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PUBLISHER'S NOTE 

The Fryer Occasional Publications series has until now consisted of 
bibliographical works related to the collections held in the Fryer 
Memorial Library. They have been intended to be useful to scholars 
in particular specialist fields. 

Vivant Projessores shares some of these characteristics . It will 
appeal to a specialised audience and material about some of the bi­
ographees can be found in the Fryer Library. 

Few staff or students pass through the U niversity without be­
coming familiar with the Library and many become friends and 
benefactors . The Library's participation in the present venture 
stems from its warm relationship with the Alumni Association and 
with Owen and Betty Fletcher. The Library is proud to publish Vivant 
Professores on their behalf. 

A list of Fryer Occasional Publications appears at the end of 
this book.  

Derek Fielding 
lames Forsyth Librarian 
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FOREWORD 

by His Excellency the Honourable Sir Waiter Campbel/, Q. C., 

Governor of Queensland 

Because of my long and close associatiOn with the U niversity of 
Queensland,  I was excited when I was told by Owen Fletcher about 
a project, set in train by him and his wife Betty, of recording for 
posterity the lives and achievements of the early professors of the 
University. I am very pleased to have been invited to write this 
foreword. 

'Vivant Professores' is an apt title, but in addition to recording 
the salient features of twenty eight persons who were appointed to 
full professorial chairs during the period from the date of the Uni­
versity's commencement until 1 940, the book also contains the bi­
ographies of a further nine men and women. Of these nine persons, 
one was appointed to a chair after 1 940, three were Associate Pro­
fessors, and there are five others who were not of professorial 
status, but each of whom was a member of the staff of the Univer­
sity during its first thirty years, and each had a considerable influ­
ence on the development of the young institution .  

The work o f  research and preparation of these narratives has 
been done by Helen Gregory who, in her ' Preface' , has outlined the 
steps leadinb to the publication of this work. This fine collection of 
short but pertinent biographies has made a valuable contribution to 
the historical records of the University; it has gathered together into 
one small and very readable volume factual material illustrating the 
ways in which each of these people gave so much, not only to the 
University itself, but also to the progress of this State and of our 
Nation. 

On a personal note, it has recaptured for me my attendance at 
lectures or seminars given by distinguished scholars such as Henry 
Alcock, Yorke Hedges, ' Billy' Kyle, J . L .  Michie, A.C.V.  Mel­
bourne, 'Doe' Robinson and Scott Fletcher, as well as taking me 
back to the thrust of dialogue and debate at meetings of the 
University Senate and Committees in which T .H.G.  Jones, J . K .  
Murray and Dorothy Hill took part . I know that , in particular, all 
members of staff, former students and others who knew any of the 
subjects of these biographies will gain much enjoyment and the re­
vival of happy memories from the reading of this work. 
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The University community owes a considerable debt of grati­
tude to Owen and Betty Fletcher for their imagination, initiative 
and generosity, to Helen Gregory for her skilful and careful re­
search, and to many others who have worked unselfishly in order to 
produce this book.  I am confident that Helen Gregory's research 
will become a source of challenge for further exploration into the 
lives and work of the outstanding men and women who played such 
a large part in pointing the University in those directions which 
have taken it to a leading position among the centres of learning in this 
country. 

xii 

W.B. Campbell 
Government House 

Brisbane 
1st October 1987 



INTRODUCTION 

The University of Queensland celebrated its seventy-fifth anniversa­
ry in 1 985 .  To mark the occasion, the University commissioned 
Professor Malcolm Thomis to write a history. The result, A Place 
of Light and Learning, illuminates the events that led to the crea­
tion of the University and records its subsequent development. Ear­
lier commentaries on the progress of the University include The 
University of Queensland 1910-1922 by Professors Alcock and Sta­
ble, and An Account of the University during its first twenty-five 
years, 1910-1935. 

This collection of short biographies of significant university 
personalities is complementary to the earlier accounts, providing ad­
ditional insights into the professional and personal lives of some of 
the people who made it all happen. The University Biographies pro­
ject was initiated by Owen and Betty Fletcher who, as members of 
the Alumni Association, have maintained a close involvement with 
the University for many years; they funded the first half of the re­
search. To enable coverage to 1 940, the Alumni Association 
provided the balance. 

