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Scholars have a long history of travel.  One of my favourite stories 
is that of legendary Frenchwoman Alexandra David-Neel, who set 
off for India and beyond in 1911 at the age of 43, telling her husband 
that she would be back within 18 months. Disguising herself as a 
beggar-woman this intrepid traveller successfully entered the then 
closed country of Tibet, walking in clandestinely from Sikkim. She 
failed on this attempt to reach her goal - the capital, Lhasa. Unde-
terred she chose to take the long way around, travelling through 
Japan, Korea and China, and finally after many years made it once 
more into Tibet and ultimately to Lhasa. En route she perfected 
her Tibetan, listened, studied, wrote and visited many places, 
accompanied by a young Tibetan monk whom she later adopted. 
Alexandra David-Neel eventually returned to Paris after a 14 year 
absence and produced a number of seminal books on the Tibetan 
customs and practices she had observed, as well as an account of 
her travels.  

In earlier times, the great medieval scholar Abelard was reported 
to have taught ºin and around Paris, attracting large numbers of 
students wherever he went», whilst his most famous pupil John of 
Salisbury said concerning another teacher ºµone of them went to 

Bologna and unlearned what he had taught, so that on his return he also untaught it». Bologna is 
the site of the earliest of European universities and students travelled long distances to be there, 
and later to attend other seats of learning, at a time when universities in Europe were in their in-
fancy. According to one writer ºthe wandering scholar, migrating from one university to another, 
was a common sight on the roads of Europe» at this time. As new universities were founded, with 
constitutions based on those of Bologna (the student university) or Paris (the university of mas-
ters), they hired teachers from these, or other established universities.

These traditions continue today. Academic jobs are advertised internationally, as a quick browse 
through the pages of the Times Higher Education Supplement, or the Guardian Weekly courses 
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After 37 years Alex Sutherland, Dean of Engi-
neering and Forestry, retires and moves on to 
new adventures. He writes:

In the late 1960s the Department was in a 
growth phase and seeking new staff. I applied 
from a postdoctoral position at Stanford 
University, over a month late, for a position 
advertised in the (then) NZIE magazine. The 
University (Frank Henderson actually) replied by 
telegram appointing me without further ado. 
I accepted and was excited at the thought of 
working with Frank who had just published his 
book ºOpen Channel Flow».

It was only a year later that Frank announced, 
while serving us sherry in his office, that he 
was leaving Canterbury. His departure was con-
troversial and drew comment in the national 
press and was the subject of a cartoon on the 
editorial page of the NZ Herald. It also caused 
me to think about leaving. However I inherited 
two very good PhD students from Frank, one 
was David Painter who has since been and 
continues to be a valued colleague and I also 
saw an opportunity to rapidly establish myself 
in the hydraulic engineering area both in the 
university and within the profession ¸ my  
decision to leave was thus delayed, indeed 
delayed for thirty-six years. Now it has been 
made and I leave on 31st January 2005 to take 
on the role of Commissioner in the Environ-
ment Court.

Three memories of my early years in the 
department are afternoon tea, blackboard 
cleaners and a flood.

Each afternoon when running a Fluids Mechan-
ics Laboratory class I was asked, precisely at 
3.15pm, by the Head Fluids Technician, ºWould 
you like your tea now, sir?». Promptly at 3.30pm 
tea and biscuits would be delivered on a 
silvered tray to the office that overlooked the 
laboratory with the question, ºWill that be all, 
sir?». Things were done properly in those times. 

The university used to employ an army of 
white-coated blackboard cleaners ¸ mostly 
male as I recall ¸ whose sole job appeared to 
be to wait outside lecture rooms and rush in 
to clean the blackboards at the conclusion of 
each lecture. This was not considered part of an 
academic½s job. What the army did outside of 
term time I do not know.

Minor floods are not uncommon in a Fluids 
Laboratory. However one day I caused a major 
one by opening a six inch line that was still 
connected directly to the constant head tank. 

To their credit, and my embarrass-
ment, the technicians calmly turned 
the pump off, reconnected the line 
and cleaned up. Not a word was said 
but I had learnt a valuable lesson 
about not rushing in.

