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From the time of his appointment in 1962 to the Foundation Chair of Mathematics
in the Institute of Advanced Studies at the Australian National University, Bernhard
Neumann inspired and promoted Mathematics in Australia at all levels. Bernhard
Neumann and his first wife, Hanna Neumann, are renowned internationally for their
pioneering work in the Theory of Groups. Australia is indeed fortunate that they chose
to endow this country with their expertise, enthusiasm and love for Mathematics and
for those who practise it.

The Dean of the Mathematical Sciences Institute, Professor Alan Carey, asked me to
speak about Bernhard’s influence on Mathematics in Australia through his students. I
feel especially privileged to be doing this as I am not a graduate student of Bernhard
Neumann. However with Bernhard’s blessing, and indeed with his encouragement,
membership of ‘Bernhard Neumann’s family of students in Australia’ is quite extensive.
As well as nine students who completed their PhD degrees under Bernhard’s supervision
in Canberra, the family includes some of Bernhard’s PhD students from his time in
Manchester, such as Mike Newman and Laci Kovacs, who along with Bernhard and
Hanna played a key role in establishing a research community of mathematicians at
the ANU. It includes other PhD students of Bernhard Neumann from Manchester,
like Jim Weigold and Ian Macdonald, who spent several years working in Australia,
and yet others, like Gilbert Baumslag, who have maintained active research links with
Australian mathematicians over many years.

Among the nine PhD graduates Bernhard supervised at the ANU, six continued with
mathematics research after their doctorate, each having more than 10 journal articles
reviewed by the international reviewing journal Mathematical Reviews. Some, like
Neil Williams at the University of Queensland became academics in Australia, while
others, such as Andrew Brunner, the Chairman of the Mathematics Department at
the University of Wisconsin-Parkside, became mathematicians in universities overseas.
The other PhD graduates of Bernhard’s from ANU are Jim Chadwick, Narain Datt
Gupta, Lambertus J. Hesterman, Ahmad Shafaat, Kok Chye Yeo, the audio-visual
artist Tim Brookes, and Presenter on ABC Classic FM, Colin D. Fox, who after 14
years as a research mathematician joined the ABC winning a major award for his work
four years later. (The Sounds Australian Composers’ Award in 1991)

Bernhard Neumann’s student ‘family’ also includes a number of people like me. Bern-
hard Neumann supervised a vacation project I undertook at the Australian National
University between my third and fourth years of undergraduate study. It was during
this period that I decided definitely that I wanted to do a doctorate in mathematics,
and if possible become a mathematician. Similar stories came from my colleague at
the University of Western Australia, Dr Simon Fitzpatrick, and from George Havas,
professor of Computer Science at the University of Queensland. All of us, as well as Dr
Shaun Disney from the University of New South Wales, are former Vacation Scholars
supervised by Bernhard.




The impact of Bernhard Neumann goes beyond what a simple count of his students
might suggest. Bernhard’s contribution was at a crucial time for Australian mathemat-
ics and the wave of postgraduate research students graduating from his Department
in the 1960’s and 1970’s helped create the critical mass of research mathematicians
needed to provide postgraduate research education in Australia. These include Bern-
hard’s students and his students’ students.

When Bernhard Neumann took up his post at the Australian National University in
1962 he accepted a mission to establish a Department of Mathematics in the Institute
of Advanced Studies. At the time mathematicians were not easy to come by and a
senior mathematician in Australia had expressed concern that this might ‘drain off all
the junior talent from the State universities’. So Bernhard focused his ‘active recruiting
overseas’. Two early recruits were Narain Gupta and his wife Kanta from India. After
working in Australia for a number of years, both are now in Winnipeg, and are Fellows
of the Royal Society of Canada. Narain wrote of his experience as Bernhard’s student
that Bernhard was ‘very encouraging and was readily available for discussions’; that
he kept ‘a watchful eye on all research students in the department’ and expected all of
them to participate in various seminars, and they did. Bernhard’s own lectures were
always ‘lucidly and meticulously presented’, ‘so well prepared that nothing written on
the blackboard ever had to be erased for correction’.

