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The first full-time university lecturer in Australia in exploration 
geophysics was Dr Henry Ivison Shipley Thirlaway, who was 
appointed to the position in the University of Sydney’s 
Department of Geology in 1949. Dr Alan Day (1966) reports 
that the only teaching in geophysics before this was in 1931, 
when E. H. Booth gave a series of lectures, demonstrations and 
three days field work in geophysical prospecting ‘under the 
auspices of the Extension Board of Sydney University’1.

Thirlaway only held the position in Sydney from October 1949 
to April 1951, and on return to the UK in 1960 he went on to 
become a leading expert in detecting illegal underground nuclear 
testing. Figure 1 is a photo of him, probably taken just before he 
came to Sydney.

An obituary of Thirlaway in the Guardian newspaper (Davies, 
2010), states that ‘Hal’, as he was known to his colleagues, 
graduated in geology from Durham University in 1938 and 
completed his PhD in 1950 in the Department of Geodesy & 
Geophysics of Cambridge University under the supervision of 
Edward (‘Teddy’) Bullard2.

According to Dr David Branagan (pers.comm.) who was an 
honours student in the Department in 1950, Thirlaway was 
appointed when Professor C. Marshall was Head of Department 
from 1949 to 1973, as part of Marshall’s efforts to re-invigorate 
the Department as he had found on his arrival that ‘much of the 
teaching was out-of-date’ with a need for ‘new staff experienced 
in ‘practical’ geology’ and more funding3. Marshall set about 
acquiring new staff and, recognising the need to include 
geophysics, made Thirlaway the first ever academic 

geophysicist. In Branagan’s view, Marshall would have liked to 
have had a Professor of geophysics at this time but it could not 
have been Thirlaway as he lacked the appropriate qualifications; 
he was only 32 at the time4. At least, as Branagan points out, 
Marshall was able to have the department named the Department 
of Geology and Geophysics. In 1951, a Chair in Geophysics was 
established at the Australian National University but only for 
graduate studies.

According to Dr Alan Day (pers. comm.) who was one of four 
honours students in the Department in 1951, Thirlaway gave a 
one-term segment on geophysics in the honours year using as 
textbook ‘Geophysical Prospecting for Oil’ by Nettleton 
(Nettleton, 1940), which Day states was heavily favoured at the 
time for its emphasis on seismology. Thirlaway’s teaching 
method, according to Day, was to require his students to read 
one or two chapters of Nettleton each week, which led Day to 
conclude that he hadn’t ‘had much contact’ with pupils at that 
stage. While Thirlaway only stayed in the position for one full 
year and two part years, Day (1966) claims that Thirlaway 
‘successfully pioneered both teaching and research’ in Australian 
universities. Doyle (1987) makes a further point in relation to 
the consequence of Thirlaway’s appointment; that the spread of 
geophysics courses to other universities was gradual and ‘mostly 
single appointments were made at first, (thus) restricting 
research possibilities’.

After Thirlaway’s departure in 1951, lecturing in geophysics in 
the Department was continued by Hari Narain, who came from 
India in 1950 on a UNESCO Fellowship. At first, he was a 
Teaching Fellow (1952), then a Temporary Lecturer (1953–55), 
and finally Lecturer (1955–56). In 1955 Narain was awarded the 
first PhD in Geophysics in the Department (and possibly, 
therefore, in Australia)5.

The Guardian obituary of Thirlaway (Davies, 2010) reports that 
he moved from Sydney ‘to Pakistan to help UNESCO establish 
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Figure 1. ‘Hal’ Thirlaway taken, it is thought, just before he arrived in 
Australia. Reproduced from The Guardian newspaper, 20 January 2010.

1Edgar Booth was on the staff of the Physics Department from 1915–1937 
where one of his interests was geophysics. The Extension Board provided 
courses to non-students of the University.
2Bullard, who was an ‘early researcher on the dynamo theories of Earth’s 
magnetic field’ (Turner, 2010) became head of the Department in Cambridge 
in 1956 and Professor in 1964.
3Branagan (pers.comm.) noted that the Department had become overwhelmed 
from 1947 by the huge increase in student numbers due to ex-service men 
and women enrolling.

