
Arnold Whittaker Wolfendale 

Chancellor’s Medal 

2nd March 2011 

I will begin my oration with a rhetorical question.  Whom does one know that over the 

course of a few months might give public lectures on the following subjects; the 

search for intelligent life, clocks and timekeeping, global warming, the existence (or 

otherwise) of God, the pyramids, and Captain William Bligh (FRS) of HMS Bounty?  

The more astute amongst you will have already guessed the answer to this question, 

which is, Sir Arnold Whittaker Wolfendale. Space and time preclude any serious 

attempt to summarise the career of Sir Arnold, nevertheless some historical 

milestones should be recorded. The then plain Dr Arnold Wolfendale came to 

Durham as a lecturer in physics some fifty five years ago.  His chosen speciality, 

were he to appear on “Mastermind”, would be Ultra High Energy Astrophysics, in 

particular cosmic rays which are the most energetic particles in the Universe. To set 

these exotic entities into context, cosmic rays can have more than a million times the 

energy of particles produced by the Large Hadron Collider – a child’s toy when 

compared with the great universal accelerator!  Sir Arnold’s contributions to our 

understanding of cosmic rays, and their importance in diverse realms of 

astrophysics, is recognised and respected worldwide. Also, his pivotal role in 

nurturing the renaissance of astronomy research at Durham University is well 

documented. He was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society in1977, and knighted in 

1995. 

Another of his many achievements worthy of special note, was his appointment in 

1991 as the 14th Astronomer Royal. Whilst this position is of high prestige, it must be 

admitted that the level of renumeration has fallen somewhat behind inflation – King 

Charles 2nd issued a warrant for the payment of a salary of 100 pounds per year, 

which I understand remains the same today.   

Although almost certainly a pure coincidence, just one year after Professor 

Wolfendale’s elevation to Astronomer Royal, Pope John Paul 2nd announced that the 

Catholic Church had erred in condemning Galileo’s work. In that same year the first 

extra-solar planet was discovered – ushering in a topic that would later become the 
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title of one of Sir Arnold’s popular public lectures, namely “The search for life 

elsewhere”. Also in 1992, Professor Wolfendale must have decided that he needed 

to spend more time with his cosmic rays, and so he retired from some aspects of 

academia becoming Emeritus Professor at Durham University, a post which he holds 

today.  Since his retirement some two decades ago, Sir Arnold has managed to keep 

himself occupied.  Although the title “Royal” features prominently in his CV, he also 

has republican credentials, for example as sometime president of the Institute of 

Physics, president of the European Physical Society and president of the Antiquarian 

Horological Society.   

Sir Arnold has been honoured with Fellowships bestowed by numerous learned 

societies around the world, including India, South Africa, Poland and Lithuania.  

Many universities too have recognised his achievements and esteem, and to a level 

of approximation appropriate for an astronomer (an order of magnitude), one might 

claim that Sir Arnold now has as many degrees as a thermometer! 

He continues his research on the most energetic phenomena in the Universe. A 

subject area perhaps of no coincidence given his boundless enthusiasm and vitality, 

demonstrably undiminished after a mere half century or so here in Durham. The year 

2012 is the centenary of the discovery of cosmic rays. No doubt Sir Arnold is eager 

and ready for the challenge of better understanding the messages they convey, into 

the second century of their study.  

Vice-Chancellor, I present Arnold Wolfendale to receive the Chancellor’s Medal.  
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