Under the leadership of Bernhard and Hanna Neumann, Canberra soon became a
leading centre of research in Group Theory. In August 1965 the first international
mathematics conference in Australia was held at the ANU. This highly successful
International Conference on Group Theory attracted more than eighty participants
from over twelve countries. Two other international conferences on Group Theory
followed, in 1973, and in 1989, the latter coinciding with Bernhard’s eightieth year.

In 1964 Bernhard Neumann was elected to the fellowship of the Australian Academy
of Science in recognition of his achievements in Mathematics. He served as a Council
member and was Vice-President of the Academy 1969-1971. Later in 1984 he was cho-
sen as the Matthew Flinders medallist and lecturer. This is the most prestigious award
made by the Academy for research in the physical sciences. One academician , not a
mathematician, described Bernhard as ‘our mathematician par excellence, concerned
to maintain a powerful representation of his discipline within the fellowship, as well
as focussing on the improvement of mathematics teaching at all levels’. Several of the
fellows have spoken to me with affection about Bernhard’s accuracy in proof-reading
academy documents.

The generous and warm hospitality of the Neumann household is legendary. Many
of us have enjoyed the annual wine and cheese parties that Bernhard and Dorothea
continued to hold right up to this year. Bernhard’s concern for the staff and stu-
dents in his Department was exemplified in the weekly newsletter he instituted. It
was called the ‘Friday circular’ and, as well as routine university communications, it
contained items of personal news of Department members. I will never forget Bern-
hard’s last ‘Friday Circular’ dated 20 December 1974. Item 2 reads ‘HENSTRIDGE -
PRAEGER. The Department of Mathematics, Institute of Advanced Studies, is happy
to announce the engagement of its daughter, Dr Cheryl Elisabeth Praeger, to Mr John
David Henstridge, son of the Department of Statistics, Institute of Advanced Studies’.
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Bernhard Neumann’s concern for students extended well beyond his own students. As
Founding Editor of the Bulletin of the Australian Mathematical Society from 1969 to
1979, Bernhard introduced the practice of publishing the abstracts from Australasian
PhD theses in the mathematical sciences.

Through Bernhard Neumann’s leadership, the Department of Mathematics in the In-
stitute of Advanced Studies became a vibrant centre for mathematics research, a stim-
ulating environment for research students. Many top mathematicians were attracted
to visit Australia and formed lasting research partnerships. Bernhard, your mission is
complete. You have our lasting thanks and love.

Bernhard Tales

From Prof Ian Chubb, Vice Chancellor ANU: The first time that he saw Bernhard Neumann
was when coming in from the airport to the ANU in a taxi, they saw this rotund gentleman
wobblying across Commonwealth Bridge on a bicycle. The taxi driver pointed out that it was
Professor Neumann and he then issued an alert on the radio to other taxi drivers that Professor
Neumann was coming down Commonwealth Avenue on his bicycle.

(From Walter Neumann) On Bernhard and Clovis’s annual bicycle ride from Canberra to Bate-
man’s Bay, Clovis prefers to ride on the side of the road to avoid the numerous large trucks
using the road. However, Bernhard rides in the middle of the road where the trucks must avoid
him. On one occasion, Clovis gets a flat tire. Bernhard rides up and says: “ This is what
happens when you ride on the side of the road.”

(From Don Aitkin, former VC University of Canberra) Don Aitkin says to Bernhard that
because of his great love of music, there must have been a time, in the earlier part of his life,
when he had to make a choice of becoming either a musician or a mathematician. Bernhard
replies that it has turned out to be a blessing for music and that he could not say what it has
been for mathematics.

(From Don Aitkin, former VC University of Canberra) At a ceremony for the presentation of
awards to Australian Mathematical Trust candidates, Bernhard points out that these particular
certificates were to be presented to those students who had obtained a perfect score to all
questions in their paper. Bernhard then says that he himself could obtain a perfect score, but
it would take him a week to do so.
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