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Graeme Cohen 

 

This talk came about through my work on the Australian Mathematical 

Society’s history project — to write the story of Australian mathematics for 

presentation during the Society’s 50th anniversary celebrations in August 

2006.  It is at this time regrettably incomplete as far as mathematical asso-

ciations go, but I will tell you what I know so far. 

 

Also in 2006, the oldest mathematical association in the country turns 100.  

Originally called the Melbourne Mathematical Society, the Mathematical 

Association of Victoria (MAV) had its first ordinary meeting on 18 Septem-

ber 1906.  Edward Nanson, the professor of mathematics in the University of 

Melbourne, had called a preliminary meeting in June that year and the 

twelve men and one woman present had agreed on the need to form a soci-

ety.   

 

At that first meeting John Michell, who would succeed Nanson as professor 

of mathematics, spoke on “Fundamental Arithmetical Ideas of the Theory of 

Functions”.  Nanson was elected president of the new society and was ac-

tively associated with it up to his retirement in 1922.  He was remembered at 

the time for a paper on matrices which, by special resolution of the mem-

bers, took three whole meetings in 1907 to be delivered. 

 

The name was changed to the “Mathematical Association of Victoria” in 

1924, by which time Michell was its president.  The MAV was incorporated 

in 1971 and now has over 1600 members. 

 

The Victorian association holds all minutes and records of public lectures for 

the full period of its existence, although only now are they being looked at in 

detail.  Unfortunately, the Mathematical Association of New South Wales 

(MANSW) does not have complete records.  MANSW was formed on 27 

October 1910 at a meeting at Sydney University called by Horatio Scott 

Carslaw, professor of mathematics there.  Thirty members were enrolled that 

day and the first regular meeting was held two months later.  Carslaw was 

elected president and he read a paper titled “The Teaching of Mathematics in 
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Secondary Schools”.  He remained as president for the next 25 years, until 

his retirement, except for 1929 when he was on sabbatical leave. Unfortu-

nately, the first minute book has been lost and it covered the first thirty years 

of the association. 

 

MANSW was not originally called that.  It began as the “Sydney Branch” of 

the Mathematical Association (MA), based in London.  The parent body was 

founded in 1871 and was originally called “The Association for the Im-

provement of Geometrical Teaching”.  The Sydney Branch was the fourth 

local branch of the MA, following North Wales, Southampton and London.  

It became “The New South Wales Branch” at a meeting on 2 May 1941 and 

on 4 November 1966 the name was again changed, this time to “The 

Mathematical Association of New South Wales”.  

 

The MAV became the Victorian Branch of the MA only in 1924, coincident 

with its change of name.   

 

Although that first minute book of the Sydney Branch is missing, there are 

irregular reports of its early activities in the Mathematical Gazette, which is 

published by the MA, and MANSW has already had excellent histories 

written of its early years.  The first 25 years were documented by R. J. 

Gillings1 in the Australian Mathematics Teacher, which at that time was a 

publication of the NSW Branch, and the first 75 years in a special anniver-

sary edition of Reflections in November 1985, put together by John Veness. 2 

 

The Queensland Association of Mathematics Teachers (QAMT) was 

founded at a meeting on 31 March 1922, called by Henry James Priestley, 

professor of mathematics at the University of Queensland from 1910 to 

1932.  He was elected president and QAMT immediately became the 

Queensland Branch of the MA.  Like the other branches, it considered that 

one of its most useful and most appreciated activities was the distribution of 

copies of the Mathematical Gazette to all members.  

 

No other Australian branches of the MA were formed until the Mathematical 

Association of Western Australia (MAWA) was founded on 6 August 1958.  

Its formation was largely the initiative of Larry Blakers, then professor of 

 
1 R. J. Gillings, “The first twenty-five years of the Mathematical Association, 

N.S.W. Branch”, Austral. Math. Teacher, 11 (1955), 68–69. 
2 John Veness, “The Mathematical Association of NSW: an account of the 

first seventy-five years”, Reflections, 10(4) (1985), 1–22. 
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mathematics in the University of Western Australia.  Frank Gamblen was its 

first president.  The speaker at the meeting on 6 August was the very emi-

nent Professor Gilbert de Beauregard Robinson of the University of Toronto, 

on “Mathematical Education in Canadian Schools and Universities”.  