While full biographies would have entailed exhaustive evalua­
tion of the minutiae of Senate and Professorial Board Minutes lead­
ing perhaps to book-length studies well beyond the scope of the 
project, these biographical sketches bring to life some of those staff 
members who enriched the early life of the University. Based on 
University archival and other material, the biographies provide in­
sight into individuals of diverse backgrounds, interests and enthusi­
asms, with those traits of character that make them instantly dis­
tinctive and memorable . 

As one who has come late to the University, these biographies 
have introduced colour and dimension to the human history of the 
institution; it has been a rewarding experience to have encouraged 
its production. 

xiii 
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PREFACE 

The staff who enriched the life of the early University were people 
of diverse backgrounds and training with a wide variety of 
professional and personal interests and enthusiasms and an array of 
character traits. This volume attempts no comparisons either within 
the University of Queensland or between it and the staffs of other 
universities . That form of collective comparative biographies of uni­
versity staffs may well be a venture for a future historian . 

These biographical vignettes are based on material held in staff 
files in the University of Queensland Archives. The scope of the 
project would not permit intense research in volumes of Senate and 
Professorial Board minutes and other materials of that kind which 
would be necessary for a lengthier assessment of each person's  con­
tribution. I am grateful that Professor Malcolm Thomis offered the 
biographies project his support . His general history of the Universi­
ty, A Place of Light and Learning and two earlier histories, The 

University of Queensland 1910-1922 by Professors Alcock and 
Stable and An Account of the University during its first twenty-five 
years, 1910-1935 have been quarried for background material on 
the development of Departments and Faculties . These works are 
sources common to all the entries and are not cited separately. 
Some of the information in the biographies can be found in other 
published sources. These are listed among the specific sources fol­
lowing each entry. This biographical work has aimed to draw 
together private University archival material and other information 
which, although publicly accessible, is often not readily available. 

Many people have supported and assisted in this work. It is an 
honour that His Excellency the Governor, Sir Waiter Camp bell, has 
written the Foreword and contributed some of his own reminis­
cences. I am grateful to the Vice-Chancellor, Professor Brian Wil­
son, who readily approved the project , made material available and 
contributed the Introduction. 

Glenda Acland, the University Archivist, contributed immensely 
in making material in her care readily available and in suggesting 
where further material could be found. The Alumni Association 
generously included some of the financial responsibility among its 
other commitments which support the University. Helen Murray the 
Alumni Officer, has helped greatly in co-ordination and support . 
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The staff of the Fryer Library have most generously assisted with 
the choice of illustrations, with printing arrangements and with the 
exacting task of proof-reading the manuscript. Emeritus Professor 
J .C .  Mahoney and Associate Professor Ross Johnston of the De­
partment of History gave generously of their time in advice and 
criticism. I greatly appreciated the willingness of Miss Barbara 
Hawken, Mrs. N . W .  Martin and Professor T . M .  Parnell to help 
with additional information on their fathers and the time and effort 
Professor and Mrs. Specht and Dr.  John Jell contributed in reading 
the entries on the scientists within their disciplines. 

Most thanks of all , however , are due to Owen and Betty 
Fletcher not only for their generous financial support of the re­
search and publication but particularly for their staunch moral sup­
port and the warmth of their friendship. 

xvi 

He/en Gregory 
October 1987 



THOMAS P ARNELL 

M . A .  

Professor of Physics, 1 9 1 9- 1 948 

THOMAS P A R N E L L ,  one of the first seven lecturers appointed to the 
University of Queensland and its inaugural Professor of Physics 
was born in England on 5 July 1 88 1 .  He attended a County school 
in Northampton and won a County Council University Scholarship 
which enabled him to go to Cambridge in 1 900. Parnell became a 
Maier Scholar of St John's College and was awarded a very high 
First in Part I of the Natural Science Tripos . At Cambridge Thom­
as Parnell earned a reputation for great ability in devising ways of 
overcoming difficulties in conducting experiments-a talent which 
was very i mportant in  his early years at the University of Queens­
land when laboratory facilities were sparse. His research on the dif­
fusion of hydrogen through hot p latinum was considered evidence 
of his deep insight and considerable originality.  While at 
Cambridge, Parnell worked under C . T . R .  Wilson in the Cavendish 
laboratories .  He was also well known in the sporting l ife of Cam­
bridge and represented the University in cross country running and 
rowed for the Lady M argaret Boat Club . 

