WILLIAM BRODERICK SMITH-WHITE

JoHn Mack

William Broderick Smith-White was born on 14 April 1909 and died on 8
February 1986, after an illness lasting just over a year, He was a fine mathematician,
a helpful and friendly colleague, a considerate and careful teacher and one of the
kindest of people. His colleagues and the generations of students taught by him will
remember him with affection and respect.

Bill Smith-White's long association with Sydney University dates from his
undergraduate days and it is of interest to record his education and career in some
detail. He attended Petersham Superior Public School and then Hurlstone Agricultural
High School (at that time located in Summer Hill on the present site of Trinity
Grammar School) where he gained his Intermediate Certificate in 1923. He went to
Fort Street Boys' High School for his Leaving Certificate, at which he obtained first-
class honours in Mathematics and Physics and was awarded an exhibition to enter Sydney
University, which he did in 1926. Initially enrolling in Agriculture, the requirement
to dissect a frog in the first week of Zoology caused Bill to transfer to Science,
where he distinguished himself in Mathematics and Physics, gaining a First in both -
Mathematics in 1928 and Physics (with the University Medal) in 1929. Mathematics had
only a 3-year Honours course then, but Physics had already introduced a 4-year Honours
course. He was awarded the Barker Travelling Scholarship in Mathematics and,
following the pattern laid down and insisted upon by H.S. Carslaw, went in May 1930 to
Emmanuel College, Cambridge, to settle in over summer preparatory to beginning the
Mathematics Tripos Part II in Michaelmas Term. Then, the present Parts II and III were
labelled Part II Schedules A and B respectively and were examined together. Bill again
distinguished himself, emerging as a "B star Wrangler" in 1932,

Despite this excellent result, there was no prospect of his gaining any
scholarship sufficient to provide support for staying on in Cambridge (College
scholarships were less in value than the cost of College living) and it is probable
that financial reasons alone forced him to return to Australia. The prospect at home,
during the Depression, was bleak. Carslaw had nothing to offer, there was no other
academic work available and, lacking teaching qualifications, Bill was unable to seek
a job in the Education Department. Eventually he found work in the actuarial section
of an insurance company, supplementing his pay with fees from coaching. This was a
depressing experience for someone eager to continue with mathematics and to begin
research. (There were no graduate scholarships, nor any research students, until much
later.) He resigned his job at the end of 1933, living on fees earned from coaching
and from part-time work giving evening mathematics lectures at the University. At this
time there were many evening students, particularly economics students and young
teachers studying for a degree, and the mathematics staff consisted of four people, so
if anyone was away for any reason, help was sought. Carslaw was ill in the latter
part of 1934 and Bill was then also given Carslaw's day lectures - mainly to Honours
classes.,

In 1935, Bill accepted a two-year appointment as resident tutor at Trinity
College, Melbourne - at that time perhaps the only university college in Australia
employing such people full-time.

T.G. Room, who replaced Carslaw in late 1935, immediately requested
additional staff and was granted an Assistant Lectureship (the first increase in
departmental establishment since 1920), which Bill was offered and took up in 1937.
This was an annual appointment - tenure started at the Lecturer level.

The war years brought several changes. Some senior staff were transferred
to military intelligence duties and new people brought in as replacements. The
University introduced a "summer term" for Science and Engineering students at the end
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of 1942 and 1943, to accelerate course completion and thus contribute to the war
effort. By 1943, inflation was noticeable and changes were made to conditions of
appointment and to salaries. Assistant Lecturers were given tenure, renamed
Lecturers, and their salary range increased from £300 - £500 to £400 - £600. Bill
thus became a Lecturer and continued in this capacity, sharing the enormous teaching
load with his four colleagues, until the war ended. This brought only a brief
respite, because the Commonwealth Reconstruction Training Scheme (CRTS) brought the
"big rush" to university of those wishing to continue or to begin further education.
Thus began the era of the Wallace Theatre and large classes and the need for more
teaching staff. Bill, who was equally capable in Physics as in Mathematics, was
saved from the temptation of a Senior Lectureship in Physics by being promoted to
Senior Lecturer. The Murray Report brought the second expansion of the universities
at the beginning of the 1960s and in 1961 Bill was promoted to Associate Professor, a
position which he held until his retirement in 1974.

Such, then, was the academic background within which Bill Smith-White
developed his own mathematical interests in the broad field of analysis and its
applications, ranging from classical physics and partial differential equations to
analytical number theory. He was a perfectionist and published relatively little;
many of his ideas were enshrined in his advanced lecture notes on differential
equations, electrostatics and other subjects. His lectures in the forties ranged
widely over pure and applied mathematics.

During the war years 1941-44, he also gave lectures to trainee radar
officers on the radiation from complex aerial systems - a difficult topic and his
treatment of it was exceptionally well received by the successive classes.

