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Eleanor Mollie Horadam

29 June 1921- 5 May 2002

Mollie Horadam was born in Dewsbury, a heavy woollen industry town in Yorkshire, England,
the elder of two daughters to Harriet and Charles Spedding. When her father, a pharmacist,
died young, her mother supported the two teenage girls by teaching, and instilled in them the
feminist convictions she had herself gained as a suffragette.

Mollie was educated at Wheelwright Grammar School for Girls and graduated from Girton
College, Cambridge, as Senior Optime in Mathematics. At that time Cambridge University
did not permit graduating women to receive their degree publicly at a conferring ceremony.
During World War II Mollie went to work for Rolls Royce by day, mathematically modelling
the stress in aircraft engines, and at night took an engineering degree run externally from the
University of London, becoming one of the first women to graduate with first class honours.
At one point, faced with a particularly complex stress problem, she thought of requesting a
numerical solution from Mark 1, the first stored-program computer, then recently constructed
at the University of Manchester. On hearing it would take weeks to perform the computation,
she realised she could prove the exact solution much faster herself.

Mollie was an adventurous young woman, who played hockey well and rode a motor scooter
(until she crashed it) then drove a three-wheel car. Later she was the only middle-aged woman
to be seen boogie-boarding at the beach. She emigrated alone to Australia in 1949, to take up a
Lectureship in Physics and Mathematics in the Department of Mathematics at the University
College at Armidale (now the University of New England). She was fed up with postwar
rationing and grey skies, but also with less qualified men getting preference in promotion.
At UNE she met her future husband Alwyn ‘Horrie’ Horadam, also a mathematician, and
established a partnership of true equality, at least a generation ahead of public opinion, which
flourished for over 50 years. Mollie continued to lecture at UNE throughout the preschool
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years of their three children. UNE established its maternity leave policy in consequence, and
permitted the young lecturers to organize their timetables so that Alwyn could work from
home one day a week and Mollie two days a week while their children were very small. This
was almost unheard of in the 1950s, when women automatically lost their jobs on marriage or
pregnancy.

While mathematicians are often seen to do their best work young, Mollie began research at
35. She had originally intended to undertake her PhD in an applied topic, investigating the
possible use of roof spaces as heat exchangers. However, during sabbatical leave in Cambridge
in 1956, Mollie attended Littlewood’s lectures in number theory and decided to switch to that.
At Cambridge traditions were finally changing, and she was able to cross the podium and have
“her first degree conferred in public.

Mollie published over 30 research articles, all as sole author, in the area of generalised integers,
gaining her Doctorate (by publication) in 1965 and promotion to Senior Lecturer. She used
classical methods to investigate the properties of multiplicative semigroups generated by 1 and
some given infinite set of real numbers. (This notion had originated with work of Beurling, who
established analogues of the prime number theorem for such number systems with less regular
counting functions than the integers.)

Mollie travelled widely on sabbatical, giving lectures in the United States, Britain, Europe,
Africa and the Middle East. Her final article in this field was a 1978 survey, summarising the
status of known problems in generalised integers, when the influence of modern techniques was
revolutionising approaches to the topic. Her final paper (and the only joint paper with Alwyn)
was published the year she retired. Mollie was also the author of two textbooks, “Principles
of Algebraic Number Theory”, Gem (1976) and “Principles of Mathematics for Economists”,
Angus and Robertson (1973) which although out of print is still sought after for its clarity.
She supervised one PhD student, Michael Hendy, now Professor of Mathematical Biology at
Massey University, NZ.

Her career at UNE was also marked by excellence in academic leadership. She was a founder
of the Women Graduates’ Association of the University. In 1970 she became the first woman
Sub-Dean of a faculty (Science). She served as Acting Principal of a residential women’s college,
Duval, and as a member of University Council and of UNE’s Board of Governors. In 1995 she
was honoured by being admitted as a Fellow of the University of New England.

In addition to her University life, Mollie contributed widely to the New England community.
At various times she held memberships of Zonta, the CWA and the Board of Armidale Base
Hospital. She had a long association with the Girl Guides, culminating in a term as District
Commissioner.

After retiring in 1982, Mollie embarked on a second career selling jewellery and antique silver.
Several times a year she would load her car with stock and drive alone around country NSW
and Victoria, holding exhibitions and sales. She made friends widely, and at the height of
her business success had 23 agents involved. In 1996 Mollie was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s
dementia, and died in her sleep shortly before her 81st birthday. She is survived by Alwyn,
her sister Betty, daughters Kathy, Kerry and Alanna, and six grandchildren. She will be
remembered for her sly sense of humour, patience, warmth, intelligence, unconventionality,
strength and inspiration, as a pioneering spirit in a predominantly male profession.

Kathy Horadam
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