In 1 903 Parnell left England to take up an appointment at Mel­
bourne University as a lecturer in  P hysics and Chemistry and tutor 
of Trinity College. B . D. Steele (q. v . ) ,  t hen Acting Professor of 
Chemistry at Melbourne University,  described Parnell as  possessing 
'those qualities which inspire confidence and respect in students ' . 
He was regarded in Melbourne as a firm disciplinarian of students 
and a very conscientious teacher. P arnell had hoped to  continue re­
search in M elbourne t owards a Fellowship of St John's  College, 
Cambridge but his heavy teaching load made this impossible. 

After being an unsuccessful applicant for the Chair of Physical 
Science at the Commonwealth Military College, Parnell was ap­
pointed lecturer in Physics at the University of Queensland on 25 
March 1 9 1 1 .  Professor Orme Masson of Melbourne University 
hoped that Parnell would have the necessary facilities to enable him 
to develop his research potential . Parnell began his dut ies at the 
University of Queensland with a shopping list. The Registrar, 
F .W.S .  Cumbrae Stewart (q. v . )  authorised him to spend up to one 
hundred pounds on equipment . When Parnell began teaching at the 
University of Queensland, Physics was under the control of the 
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Professor of Mathemat ics, Henry Priestley (q. v . ) .  Parnell was , 
however, allowed considerable freedom to develop Physics courses. 
Growing enrolments forced Physics teaching out of the main Uni­
versity building and into the new Chemistry b uilding in  1 9 1 2 . From 
there, Physics moved to  the wool-classing building and in 1 9 1 5  to 
the Physics building at the Central Technical College. 

During the First World War , Parnell was occupied on military 
service between 1 9 1 7  and 1 9 1 9  as a gunner and Second Lieutenant 
in the first A . I . F .  Thomas Parnell had first come to the attention 
of the Defence Department when he designed a grenade firing me­
chanism which was sent to t he War Office in London .  I mmediately 
after the war, Parnell returned a sum of a little over fou r  hundred 
pounds to the University which he described as excess salary arising 
from his military activities . Parnell asked that this money be used 
to assist ex-servicemen who found continuing their interrupted Uni­
versity courses financially difficult . 

Following t he Story reports on the organisation of the 
University in 1 9 1 7  and 1 9 1 8 , Physics was separated from Ma­
thematics and Parnell was appointed to the new Chair . The depart­
ment still had accom modation problems and continued to  expand 
into other areas of  the Technical College as numbers grew during 
the 1 920s. In 1 928 Parnell was appointed Consultant to  the Bris­
bane and South Coast Hospitals' Board on the development of 
radium for t herapeutic use. He gradually developed ful l  scale radi­
um services which included a radon laboratory at the University 
which supplied radon to all Queensland hospital s .  During the Sec­
ond World War, Parnell was asked to help the war effort by solv­
ing problems in radio communications . , When Brisbane became the 
head-quarters for General Douglas Macarthur's  Pacific campaign in 
1 942, short-wave radio communi cations were vital . Parnell  or­
ganised a radio sounding station in  Brisbane and was then made a 
member of the Radio Research Board. Parnell also chaired the 
Government ' s  Manpower Advisory Committee in Physics during 
the second World War . 

Professor Parnell served two terms on the University Senate be­
tween 1 93 2  and 1 93 5  and between 1 938  and 1 944. During this latter 
period he was also P resident of  the Professorial Board . At that 
time, the University had a non-academic Vice-Chancellor,  Mr .  J . D .  
Story. When the Australian V ice-Chancellor's Committee was 
formed in 1 938 ,  Story appointed Parnell as the University 's  repre­
sentative on that body. 

Thomas Parnell represented the University in other areas of its 
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relationship with the general community. He joined Professors Al­
cock and Stable (q. v.) on the broadcasting sub-committee in  1 93 1  
and was thus involved in  supervising ' lecturettes' broadcast by the 
A . B . C.  He was also a member o f  t he University committee set up 
to discuss the establishment of a School of  Massage with represen­
tatives of the Brisbane and South Coast Hospitals' Board which 
ultimately resulted in the establishment of the Diploma in  Physioth­
erapy course.  He was involved in controversy in  one aspect of his 
relationship with the medical profession.  He was appointed to the 
committee set up in 1 944 to discuss facilities for training medical 
students in  Brisbane hospitals .  This committee consisted solely of 
non-medical academics and was criticised by the medical profession 
as not being sufficiently aware of  the requirement of  clin ical train­
ing. 

