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Professor David Wilkinson was an internationally recognized fluid mechanician who
worked at the interface between environmental fluid mechanics and more traditional
engineering hydraulics. He was born on 27 November 1944 and gained an
engineering honours degree from the University of Sydney in 1966. However he
chose to undertake his PhD studies at the University of New South Wales under the
supervision of Ian Wood, where he completed his doctorate in 1970.
Postdoctoral fellowships at the Hydraulic Laboratories of the National Research
Council of Canada and the Instituttet for Stromingsmekanik og Vandbygning at the
Technical University of Denmark followed, and in 1974 he returned to a lecturing
position at the University of New South Wales. He remained at the University of New
South Wales for more than 20 years, being appointed to a personal chair in 1991.
During this time David made significant research contributions in the area of density
driven environmental flows, in particular in the dynamics of two-layer shear flows
where he published a number of papers, co-authored with his long term collaborator
Ian Wood, who by this time had taken the chair in fluid mechanics at the University
of Canterbury. However David also made significant contributions to the design of
ocean outfalls, where his work on the purging of ocean outfall tunnels had a major
impact on the design and planning of the Sydney outfall.
David had a flair for choosing interesting, yet challenging, research problems. His
insight into the important physics of a problem was complemented by his ability to
develop elegant solutions and design ingenious experiments against which to test
them.
David was the driving force behind the establishment of the Environmental
Engineering programme at UNSW and he become its inaugural Director when the
first cohort of students entered the programme in 1990. The development and final
implementation of this programme required outstanding negotiation skills as nine
university departments were actively involved in its delivery.
In 1995 David was lured away from UNSW to take up the chair of fluid mechanics at
the University of Canterbury, upon the retirement of Professor Ian Wood. Only three
years later, while contributing, together with Professor Gerhard Jirka, to a shortcourse in Hong Kong on the “Hydraulics of Sea Outfalls”, David tragically died of a
heart attack.
David is not only remembered for his academic talents but also for his warm and
endearing personality. His enthusiasm for life was evident in the fact that he was a
musician, artist and photographer as well as a passionate dancer, surfer, kayaker,
rock-climber and skier.

