OBITUARY NOTICE

Emeritus Professor J. J. Mahony 1929-1992

The ancient Greeks had a proverb which said “people whom the Gods love best die young” a
sentiment reflecting the Greeks’ horror of physical disability. To-day we have regard for the
survivors and when we consider John Mahony’ s death we regret not just the loss of a friend
and colleague but we are conscious of the many things he might have achieved had his life
not been cut short.

John Mahony’s life was characterized by two factors. He had a remarkable mathematical
talent and the strong fighting spirit of an idealist which moved him to work unstintingly
and uncompromisingly for every cause he felt moved to support. The latter character trait
was undoubtedly instrumental in ensuring that John never rested on his laurels but kept
broadening his mathematical technique as well as the range of problems on which they could
be brought to bear. It is worth considering a brief outline of his work to gauge his stature on
the Australian applied mathematical scene.

John Mahony’s research work was fully launched when he got to Manchester on a Department
of Supply Cadetship in 1952. He had chosen fluid dynamics as his field of interest at a time
when supersonic flow problems demanded solution and great originality was required to obtain
results. John solved the problems he was given in well under the two years he had to finish his
PhD. The work was published in three papers in the Transactions of the Royal Society; two
of the problems were on supersonic flow and one on heat transfer. After he returned to the
Aeronautical Research Laboratories where he worked with his later colleague Harry Levey
he joined the Aeronautical Engineering Department at Sydney University as Senior Lecturer.
There he started a fruitful collaboration with Professor W. Wittrick leading to a new method
for solving large deflection problems of thin plates. During this period John developed the
idea of multiscaling which is now a standard procedure used to understand weakly nonlinear
system By the early 1980’s the computer had become a useful tool for applied mathematicians
well beyond its capacity to do numerical computations. John became a skilled user and
realized that the teaching of mathematics needed to be modified to give the students the
right background to take advantage of the ever increasing power of computers. This power
made it possible to analyse mathematical models of many systems that had previously been
intractable and for the last two years John and Neville Fowkes have been writing a text book
on Mathematical Modelling aimed at second year undergraduate students.

John has had a great interest in teaching in schools and University and has fought hard by
all means at his disposal to try to improve the teaching of mathematics. He was active as a
teacher and research supervisor till his retirement, but after that spent much time tutoring
children with learning difficulties.

John’s strong sense of social responsibility made him an enthusiastic supporter of the
Mathematics in Industry Study Group in the United Kingdom while he was there on study-
leave and later in Australia where he made a significant contribution, even at a time when
his health had started to deteriorate.

John's stature as an Applied Mathematician was recognized even in Australia. He was
elected a Fellow of the Academy of Sciences in 1974, he was for many years chairman of the
National Committee for Theoretical and Applied Mechanics, served on the Queen Elizabeth
II Fellowship Committee, the Queen’s Fellowship in Marine Science Committee and numerous
other committees concerned with education. John had a long association with the Australian
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Mathematical Society. He was a Council Member from 1963-65 and 1973-74. He was a
Vice-president 1969-71 and 1974-75. He took a leading role in establishing Series B of the
Journal of the AMS and became its Foundation Editor in 1975.

John Mahony’s ex-colleagues and friends will remember him for his incisive and penetrating
intellect and his mathematical ability, and will be aware that ill-health robbed him of enjoying
to the full the rewards that his talent and commitment to his chosen tasks should have
provided.

Phil Silberstein
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