During his busy l ife as a lecturer and researcher, T homas Par­
ne!! had a recreational interest which also earned him renown . H e  
was devoted to t h e  sport of  trout fishing and for many years held 
the record for the largest fish caught in  Victoria. After coming to 
Queensland , Professor Parnell continued to enjoy fly fishing and 
was a regular visitor to the streams near Ebor in  the New E ngland 
district of  New South Wales . 

I n  1 9 1 3 ,  Thomas Parnell married the U niversity's first woman 
academic, Hermiene Ulrich, an assistant lecturer in modern 
languages . He died on 1 September 1 948 at the age of sixty seven 
years. Professor and Mrs .  Parnel l 's  son, Thomas Meredith Parnell , 
joined the University o f  Queensland staff in 1 95 2  and was appoint­
ed Professor of  Electrical Engineering in  1 974.  

1 16 
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HENRY JAMES PRIESTLEY 

M . A .  

Professor of Mathematics , 1 9 1 0 1 932 

A n  A ccount of the University of Queensland during its first twenty jive 
years, 1910 1 935 (Brisbane, 1 93 5 ) .  

H E N R Y  .l A M ES P R I ES T L E Y  was born in  England at  Stroud Green in  
Middlesex on 10  April 1 88 3 .  He was the  son of  a mantle manufac­
turer . He was educated at Mil l  Hil l  School and Jesus College, Cam­
bridge where he was awarded his B . A .  degree with First Class Ho­
nours in the Mathematics Tripos in 1 905 . He was fifth Wrangler at 
Cambridge in his final under-graduate year.  He took his M . A .  
degree i n  1 909. I n  1 907,  Priestley left Cambridge t o  become senior 
Assistant Lecturer in Mathematics at Victoria University of 
Manchester. Priestley' s  superiors in Manchester described him as a 
good lecturer with an attractive personality-qualities which came 
to the fore when he was appointed as one of the University of  
Queensland 's first four professors . Priestley won the appointment 
from twenty-five other applicants.  

Priestley left England on the 'Orsova' in December 1 9 1 0  with 
Professor Michie (q. v. ) .  They arrived only four weeks before the 
commencement of the first University term . Priestley immediately 
threw himself into designing three year courses in Pure and Applied 
Mathematics for students in all three original University of Queens­
land Faculties. His first lecture was delivered in difficult condi­
tions-the room was so badly equipped that there was a blackboard 
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eraser but no chalk .  
One of h i s  first students remembered Priestley as  being very 

nervous during this first lecture and the students saw for the first 
time one of the Professor's most characteristic gestures-a nervous 
cough on thL back of his hand.  Professor Priestley adopted an in­
formal lecturing style and was often seen propped on the chalk 
ledge of the blackboard with his long black gown trailing in the 
chalk dust . Despite large numbers of students Professor Priestley 
quickly became known for his caring attitude which extended to 
meeting the parents of some of his students.  He was described by 
one of his first students as 'our beloved Maths Professor ' and re­
membered by another, Professor D . H . K .  Lee (q. v. ) for the cheerful 
manner with which he ' huffed and puffed' his way through Maths 
lectures. 

Mathematics honours courses for students in both the Arts and 
Science faculties were quickly developed . A special third year course 
in Mathematical Astronomy was designed for Civil Engineering stu­
dents .  By 1 922 Mathematics was by far the largest department in 
terms of student numbers . Accommodation for the Department was 
insufficient and in 1 922 Professor Priestley informed the Senate 
that 

We are housed in a building inadequate in size and unsuitable 
in design .  I t  is riddled with white ants ; leaking roofs are fre­
quent and falling ceilings not unknown. 

Professor Priestley also took the Library' s  problems to heart . 
He wrote that the book stock was insufficient and that the reading 
room, which only accommodated two dozen readers, was complete­
ly unsuitable. Professor Priestley was President of the Professorial 
Board between 1 922 and 1 925 and served two terms on the Senate 
in 1 9 1 6- 1 920 and in 1 923- 1 926.  

