
© 1934 Nature Publishing Group

AUGUST 18, 1934 NATURE 243 

Obituary 
PRoF. H. F. W. BoasrALL 

H ENRY FREDERICK WILLIAM BUR
STALL, who died on July 15, was born in 

Aberdeen on September 3, 1865, but he was not of 
Scottish descent nor had he any Scotch accent. As a 
boy he was weakly, and in consequence his school life 
suffered many interruptions. At the age of sixteen 
years he was apprenticed to John Stewart and 
Son, marine engineers, of Blackwall, and it was 
during this period that his mathematical ability 
began to be evident. On the completion of his 
indentures he entered University College, London, 
where he attended the lectures of Prof. M. Hill 
and won a bursary to St.John's College, Cambridge. 
Three years later he emerged as sixteenth in Part I 
of the Tripos, and although in Part II ill-health 
again hampered him, he succeeded in securing a 
high place in the second class. 

From Cambridge in 1890 Burstall went to the 
late Sir Alexander Kennedy, serving for a year as 
an assistant under his own brother, Mr. H. R. J. 
Burstall, and doing chiefly electrical work. His 
thoughts, however, were now turning towards the 
academic side of his profession, and he deliberately 
chose mechanical rather than electrical engineering, 
believing that it offered more scope. There was 
nothing in electrical work but straightforward 
calculation, he said. He was appointed demon
strator in mechanical engineering at King's 
College, London, and remained there until 1896, 
when he was elected to the chair of civil and 
mechanical engineering at the Mason College, 
Birmingham. 

It was a period of great expansion in Birming
ham, and Burstall soon found himself involved in 
those discussions from which the first of the 
provincial universities was soon to emerge. The 
scheme included a great engineering school, and 
to him was entrusted the duty of outlining its 
scope and its organisation. Much, it was thought, 
could be learnt from America, and so Burstall was 
sent to the United States and to Canada. The 
essential features of the school as it exists to-day 
are largely his work. He advised that the Depart
ments of Civil, Mechanical and Electrical Engineer
ing should be separate, and himself became the 
first holder of the chair established by the late 
Sir James Chance. A feature of the Mechanical 
Engineering School (at that time unique) was the 
use of the power station as a heat laboratory ; 
while the establishment of workshops where, as 
part of a degree course, practical training could 
be given right through from pattern-making to 
fitting, was also an innovation. 

Although this work of organisation must have 
been onerous, Burstall found time also for gas 
engine research. In 1898 he agreed to act as 
reporter to the Gas Engine Research Committee 
which had been established by the Institution of 
Mechanical Engineers, and the well-known reports 
of 1898, 1901 and 1908 are largely the work of 

his hand. From this time onwards, he adopted 
the internal combustion engine as his special study 
and became a recognised authority upon its 
indicator diagram. He wrote little ; but his papers 
on the "Indicating of Gas Engines" (1909) and 
"The Energy Diagram for Gas" (1911) were 
regarded as valuable contributions to knowledge. 

The outbreak of the War threw new duties upon 
Burstall. The University became a great hospital, 
and any work in his department was subservient 
to the responsibility of keeping the necessary 
power, heat and light available at all times. 
Nevertheless, for the Admiralty and for the Air 
Board he carried out work upon carburation at 
high altitudes and also upon air-flow. The radiators 
used upon the 'tanks' in 1918 were the outcome 
of his investigations. With the advent of peace, 
he returned to the gas engine and devised his 
'optical indicator' (1923), which enabled reliable 
diagrams to be obtained up to 1,600 revolutions 
per· minute. 

In later years, Burstall concerned himself more 
and more with administrative problems at the 
University, acting as Dean of the Faculty of Science 
for five years and for a further five as Vice-principal. 
His hobby was the cultivation of carnations, in 
which he was well known as an expert and success
ful exhibitor. When he retired in 1930, he went 
to live in a small house at Hopwood, near Alve
church, where he had a workshop, his beloved 
carnations and a few sheep. There he acquired 
a philosophy which led him to declare that 
engineers had done more harm than good by the 
development of mechanical processes, and that if 
he had his time again he would choose a calling 
less divorced from Nature. 

There is no questioning Burstall's intellectual 
ability. One had only to be in conversation with 
him for a few minutes to realise his wide interests, 
his philosophical outlook and his powers of ex
pression. If his life did not seem to fulfil its early 
promise in the direction of scientific research, we 
must remember the calls which deflected him 
from his chosen subject. Not only did these arise 
at the inauguration of the University, and at the 
outbreak of War, but domestic sorrow laid upon 
him also the onus of acting both as father and as 
mother to the four children who survive him. 

W.M.C. 

WE regret to record the death on August lO at 
the age of fifty-four years of Mr. Edwin Ward, 
director since 1931 of the Royal Scottish Museum. 
Mr. Ward was appointed to the Art and Ethno
graphical Department of the Museum in 1901. 
For two seasons he excavated with Sir Flinders 
Petrie in Egypt, and later wrote a complete guide 
to the Egyptological collection of the Museum. 
Although his earliest and main interest was in 
Egyptology, his knowledge of armour, coins and 
pottery was extensive. 
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