4Branagan (pers. comm.) suggested that this desire at this time would have 
most likely met with opposition from the Department of Applied Mathematics 
of the University, which conducted research in global geophysics under 
Professor Keith Bullen.
5Narain returned to India in 1956, where he later became Surveyor-General 
of India
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a geophysical observatory in Quetta. He remained Head of the 
Observatory there until he moved to Blacknest’. Blacknest, in 
Berkshire, was where, from 1961 to 1982, he was head of a 
research group that was an offshoot of the British Atomic 
Weapons Research Establishment (AWRE) at nearby 
Aldermaston, 75 km west of London. The group’s main function 
was to develop and maintain expertise in using seismic 
techniques to detect and identify underground explosions.

According to Davies (2010), this group was deliberately an 
unclassified research arm, separate from AWRE, which ‘meant 
that [the purely scientific] work at Blacknest could be discussed 
openly with seismologists from around the world, including the 
Soviet Union’6. No doubt it was hoped this would engender 
similar openness from the Soviets, as it did on occasions.

Thirlaway was a rare seismologist in the group at a time when 
seismology was riding a wave of new-found use in enabling the 
detection of underground nuclear tests7. He had just published 
an article in New Scientist in May 1963 (Thirlaway, 1963) 
entitled, ‘Earthquake or Explosion?’, in which he was able to 
show different seismic characteristics between earthquakes and 
those of underground tests. In particular, he showed that the 
original idea of distinguishing explosions from earthquakes 
based on differences in direction of first motion was unreliable. 
His group developed a better way to improve signal quality 
using crossed seismic lines of both vertical and horizontal 
geophones, summing the signals to produce a combined trace of 
each line and then correlating both lines. The resulting 
‘correlograms’ showed clearer differences between the two types 
of signal (see Figures 1 and 2 of Thirlaway, 1963). A copy of 
Thirlaway’s New Scientist article is appended to this paper.

In 1972 Thirlaway was awarded the Gold Medal of the Royal 
Astronomical Society (RAS) for, firstly, his team’s development 
of large seismic arrays able to act as tunable filters and, 
secondly, for initiating the recording of data directly onto 
magnetic tape8.

The following highlights of Thirlaway’s career at Blacknest 
were obtained from ‘Geophysics in the Affairs of Mankind’ by 
Lawyer et al. (2001), in which there are seven references to him 
over a 24-year period.

Thirlaway showed, by late 1963, that seismic signals in a zone 
3000 to 9000 km from the source were less complex and 
distorted and, therefore, it was a better region in which to carry 
out analysis.

In April 1964, he represented Great Britain, in Paris, at a 
UNESCO organised; ‘First Intergovernmental Meeting of 

Experts in Seismology and Earthquake Engineering’, at which 
representatives of 33 countries participated including a Soviet 
delegation. Before this, in early September 1961, the Soviets had 
broken the test ban and this supposedly non-political conference 
may have been a means to discuss the matter scientifically. 
Later Thirlaway held a seat on a UN Disarmament Committee 
as a scientific expert representing Great Britain.

In 1984, Thirlaway was a keynote speaker at a USA Project 
review meeting in Santa Fe, New Mexico where he was 
described as ‘one of the Western World’s leading forensic 
seismologists’9.

Finally, quoting from the Obituary again (Davies, 2010), 
‘Thirlaway’s success can be attributed mostly to his ability to 
work effectively with ….his staff, university academics, and 
seismologists from abroad, as well as diplomats and politicians’ 
(Davies, 2010).

Thirlaway died in 2009 at the age of 92, survived by his wife, 
Billie, and their two daughters.
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Reproduced from New Scientist (No. 338), 9 May 1963, with permission.
©1963 Reed Business Information Ltd, England. All rights reserved. Distributed by Tribune Content Agency.
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