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In memoriam 

J.H. Wilkinson (1919-1986) 

James Hardy Wilkinson was born on 27 September 1919 at Rochester, Kent, 
England, and died 5 October 1986 at his home in Teddington, England, where 
he had spent most of his life. He worked at the National Physical Laboratory,  
Teddington, from 1946 to 1980, being Special Merit Chief Scientific Officer from 
1974 on. 

J.H. Wilkinson's professional training began at Sir Joseph Williamson's 
Mathematical School, Rochester, Kent. After finishing in 1935, he was awarded 
a state scholarship, which was followed by a major  scholarship in mathematics 
at Trinity College, Cambridge. He studied under G.H. Hardy, J.E. Littlewood 
and A.S. Besicovitch, to name the most distinguished of his academic teachers. 
In June 1939, he finished the Mathematical Tripos, Part III, at Cambridge with 
distinction. He also won the Trinity College Mathison Prize for the best third- 
year student in any subject. 

In 1940, he joined a government department in lieu of service in the Armed 
Forces; this interruption of his formal training led to his not completing the 
work for a Ph.D. Instead, he worked in the numerical analysis of problems in 
explosives. 

After the war, Charles Goodwin tried to bring J.H.W. to the National 
Physical Laboratory to work in numerical analysis, but it was Alan Turing 
who prevented him from returning to Cambridge to a university career. Start- 
ing in May 1946, J.H.W. worked half-time on the Pilot ACE Computer  
Project. To this he made significant contributions until 1951. 

But his interest in numerical methods became stronger and stronger. Error 
analysis was the focus. Disputes had come up with Turing about a remark of 
Hotelling on the rapid growth of numerical errors due to rounding in lengthy 
matrix calculations - von Neumann's  analysis was also pessimistic. Practical 
experience showed Wilkinson and Turing that the errors were even smaller 
than their optimistic expectation. Wilkinson followed this path, which led him 
to discover one of the miracles of numerical computation and to master it by 
the backward error analysis techniques he originated in his famous paper, 
"The calculation of eigenvectors of co-diagonal matrices", in 1958 - inde- 
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pendent from Givens' similar work on the rotation method. The thorough 
understanding of numerical stability we have today was brought about by Jim 
Wilkinson in this seminal work. 

The readers of this journal have followed the work he published in it since 
its foundation in 1959, starting with "The evaluation of the zeros of ill- 
conditional polynomials". In fact, J.H.W. was one of the founding editors of 
the journal and became a main editor in 1967. Despite his extensive academic 
work - annual lecturing at the University of Michigan, frequent visiting pro- 
fessorships and later a full Professorship at Stanford University to be men- 
tioned - as well as the many honours he received [an Sc.D. (Cantab) in 1963, 
honorary doctor degrees from four universities, membership in a number of 
academies, and his fellowship in The Royal Society (1969)], he always provided 
the greatest possible support to this journal. 

The editors thank him for his faithfulness. His many friends have enjoyed 
his company in lecture halls, in discussions and in the evening hours; they 
appreciate how he enlivened the situation by his ready wit and erudition. Jim 
Wilkinson was among the three or four very best friends that we have had; we 
shall remember with great pleasure our all too few direct personal contacts. 

F.L. Bauer A.S. Householder 