The 1970s and 80s and early 90s 
were very good years to be in the 
university ¸ good if you enjoyed 
teaching and having the freedom to 
pursue your research interests. The 
university was expanding, a research 
culture sҏid 

r 
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Transportation research grant 
Dr. Andre Dantas has received a major 
research grant from Intergraph Corporation 
(NZ) enabling access to Intergraph½s Regis-
tered Research Laboratory programme, which 
includes Geospatial software to a commercial 
value of NZ$100,000. The software, which 
includes ºGeomedia» and ºTransportation 
Manager» will initially be used on a project 
entitled ºThe Conception of the New Zealand 
Transportation Data Warehouse». This project 
aims to investigate and conceptualise a ºdata 
warehouse» which could eventually form the 
basis of a Nationwide Transportation Informa-
tion System. The software is also being used 
for teaching activities in the Department of 
Civil Engineering. ºGeomedia is proving to be a 
fantastic tool for teaching the core concepts of 
GIS,» says Dr. Dantas.

A team led by Erica Dalziell has secured an 
approximately $1.8 million research contract 
with the Foundation for Research Science and 
Technology (FRST).  

The 6 year project will focus on the ability of 
organisations to respond effectively follow-
ing a major hazard event and will feature case 
studies of a number of NZ organisations. The 
project team includes Andre Dantas, Jason 
Le Masurier and Alan Nicholson from Civil 
Engineering and John Vargo from the Depart-
ment of Accountancy, Finance and Informa-
tion Systems at the University of Canterbury.  
External collaborators include researchers from 
the University of Auckland and from the Kestrel 
Group (a private company specialising in risk 
and emergency management).   

ºThe project will help New Zealand organisa-
tions recover economic competitiveness after 
hazard events,» says Erica.  ºThere is a need 
for research focused on organisations, as it 
is organisations that manage, maintain and 
operate our infrastructure, create our economy 
and contribute to our society. The ability of 
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Chess Olympian
In October, 2004, Roger Nokes attended the 
36th Chess Olympiad held in Calvia, Mallorca, 
Spain where he was a member of the 12 
strong NZ chess team. The event attracted 
130 teams in the open section and more than 
80 teams featured in the separate women½s 
section. 

ºThe highlight for me was my first victory 
against a Grandmaster - Rodrigo Vasquez 
from Chile,» says Roger. ºI also had an excit-
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Rob Davis
Emeritus Professor Rob Davis (Geomechanics) came to New Zealand from 
the USA in 1972 as a senior lecturer, intending to stay for 3 years. Now after 
32 years at the University of Canterbury he looks back with some fond 
memories. ºIt was very easy to settle here,» says Rob. ºEveryone was very 
friendly and helpful, the lifestyle was, and still is, very pleasant. At the time 
I accepted the job I did not know a single Kiwi. Now I½m married to one!» 
He now regards himself as a Kiwi too.

Rob recalls, ºWhen I first came, the University was in a golden age. It was 
a wonderful place to work. Everything ran on little more than a telephone 
call. It½s a very different place now, with managerialism pervading 
everything.  Nevertheless the University still has some very positive points, 
the study leave system, Erksine Fellowships and good students». He adds, 
ºTeaching students has been my single greatest enjoyment». Rob says 
that he is proud of being a good teacher and imparting his knowledge 
to students. ºI have loved teaching and the contact with students and 
great workmates has made my job worthwhile.»  One particular attraction 
has been that in New Zealand, the student population covers a whole 
spectrum of abilities from mediocre to exceptional - there is no Oxford 
or Cambridge to cream off the most intelligent students. ºHere we get 
students of all abilities, including extremely intelligent ones - that½s what 
makes teaching here so interesting.»

Born and raised in Chattanooga, Tennessee, Rob completed his 
undergraduate study at the University of Nevada and his PhD at the 
University of New Mexico, Albuquerque, where he began his academic 

Farewells

career as a lecturer. Over 
the years he developed an 
international profile and 
is very highly regarded 
in his field. When he 
was awarded the title 
of Emeritus Professor, 
in appreciation of his 
services to the University 
of Canterbury over 32 
years, Chancellor Dr 
Robin Mann said he 
was a renowned researcher and an exemplary teacher in geomechanics, 
soil mechanics and earthquake engineering. He is the author of two 
books - Elasticity and Geomechanics and Plasticity and Geomechanics.  As 
a consultant he has been involved in a number of high profile projects 
including a review of liquefaction risk for the Waitara methanol plant; 
roading and slope stability investigations on the Remarkables Skifield; 
liquefaction risk analysis for the Seaview LPG bulk storage facility; and 
designing earthquake formulations on the Christchurch Telecom building.