 

The need for an Australian Association of Mathematics Teachers (AAMT) 

as a roof body seems to have been first mooted at a meeting of the NSW 

Branch on 3 August 1962, but it was not until 29 January 1966 that the or-

ganisation came into being, and again it was Larry Blakers in Western Aus-

tralia who was instrumental in that happening.  It was only with the forma-

tion of AAMT that the various associations around the country ceased being 

branches of the MA; instead they became affiliates of the AAMT.  The Aus-

tralian Mathematics Teacher was first published in April 1945, as the jour-

nal of MANSW’s predecessor and with Ivan Turner as editor, but in 1967 it 

became the official organ of AAMT.   

 

The name change of the NSW Branch to MANSW was also a consequence 

of the formation of AAMT and the newly-gained independence required the 

drawing up of a constitution for the first time, but it was not until September 

1974 that the new constitution was adopted.  The association was incorpo-

rated in 1992.    

 

Today, the AAMT has twelve affiliated associations, four of them in New 

South Wales (MANSW, the New England Mathematical Association, the 

Newcastle Mathematical Association and the Southern Cross Mathematical 

Association), two in South Australia (the Mathematical Association of South 

Australia and the Primary Mathematics Association of South Australia), 

MAV, QAMT, MAWA, the Canberra Mathematical Association, the 

Mathematics Teachers Association of the Northern Territory, and the 

Mathematical Association of Tasmania. 

 

Some information on the background of the Southern Cross Mathematical 

Association is available on the internet.  It began as the Northern Rivers 

Mathematical Association in 1969 under the initiative of Neville Leeson, 

who was the first lecturer in mathematics at the then Lismore Teachers Col-

lege. 

 

John Veness’ 75th anniversary issue of Reflections in 1985 contains much 

more on the history of MANSW and its activities:  
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• a list of office-holders for the first 75 years and a list of titles and au-

thors of addresses for the first 25 years; 

• details of all its publications (such as Reflections, first published in 

1976 with Geoff Ball as editor); 

• a comprehensive review of the Problems Bureau which lasted from 

1939 to 1979, conducted by R. J. Gillings;  

• the involvement with syllabus changes, particularly in regard to the 

implementation of the Wyndham Report in the early 1960s;  

• the early conferences, the first held in 1967;  

• the establishment of the T. G. Room Award in 1968; 

• the introduction in 1971 of Level 1 Day, which became the Talented 

Students Day;  

• the extension of interest to primary school mathematics and the 

formation of the Primary Association for Mathematics (PAM) in the 

early 1980s;   

• the formation soon after of a division “to investigate programmes to 

assist girls in mathematics”, which became Girls and Mathematics 

Action (GAMA); 

• the interaction with the Mathematics Education Research Group of 

Australasia (MERGA), formed in the late 1970s. 

 

I have said little regarding all the people involved in the history of these as-

sociations and I have not named many names mainly because there are so 

many of them that are worthy of equal time, but I will say more now of the 

background of some of the earlier key players. 

 

Edward Nanson, who founded the Melbourne Mathematical Society in 1906, 

was born in 1850 and was the second professor of mathematics in the Uni-

versity of Melbourne.  He was an algebraist with interests also in electoral 

reform and he was professor of mathematics in Melbourne for over 47 years, 

a record unlikely ever to be beaten.  He died in 1936. 

 

H. S. Carslaw, who founded the Sydney Branch of the MA in 1910 and was 

elected president on 24 occasions (another record not likely to be beaten), 

was born in Scotland in 1870.  He was Sydney’s third professor of mathe-

matics, appointed in 1903, and is remembered as much for his contributions 

in education as for his substantial mathematical ability.  He wrote a number 

of textbooks, most of them directed at assisting teachers of mathematics, and 

was particularly concerned with how geometry should be taught.  His 1914 
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report3 to the International Commission on the Teaching of Mathematics 

provides an insightful snapshot of mathematics across the country at that 

time.  Carslaw introduced the popular practice of meetings of school 

teachers to review the preceding year’s Leaving Certificate and, later, 

Higher School Certificate examination papers.  He retired in 1935 and died 

in 1954.  

