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“I have received from Einstein himself a copy of his recent papers, and |
shall always consider it an honour to have done so. But still I am at liberty to
say that the theory does not impress me as holding the secret of the laws of
nature. I feel much more disposed to trust the classical theory, modified
perhaps so as to recognise the principle of equivalence. Einstein’s theory is
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wonderful —wonderful in its complexity and in the mathematical difficulties
overcome. Newton’s is even more wonderful — wonderful in its simplicity and
in its agreement with nearly all the experimental evidence of two and a half
centuries. I cannot agree with those who would make nature more akin to the
complex than to the simple.”

So wrote Charles Ernest Weatherburn at Ormond College, Melbourne, in
1920. At this time Einstein’s Theory of General Relativity was only 4 or 5 years
old. Very few had taken the trouble to make a thorough study of it, most were
willing to accept it on the strength of Einstein’s reputation. The young
Weatherburn, however, read practically all the accessible literature and applied
his own vector methods in an endeavour to arrive at a decision on the theory.
The above quotation gives us a good insight into the character of
Weatherburn —a man who would not take a decision lightly, who would not be
swayed by others simply because of their standing and reputation, and a man
who firmly believed in the simplicity and goodness of life.

Charles Ernest Weatherburn was born on 18 June 1884. He graduated MA
from Sydney in 1906 and proceeded to Trinity College, Cambridge as the holder
of a major scholarship. He gained a first in the Mathematics Tripos in 1908 and
took out his M.A. in 1915. One year later his alma mater recognised his
mathematical work by awarding the D.Sc. At this time he was on the staff of
Ormond College, Melbourne, which he left in 1923 to assume the chair of
mathematics in Canterbury University Coliege, Christchurch, New Zealand.

From the foundation of the University of Western Australia in 1913 until
1929 the subjects of mathematics and physics were administered in a joint
department under one professorial head. In1929 an independent department of
mathematics was created and the University counted itself fortunate to attract
such a distinguished figure as C. E. Weatherburn to be the foundation professor
of mathematics.

In the early depression years, Weatherburn was single-handed in the
department and relied on assistance from the Physics department staff,
Professor A.D.Ross, Dr. R.R. Nimmo and Mr. J. Shearer. From 1938 until his
retirement in 1950, he and one lecturer were responsible for all the courses
given in the department, yet in spite of his teaching and administrative
commitments he continued with his original work and the writing of the books
which have taken his name to all corners of the world. It would be impossible to
number the mathematicians who learnt their vector geometry and differential
geometry from his books.

In 1934 he was awarded the Hector Medal and Prize of the Royal Society
of New Zealand for his outstanding original work, which was further recog-
nised by the conferring in 1951 by Glasgow University of the Honorary degree
of Doctor of Laws at its five hundredth anniversary.
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After retirement he and Mrs. Weatherburn continued to live in their home
at Nedlands and he became a keen and active member of the local Bowling
Club. From the time of the death of his wife in 1972 until a few days before his
own death on 18 October 1974 he lived alone in the family home —always
pleased to welcome for a cup of tea and a chat old students and friends who
cared to drop in, and whether the call was early or late he was always as
immaculately dressed as in his lecturing days.

For the present his name lives in the memory of those who were fortunate
enough to be his students and who remember him as a man of kindly
disposition, of moral integrity and possessing the gift of lucid exposition.

For the future his name is commemorated in his texts, in the Weatherburn
Lecture Theatre of the Mathematics Building in the University of Western
Australia, in the mathematics prize in his name and the students’ Weatherburn
Mathematical Society.

In 1966 Weatherburn was elected an honorary member of the Australian
Mathematical Society, although unfortunately the Society was formed too late
for him ever to take an active part in its affairs.
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