Rob officially retired on 30 June, 2004 but life doesn½t look it is slowing 
down for him. ºWe have four acres in Oxford to potter around on and 
have recently moored a boat in Nelson - my wife and I hope to become 
more competent at sailing - so we have plenty to keep us busy.» Not ready 
to give up teaching just yet, he intends to maintain a presence in the 
department as required, with two postgraduate students still going, and 
has plans for another book.

Kevin McManus
After 12 years with the Department, I 
have decided to ºretire» at the end of 
February 2005 to become an independ-
ent geotechnical practitioner. Twelve 
years is perhaps a relatively brief 
sojourn, but it seems a long time to me. 
The rate of change in the Department 
has accelerated recently, with more or 
less a whole new generation of academ-
ics being recruited to replace those who 
have retired or moved on. It seems like 
a good time to step back and give these 
new people with many fresh ideas the 
freedom to rebuild the Department 
anew.  I wish them well.

A highlight of my years in the Depart-
ment was the period spent as HOD, from 1998 ¸ 1999.  This was a time of 
rapid change, with the University Executive demanding a more managerial 
style of University and Departmental leadership.  My project management 
background perhaps proved helpful in initiating this transition within the 
Department. My best memory of this time was our first ever, and only, 
Departmental residential retreat held at Mt Vernon Lodge in Akaroa, in April 
1998. The main stated objective for this retreat was to formulate a strategic 
plan for the Department ¸ my main motivation though was to break down 
barriers and get everyone talking to each other in a relaxed environment. 
I think the retreat was a great success in both respects. The strategic plan 
we eventually formulated is still in use to day, with modifications, and the 
attendance and pivotal inputs of the several invited industry participants 
led to the formation of the Industry Liaison Committee, forerunner of the 
present Civil Engineering Advisory Board.

Another highlight has been participation over the years in the Engineering 
Geology field trip through Central Otago and Manapouri. This trip has 
also been a great highlight for many students, resulting in Engineering 
Geology often being the most popular final year course.  The students 
get to see amazing sights such as the underground drainage galleries at 
Brewery Creek in the (former) Cromwell Gorge and get to stick their fingers 
into the soft clay gouge on the failure plane of the Clyde landslide, deep 
underground. It has been fun and a privilege to interact with the students 
on this odyssey into the world of civil engineering. I hope that the field trip 
continues and many thanks are owed to David Bell and Jarg Pettinga from 
Geology who are the main driving force behind the trip, and to all who 
permit access to the project sites and help as tour guides.

As my involvement with geotechnical practice has increased in recent 
years, I have had a lot of fun in teaching geotechnical engineering to our 
undergraduate students. Any time the room becomes noisy and disin-
terested (often with more than 120 students these days) I have simply 
stopped working on theory and introduced some relevant project I might 
be working on. However mundane, the students immediately stop talking 
and often you might hear a pin drop ¸ their interest in practical application 
after years of study is so great. I strongly believe that engineering institu-
tions such as the Department must be involved in Teaching, Research, and 
Practice as exemplified by many of the great civil engineers. I hope that our 
new generation of academics will involve themselves actively with practice 
and I hope that you, the readers of CE News, will encourage and facilitate 
such interaction.

Thanks to all my students over the years and to my colleagues, academics, 
technicians, and secretaries for your friendship and support. I look forward 
to maintaining close ties with the Department.





Civil Engineering 
International Staff 

2004

Taiwan
Bang-Fuh Chen, National Sun Yat-Sen  
University, Kaohsiung (fluid mechanics)

UK
Peter Cumber, Heriot-Watt University,  
Edinburgh (fire)

Ilan Kelman, Royal Society, Cambridge (risk 
management)

Michael Bell, Imperial College, London  
(transport)

Martin Snaith, University of Birmingham, 
Birmingham (transport)

USA
James Mihelcic, Michigan Technical University, 
Houghton, Michigan (environmental)

Kurt Patterson, Michigan Technical University, 
Houghton, Michigan (environmental)

David Stevens, Utah State University, Logan, 
Utah (environmental)

David Rosowsky, Oregon State University, 
Corvalis, Oregon (risk management)

Robert White, US Forest Products Laboratory, 
Madison, Wisconsin (fire)

              In the tradition of taking leave abroad,    20 Erskine and other visitors spent time in the department during 2004, with some continuing on into 2005.  They are: 
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Student ambush!
The 2004 engineering geology field trip took 
place in April, with Dave Bell, Tim Davies and 
Kevin McManus providing expert commentary, 
and the newest staff member of the group, 
James Mackechnie, acting as ºdriver and tour-
ist». The trip went as far south as Manapouri 
and included visits to most of the large hydro 
schemes in the South Island. ºStudents were 
impressed with the scale of the projects, seeing 
the range of geological conditions and enjoyed 
evenings in the traditional fashion,» says James.  