 

Larry (Albert Laurence) Blakers was born in 1917 and died in 1995.  He was 

professor of mathematics in the University of Western Australia from 1952 

to 1982 and, besides his influential role in the establishment of MAWA and 

AAMT, was also the prime mover behind the formation of the Australian 

Mathematical Society in 1956.  Then, in 1969, he founded the National 

Mathematics Summer School and was its first director; by the time he died, 

1700 students had attended the summer schools.  In a notice published days 

after his death, the AAMT wrote: “His achievements and leadership leave a 

permanent change for mathematics education in Australia, and his vision and 

foresight will be greatly missed.”  

 

Thomas Gerald Room was born in 1902.  In 1936 he succeeded Carslaw as 

professor of mathematics in the University of Sydney and also as chairman 

of the Mathematics Syllabus Committee and Chief Mathematics Examiner 

for the Leaving Certificate in New South Wales.  He had already initiated a 

series of course revisions in 1953, when he was called on to play a leading 

role in drawing up school mathematics syllabuses in accordance with the 

Wyndham scheme.  Always closely associated with MANSW, he retired in 

1968 and was honoured by the naming of the T. G. Room Award for the stu-

dent gaining first place in the Higher School Certificate examination.  Room 

died in 1986. 

 

These were the top mathematicians of their day.  Henry Priestley in Queens-

land was another.  I would like to finish by describing the careers of just two 

other distinguished past workers in New South Wales.  I apologise for all the 

omissions that this implies.  

 

First, the inspiring story of Henry Meldrum, who was one of the stalwarts of 

MANSW’s predecessors from the foundation of the Sydney Branch until the 

 
3 H. S. Carslaw, The Teaching of Mathematics in Australia, Angus & Robert-

son, Sydney (1914). 
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mid-1950s.4  He was born on 3 August 1882 near Tumbarumba in southern 

New South Wales and went to the small school there, where his father was 

the teacher.  When he was fifteen, he was appointed a pupil-teacher at the 

same school.  He remained in that position for nearly four years and, work-

ing alone and then at the Fort Street Training School, qualified for matricu-

lation to the University of Sydney. By 1912, he had obtained first a BSc and 

then a BA with first-class honours and the university medal in mathematics.  

He had earlier been teaching for a number of years at Fort Street Model 

School, which became the Boys High School, Fort Street, and in 1913 was 

appointed lecturer in mathematics at the Teachers’ College and part-time 

assistant with university evening classes in mathematics.  Meldrum became 

head of the mathematics department at Sydney Teachers College and was 

associated with the college for 34 years.  He died in 1966. 

 

Every person named so far has been male.  To end, I will talk about Fanny 

Cohen.5  She was born in Grafton, New South Wales, in 1887 and passed the 

senior public examination in 1904 “with first-class honours and medals for 

mathematics, algebra and French”.  She excelled in her university studies in 

mathematics and geology, and won a scholarship for travel to the University 

of Cambridge.  There she was unable to complete her further studies due to 

her mother’s illness, so she returned to the University of Sydney where she 

gained an MA in 1913.  She had by then embarked on a distinguished 

teaching career that would see her be headmistress for 23 years at Fort Street 

Girls High School.  Carslaw wrote an early reference for her that was no 

doubt meant as highly complimentary, but sounds somewhat less so today; 

he wrote “I know of none of my women students who can compare with her 

as a suitable teacher of mathematics.”  Fanny Cohen was secretary of the 

Sydney Branch of the MA, jointly with Henry Meldrum, for four years from 

1919.  She died in 1975. 

 

For the rest of the history of Australian mathematics, you’ll have to read the 

book. 

 

Thank you. 

 

 
4 I. S. Turner, “Henry John Meldrum”, Austral. Math. Teacher, 22 (1966), 

49–51. 
5 C. Turney, “Cohen, Fanny (1887–1975)”, Australian Dictionary of Biogra-

phy, Vol. 8, Melbourne University Press (1981), 51–52. 
 