Despite his administrative and teaching responsibilit ies , Pro fes­
sor Priestley managed to undertake a considerable body of 
research.  He published a number of papers of scientific and philo­
sophic importance. P riestley was convinced that research was al­
ways important particu larly in a new university which st i l l  had to 
develop a reputation.  Priestley became a member of the Australian 
National Research Council and was President of Section A of the 
1 92 1  Conference of the Australian and New Zealand Association 
for the Advancement of Science (ANZAAS). He became President 
of the Royal Society of Queensland in 1 922.  In 1 92 1 ,  he  helped to 
form the Mathematical Association of Queensland and was its 
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foundation President . 
Professor Priestley joined in a number of extra-curricular Uni­

versity activities. He always attended student functions, coached the 
women's hockey team and was an enthusiastic singer with the Uni­
versity Musical Society. H . J .  P riestley married Marjorie Hope 
Hewitt in Hornsey in Middlesex in 1 906. They had a family of three 
sons and one daughter. 

Mrs.  Priestley was also a well known figure in the University .  
She was President of  the Women Students '  Club and closely in­
volved with the foundation of Women's  College . In 1 9 1 2 ,  Mrs.  
Priestley held at her home the first meeting to investigate the esta­
blishment of a college for women . She was a member of the offi­
cial Women's  College Standing Committee which held its first meet­
ing on 22 April 1 9 1 3 .  I n  July 1 9 1 3 , Mrs .  Priestley began the 
difficult task of finding suitable accommodation for the College. 
'Chislehurst ' ,  a house in Shafston Avenue, Kangaroo Point was se­
lected and the College opened in 1 9 1 4 . 

Professor Priestley 's health began to fail in the late 1 920s and 
he died on 26 February 1 932 at the early age of forty-eight . The 
University named the Mathematics building in his honour .  
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EUGENE FRANCIS SIMONDS 

M . A . , B . Sc. , Ph . D .  

Professor of Mathematics,  1 932- 1 95 5  

u .  s t M O N D S ,  who succeeded H . J .  Priestley t o  t h e  Chair _of Mathe­
matics in 1 932,  was born at Stonehenge near Glen lnnes in New
South Wales on 24 J uly 1 88 5 .  H is father was a schoolteacher. One
of Simonds' younger brothers, Justin Daniel Simonds, achieved dis­
tinction in a different field . Dr. J . D .  Simonds became Roman
Catholic Archibishop of Hobart in 1 937 and then Coadjutor Bishop
of Melbourne.

The Simonds b rothers were educated at the various country 
schools to which their father was appointed. E . F .  Simonds initially 
chose a career in school teaching . In January 1 90 1  he began work 
as a pupil teacher with t he New South Wales Education Depart­
ment . After four years work and study Simonds was awarded the 
Jones Medal for the highest pass in his final pupil teachers' exami­
nation . He enrolled in the Teachers' College, which had been 
opened in 1 906 at Blackfriars near the University when pupil teach­
ing was abolished in New South Wales. College students who were 
identified as being particularly able were encouraged to undertake 
part time university courses . Simonds took this opportunity to enrol 
in an Arts course. He graduated B . A .  with First Class Honours and 
the University Medal in Mathematics in 1 9 1 1 .  He remained at the 
University to complete his B .Sc .  in Physics .  While he was a Science 
student, one of his lecturers was S . G .  L usby, eventually Professor 
of Physics at the University of Queensland. 

Simonds was awarded the Barker Graduate Scholarship in 1 9 1 2  
and studied at the Teachers' College a t  Columbia i n  New York dur­
ing 1 9 1 2  and 1 9 1 3 .  He won a scholarship for further study in the 
United States and graduated M . A .  in Education in 1 9 1 4 .  Simonds 
t hen undertook an extremely challenging teaching post at the Coo­
per Union, a technological institution in Lower Manhattan where 
the majority of students were immigrants who were learning English 
during their courses. Simonds then taught at the College of the City 
of New York from where Columbia University drew many of its 
graduate students .  Simonds obtained this appointment after an 
interview with Bernard Baruch who was later a very powerful figure 
in American politics . I n  1 9 1 7 , Simonds completed his Columbia 
Ph . D  in differential geometry. His thesis was published in t he Tran-
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sactions of the A merican Mathematics Society. 
Dr.  Simonds then lectured for two years at the University of 

I l l inois which at  that t ime had a very strong reputation for research 
in mathematics, particularly in the theory of numbers and statistics. 
Simonds' work was sufficiently well respected for him to be encour­
aged to pursue an academic career in the United States . He fel t ,  
however , that he  had an obligation to the  New South Wales De­
partment of Education which had made his initial university under­
graduate study possible . 