One of the last inspections was at the Kawarau 
bridge, where reports James, ºstudents 
ambushed the greenhorn staff member and 
demanded he walk the plank (at their expense 
having each scratched together $2). To get 
value for money the students also managed to 
persuade the operators to ensure full immer-
sion of their victim. Younger members of staff 
are encouraged to volunteer as drivers for next 
years field trip,º he adds!

The department would like to extend 
congratulations to all the students who won 
prizes for their excellent work in 2004. These 
prizes are made possible by generous support 
of industry sponsors.

Concrete and Cement Association NZ Prize 
2nd Pro : Hayden Bowen 
3rd Pro : Dion Marriott

Civil Engineering Prize 
Edward Plummer

Concrete Prize 
Christopher Hartley

MWH NZ Ltd/Jim McFarlane Memorial Prize  
Karissa Hyde

RW Morris Prize for Coastal and Ocean 
Engineering   
 James McBryde and Tessa Beetham

NZ AA Prize in Traffic Engineering  
Benjamin Hayward

Student Prizes

Class of ‘69 reunited
Thirty-one BE (Civil) graduates gathered at 
the university for the Class of ½69 reunion, 
held over Labour weekend 2004. Par-
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Turkish delegation inspects 
earthquake engineering 
research
The Turkish Deputy Prime Minister, His Excel-
lency Associate Professor AbdĈllatif Sener, led 
a 12-strong delegation to the department in 
September 2004, to learn of research being 
undertaken to strengthen buildings and other 
structures against earthquake damage.  Fol-
lowing the 1999 Izmit earthquake, John Mander 
was part of an American team which flew to 
Turkey to investigate the damage and advise 
the locals on how to repair buildings, bridges 
and viaducts. Professor Mander told the del-
egation that the focus of his research at Can-
terbury was how to retrofit existing buildings, 
design new structures and do risk assessment 
for large urban areas. 

APEC delegation visits Civil 
Engineering
A group of APEC officials and business people 
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Our present links with French academia have 
come about through the influence of John 
Berrill (Geomechanics).  Two of John½s former 
students are currently in France, one now 
studying toward a PhD and one commenc-
ing a post-doctoral appointment in a major 
research laboratory.  Their stories are told 
below.

Jane Jerram ~ Grenoble
Jane writes:  ºI finished my BE (Hons) Civil in 
2002 with a strong interest in Geomechanics 
and Seismology, and I wanted to study these 
subjects at Master½s level. However, at the 
same time, I was looking for a change of scene. 
To this end, I spoke with Dr. John Berrill about 
the possibility of doing a Master½s in Europe. 
John had a good contact in Grenoble, France - a 
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Our international students come from 
three countries around the Pacific Rim and 
represent different cultures and experiences.  
Here they tell something of their background, 
research interests and life in New Zealand.

Mauricio Taulis - Chile
I was born in Santiago, Chile.  After doing my 
first degree in Civil Engineering there, and then 
working for a while, I soon felt the need to pur-
sue a more challenging activity.  When I met 
with my former Chilean supervisor, and told 
him that I wanted to do a postgraduate degree 
in another country, he immediately suggested 
New Zealand. 

So, I arrived in NZ in 2000, to do an ME in Natu-
ral Resources Engineering at Lincoln University.  
Although my original plan was to study timber 
design, I soon became interested in solid waste 
management, as this is now a big problem in 
Chile.  In this way I came into contact with Dr. 
Mark Milke, who became my ME thesis supervi-
sor.  We worked on modifying the Hydrologic 
Evaluation of Landfill Performance (HELP) 
model to make it suitable for Chilean condi-
tions, and as a side project, also calibrated this 
model so that it could be used in New Zealand.  
Today, our version of HELP is available from the 
UC website and has been downloaded by more 
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Professor Des Bull is the Holcim Adjunct Professor of Concrete Design.  
This is a part-time position funded by the major cement company 
Holcim New Zealand. Des takes a major part in teaching of final year 
reinforced concrete structures, and is involved in many research projects 
involving seismic design and the construction of concrete structures. He 
is also employed by the Holmes Consulting Group in Christchurch, and 
is able to bring a unique mix of theory and practice into the classroom.

