garden fences of the
cottages; although it is doubtful if any publishable material was collected. Others walked miles in

the bush with heads in the air looking for Koalas in the tree tops.

We must have discussed applied mathematics for Bob Herman described the problems in
transferring a body panel shape for a car, from a small scale model, to the die for the production

pressing of the panel. General discussions were centred on the tdpics:
”Applied Mathematics courses at the late high schocjl and undergraduate levels.”
”Applied Mathematics at honours and postgraduate levels, course and research aspects.”
” Applied Mathematics in research and research iﬁ Ap.plied’ 'Mathemzzt'ics.”

These topics are ageless in their relevance to staff and students, and to the health of the
subject. ”"Formal” presentations used an overhead projector shining on the wall. Fortunately the
cottage had been built on an expansive scale and the rooms were large. Nearly everyone talked about
their newly commenced or half completed research, although ot'her factors seemed to intervene at
times. | We all fed the kangaroos and emus at the Ranger Station. ”Emus have strange dietary

habits”; perhaps that was the significant result from the conference.

- We all sat in the scrub behind the cottages and held a deep philosophical discussion on
;he meaning of Applied Mathematics. Reyn Keats contended that ”Appli;d Mathematics was
what Applied Mathematicians did!”: Ren Potts continued the line of thought by contending that
”Applied Mathematicians worked in Applied Mathematics!” Discussion also concentrated on what
constitutes research, what topics are legitimate research topics and what constitutes a publishable
result or paper. Some of these topics have been, ana will be relevant discussion points for a long
time to come. Just then, Rainer observed that the fire under the pig had died down during the

long discussion. The sight of seagulls feeding on our dinner brought a speedy end to the discussion



session! The final word on the pig was that the outside crackling was burnt to a cinder, the inside

was almost raw; Applied Mathematics in action!!

On the Sunday evening, George Lonzar, the ranger, and his family, joined the conference for
the evening dinner, a round at the keg and more discussion. The keg had been frozen solid at the
pub in Kingscote, transported down to the Cape and buried in the sand to preserve the temperature.
Discussion started on the lofty plane of jobs for Ph.D. graduates, and drifted as the night wore
on, to mathematical puzzles, mind benders and the like. George Lonzar stumped everyone with his

”'

poser "How do echidnas make love?”. The answer, of course, is ”Very carefully

After about two days, the conference drew to a sad close, and the light aircraft came to
transport the staff back to Adelaide. Ren Potts and Rainer Radok now had the unenviable task
of steering the accounts for aircraft, beer kegs, pigs etc. through University administrations.
Fortunately, it was still the expansionist mid-sixties rather than the bureaucratic late seventies-early

eighties.

The advance party was supplemented by more postgraduate students and transformed itself
into the clean up gang, hence to wend its way back home. This almost never eventuated due to the
treacherous nature of the island roads. Paving was almost unknown on the island at the time, except
for the main street in Kingscote. Elsewhere, iron stone or iron nodules, "roller bearings” as the locals
knew it, were used as the universal road building material. As the convoy of conference vehicles
travelled back up the island, the landrover which was leading, had cause to stop unexpectedly. The
station wagon following rode the “roller bearings”, its radiator bearing down menacingly on the
protruding tow bar of the Land Rover. At the last possible instant, the roller bearings gave up their
little game. The wheels gripped. The imminent demise of 10 or 12 promising Ph.D. theses was

avoided by a very narrow margin.



The ferry departed at 3.00 a.m., the Island settled back to its habitual somnolence, and
the weary students, already bracing themselves for Rainer’s next brainstorm, crept back to their
Universities. There the greeting was along the lines of "have you worked up those ideas we discussed

last week?”!

Unbeknown to all, however, a die had been cast which has endured to this day. The conference
location was to be away from a University, in a casual relaxed atmosphere, there was to be a
principal guest and students were to play a large part. The current dearth of postgraduate students
has altered the character of our recent conferences somewhat but many of these characteristics have

been retained.
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II. More Beginnings

Life at Adelaide and Flinders settled back to whatever level of chaos could be regarded
as normality. Staff taught courses and chased research students; the students struggled with
their computer cards and cursed card readers. Frank Snodgrass visited Flinders University for
an extended period in late 1966. Frank was a Physical Oceanographer of note, with interests in
the then developing fields of instrumentation, data collection, recording and processing. This was
sufficient reason to run a second conference for people to get away from it all and Rainer rose to
the challenge; besides, he had acqu‘ired 2 new field station and here was a perfect excuse to show
it off. Once again a student was pressed into service and Dave Panton was selected to do the leg

work. All printed records of the conference have disappeared and much has been forgotten.

The new field station consisted of a prefabricated cottage erected on a single block of land in
a straggling line of holiday shacks beside the Coorong. The Coorong isa one hundred mile length
of narrow shallow water, stretching along the South Australian coast south east from the Murray
Mouth. The cottage is small, the landscape flat, the water very salty and undisturbed by waves.
The nearest town is Meningie, some 12-15 miles away and some 100 miles from Adelaide by road;

at least transport was not a pressing problem.

Perhaps the worst problem was the next bright idea generated by Rainer. ”Let’s run an
experiment on the influence of the wind on the water level in the Coorong”; it was to run immediately
after the conference. Easy stuff, - except that the measuring instruments incorporated an automatic
recording device consisting of 3 very human high school students; a grand total of 80 students
selected from various Adelaide high schools. More logistic nightmares, - 80 high school students
supervised by a tribe of postgraduate students spearheaded by John Noye, Alan Easton, Bill McKee

and Dave Panton. The conference for a mere 18 adults palled by comparison!
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Accommodation problems for the conference were solvéd by fhe use of one of the neighbour-
ing shacks and Dave Panton settled to the task of drawing up programmes, kitchen rosters, and
the like. The principal guest was accorded special status; no kitchen roster. But no special status
for Professors Radok and Potts; they did K.P. with the rest of us, and their psychological presence

ensured that all carried a fair share of the load.

On Saturday 3 December, 1966, Dave Panton set off as the advance guard, with a VW Kombi
stuffed to the gills, and towing a boat élso stuffed to the gills with supplies, programmes, overhead
projectors, and all the gear needed to run a conference. Things proceeded according to plan until
that night when the weather took a hand. It rained, it blew, it hailed aboye and beyond the call of
duty for mother nature. The gales were so exceptional and so widespread that they were headlined
in the Adelaide press. Tracing back through the old newspapers was the only way that we could
fix the date of the conference as Sunday 4 December, to Tuesday 6 December, 1966. Water lay
everywhere. The power blacked out but a tentative phone call to Rainer in Adelaide confirmed that

the conference was on. However, the attendance was affected.

As delegates from Adelaide and Flinders began arriving on the Sunday morning, Dave began
panicking over the silent fridge full of perishable food and warm beer. We gathered outside in the
sun, watching the puddles disappear into the sandy soil, and raised hearty cheers and warm beers
at the arrival of the electricity truck to repair storm damage. The conference got under way (an

approximate attendance list is given in appendix B).

The most lasting memory of the program involves Bob Anderssen and his talk on deter-
minants. Picture some 20 people crammed into a small lounge room, with a blackboard as large
as the proverbial postage stamp. It is a well-known observational fact that Bob Anderssen starts a
talk at a presentation rate of | overhead slide of material per minute, and that this rate increases in
inverse proportion to the time left. The blackboard was small and Bob gradually disappeared in a

cloud of chalk dust as his writing and dusting sped up.








































