For much of the fifties and sixties he shouldered practically single-handed
all the teaching in analysis. He read widely in mathematics and his knowledge of
classical analysis was legendary. He became well known as a person to consult, both
inside and outside the Mathematics Department. His lectures were prepared with a
craftsman’'s care and skill. He had the gift for finding the right way of looking at
things and making his subject seem simple and natural. The same gift contributed to
his skill in solving problems. There was an openness and simplicity about his
character, which seemed to carry over to his work, and led him to eschew any
presentation which obscured the mathematical essentials. For example, he found many
of the "elementary" proofs of the prime number theorem not completely to his taste
and eventually devised an elegant presentation based on the Moebius function.

Qutside the University he took an active interest in school Mathematics in
New South Wales and in the work of the NSW Branch of the Mathematical Association,
serving on its Executive Committee (including a term as President in 1949-50) and
its Editorial Committee from its inception in 1945 (the year the Australian
Mathematics Teacher first appeared) until 1953, contributing several articles to this
journal, including a tribute to Carslaw's work in analysis. TFor the Leaving
Certificate Examination, he acted as Assessor under the successive Chief Examiners
Wellish (who followed Carslaw) and Room, and as Chief Examiner in those years when
Professor Room was away. He served as a University representative on the Mathematics
Syllabus Committee from 1937 until his retirement in 1974. He opposed strongly the
introduction of some aspects of the "New Mathematics" in the 1960s - aspects which in
his view brought in new topics at a superficial level, replaced plain use of language
by jargon, and obstructed the natural development of mathematical understanding.
Bill's friendship with Harry Mulhall, which began in the 1940s, and their mutual
interests in the problems of teaching, eventually resulted in the production of
"Mulhall and Smith-White" - four books on senior secondary mathematics — copies of
which are now zealously guarded and used by those schools who realised their great
value in stimulating interested and able students.

Bill joined the Royal Society of New South Wales in 1947 and participated
actively in its scientific program as well as in the work of the Society. He served
two five-year terms on its Council, 1960-65 and 1971-76 and held office as President
in 1962 and Vice-President in 1963-64. He contributed four papers to its Journal
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and Proceedings and in 1983 received the Society's Medal for 1982, awarded for his
contributions to mathematics and to the Society. He joined the Australian
Mathematical Society in 1957, soon after its founding and contributed to its Journal.

He married his wife, Sheila, in 1940, thus beginning a long and happy
partnership. They had four children and the death of Richard, the eldest, in 1967
was an unexpected and saddening misfortune. His twin brother, Spencer, enjoyed a
distinguished academic career as a geneticist, also at Sydney University.

To Bill's wife, Sheila, and to their children, Rosalind, John, and David,
remain memories of a kind, friendly, and scrupulously honest man and the respect of
many colleagues and students for a fine and helpful mathematician and teacher.

University of Sydney

LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Dear Sir,

We would like to draw your attentionm to an error in the listing of ARGS
Grants given at the end of the article "More on ARGS" by R.G. Keats in the GAZETTE,
13 (1986), 85-91. The grant appearing under the name of Professor G.M. Kelly on the
Egp of page 90 is in fact a Program Grant with Chief Investigators:
(at Macquarie University)

Associate Professor R.H. Street, Dr Murray Adelman
and (at the University of Sydney)

Professor G.M. Kelly, Dr R.F.C. Walters.
Further, attached to the grant is a National Research Fellowship worth $25,720 per

annum.
The error arises from a mistake in the ARGS Report on Grants Approved for
1986.

R.H. Street
Macquarie University

ABSTRACTS OF AUSTRALASIAN PHD THESES

PhD Students and their supervisors are reminded that the BULLETIN of the

Australian Mathematical Soeiety endeavours to publish abstracts of all accepted

Australian and New Zealand PhD theses in mathematics. One restriction however is that

the abstract must be received by the Editor within six months of the degree being

approved. Probably the best time to send the BULLETIN the PhD abstract is when the

thesis is submitted for examination. When the thesis is approved, the Editor can then
8 be so advised. Advice on preparation of manuscripts for the BULLETIN can be found in
any recent volume and authors are strongly advised to consult this.

The abstract submitted to the BULLETIN will usually be the abstract included
in the thesis itself. However, this is not necessary as the BULLETIN will accept
abstracts rather longer than usually included in theses. (No longer than three typed
pages please.) Remember also that the abstract in the BULLETIN can also include some
references.

The BULLETIN needs the following information: The name of the university
which is awarding the degree, the name(s) of the supervisor(s), the month of submission
and, later, the month of approval of the degree (usually well before the degree is
formally conferred!), and appropriate 1980 Mathematics Subject Classification number(s).

Send abstracts to Dr Neil H. Williams, Acting Editor, Bull. Austral. Math.
Soc., Department of Mathematics, University of Queensland, St Lucia, Queensland 4067.
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