Simonds was appointed Mathematics M aster at the Technical 
College and High School , which became North Sydney Boys' High 
School .  The Headmaster at this school considered that Simonds had 
that ability which is essential to effective teaching-the gift of clear 
explanation . He continued his research whenever possible and in 
1 920 had further work published in the Transactions of the A meri­
can Mathematics Society. He was given a year 's  leave in 1 92 1  to be 
temporary lecturer in Mathematics at the Uni versity o f  Sydney. I n  
1 926, when Simonds applied for the lectureship at the University of 
Queensland , he was already a member of the Australian National 
Research Council . 

The position for which E . F .  Simonds applied was the second 
full- time lectureship in the Department of M athematics . The Uni­
versity was very careful in its selection o f  the successful candidate. 
Professor Priestley (q. v . )  and M r .  H .  J .  P riest , the first full-time 
lecturer, had developed a very harmonious working relationship 
which the University valued highly especially as the Department 
taught students from all three Faculties of Science, Arts and Engi­
neering . H . C .  Richards (q. v . ) ,  P resident of the Board of Faculties, 
sought reassurrance from both the University of Sydney and the 
North Sydney Boys' H igh School that Simonds would be a good 
colleague, who would be easy to work with ,  especially as M r .  Priest 
was in delicate health at that time. Sir M ungo McCallum, Vice­
Chancellor of Sydney University, assured Richards that Simonds 
had the reputation of working well with other staff members and 
was ' modest , unassuming and loyal . '  The School pointed out that 
Simonds had been particularly helpful and encouraging to the ju­
nior staff at the school and was u nsparing with the time he spent 
with his pupils. 

E .F .  Simonds was appointed to the Mathematics Department at 
the U niversity of Queensland on 1 3  August 1 926 and commenced 
duty on 20 September 1 926 . His appointment enabled the Depart­
ment to expand the range of the courses it offered to include Statis-
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tics and Actuarial Mathematics , both of which were important t o  
Commerce students .  I n  1 93 1 ,  Professor Priestley wrote that Si­
monds' work was 'excellent in  every respect . '  Dr. Simonds became 
Acting Professor in 1 93 1  when Professor H . J .  Priestley was absent 
on sick leave. 

Professor Priestley's death in  1 932 left a large gap in  the l ife of 
the whole University and not just in  the M athematics Department . 
The University decided not to advertise the Chair but to appoint 
Dr. Simonds to i t  immediately. E . F. Simonds had continued his re­
search despite his heavy teaching load and had had three papers 
published in 1 93 1  and 1 932 .  These papers were on the theory of  
invariants and reflected Simonds' growing interest in  statistics . The 
Univers ity was aware that Simonds was well l iked by the students 
and maintained effective discipl ine . H e  was appointed to the Chair 
on 29 October 1 932 .  

During the  next twenty years , Simonds presided over expansion 
in both the size of his department and the range of its teaching and 
research. He continued his own research and developed new theo­
rems in di fferential geometry. His colleagues found that Mathemat­
ics was 'his l ife ,  his work and his hobby. ' He was readily available 
for help and advice and known for his friendly and cheerful dispo­
sition as well as for his absent-mindedness .  Professor Simonds' 
successor, J .  P. McCarthy found him to be a man of ' t ransparent 
honesty. ' 

Professor Simonds retired on 24 July 1 955  and was immediately 
created E meritus Professor .  He lived to pursue his interest in  math­
ematics and died in Brisbane in  July 1 980 at the age of 95. Eugene 
Francis Simonds married Mary Hyndes in 1 9 1 8 .  They had a family 
of one daughter and one son .  

Sources 

University of  Queensland Archives . Sl35, E. F. Simonds. 

A. Barcan A Short History of Education in New South Wales (Syd­
ney: Martindale Press, 1 965).  

University of Queensland Gazette, September 1 95 5 .  
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