Mr Glen Koorey is the Transfund* New Zealand Lecturer in 
Transportation Engineering. This position was initially held by Dr Andre 
Dantas, who has transferred to the continuing staff. Glen is one year 
into a four-year contract.  He is an expert in road safety, geometric 
design and cycle planning, and is completing his PhD in rural highway 
safety. This position supports the very successful master½s degree in 
transportation engineering.  (* Transfund has now merged with the 
LTSA, forming ºLand Transport NZ»).

Dr James Mackechnie holds the CCANZ Fellowship, funded by the 
Cement and Concrete Association of New Zealand. He has served four 
years of a five-year contract and during that time has made a major 
contribution to concrete technology in New Zealand, classifying 
aggregates, and investigating durability of many types of concrete in 
close consultation with the design profession and manufacturers. James 
teaches concrete technology and related subjects to undergraduate and 
postgraduate students.

Dr Bruce Deam is the Leicester Steven EQC Lecturer in Earthquake 
Engineering, funded by the Earthquake Commission (EQC). He has been 
in this position for five years and we recently concluded negotiations 
with the EQC for a second five-year term. Bruce has been teaching 
widely in earthquake engineering and carrying our research into 
housing, shelving, and other aspects of concrete and timber structure 
behaviour in earthquakes. He has an active role with the New Zealand 
Society of Earthquake Engineering and is co-ordinating development of 
the University of Canterbury Earthquake Engineering Research Group.

The Department of Civil Engineering is unique 
in New Zealand universities in having a large 
number of industry-funded academic staff. 

In addition to the 26 full-time positions funded 
by the University through student fees and 
government grants, we currently have six 
positions funded by industry or state-sector 
organisations. The staff in these positions 
provide us with many win-win scenarios. We 
are able to promote the wishes of the funding 
agencies using expert staff members who 
would otherwise not be at Canterbury. These 
staff members carry out specialised teaching 
and research in the areas for which they are 
funded, and they also reduce the teaching 
pressure on other staff, allowing more valuable 
time to be spent on research and industry 
interaction across the whole Department.

These positions allow the Department to 
foster excellent relationships with the civil 
engineering profession, manufacturers and 
government organisations, for mutual benefit.

Andy Buchanan

Mr Mike Spearpoint is the New Zealand Fire Service Commission 
Lecturer in Fire Engineering. This position was established in 1993 at 
the time of implementation of the 1992 Building Act which allowed 
fire engineering to be practised in new ways in New Zealand.  A third 
five-year term of the contract has recently been signed. Mike½s interests 
include fire development, active fire protection systems, fire risk, 
and escape from fire, and he is completing his PhD in the electronic 
exchange of fire data.  This position supports the very successful 
master½s degree in fire engineering.

Industry Funded Academic Staff

Carter Holt Harvey funds 
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BIA Fire Advisory Panel
Charley Fleischmann has joined a group of 
leading fire experts on the BIA Fire Advisory 
Panel. The panel has been established 
following concerns that the Government does 
not have sufficient links with the fire safety 
industry. The panel can identify important fire 
safety issues at an early stage so that they can 
be appropriately acted on.

Visitors
In 2004 we welcomed exchange students Os-
kar Eriksson and Madelein Nilsson from Lund 
University. Dr Peter Cumber from Heriot Watt 
University, S_a hed 



Bridge-breaking 
A large crowd gathered on the banks of the 
River Avon in September, 2004 to watch 
more than 100 1st pro civil engineering 
students participate in the annual challenge 
of building a bridge capable of holding 
no more than two people. Students were 
judged successful if their bridge collapsed 
after the addition of a third person. The 
event tests the students½ knowledge of 
power-to-weight ratio, and accounts for 
25% of their final mark in the  Design 1 
course.

Carter Holt Harvey provided financial sup-
port for the competition, which had a cash 
prize pool of $2000. We are also grateful 
to the McVicar Timber Group Ltd. for their 
donation of the timber.


