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Winthrop Professor John Watling 
Centre for Forensic Science 

The University of Western Australia. 
 

Forensic Chemistry and Food Provenancing 
 

18th April 2011,  
7:00 pm 

 Webb Lecture Theatre (Geography LT 1, Room 21), UWA 
 

Forensic Chemistry is a varied and interesting field with applications not only in law enforcement, but 
also in other investigative areas including the failure of products or processes, archaeology, and most 
recently, food provenancing.  Fraudulent activities such as the intentional counterfeiting, substitution, 
adulteration or mislabelling of food to gain an economic advantage, are major issues facing the food 
industry. Food fraud is highly lucrative because, unlike CD’s, shoes and Rolex watches, food is cheap, 
easy to copy and frauds are difficult to detect. Since the mid 1980’s, there has been an increase in both 
research and in the development of techniques to enable the food industry to determine the 
geographical origin of foodstuffs. The technology used is based on the trace element composition of 
plant materials and animal products from animals which graze or consume plants as a nutrition source. 
Plants grown in different geographical locations would be expected to exhibit different trace element 
profiles as a result of growing on different soils. Results of recent research in WA have indicated that 
it is possible not only to establish country of origin of some materials, but also in some cases, state of 
origin and even to the plantation origin of tea and coffee. John will discuss forensic chemistry in 
general and the food provenancing research and casework he has been involved in.   
 
Professor Watling heads the Forensic and Analytical Chemistry Group of the Centre for Forensic 
Science at the University of Western Australia. He has developed laser technology aimed at finding the 
chemical signature of solid objects – whether fingerprinting gold, diamonds, bullets, Aboriginal art, 
antiques or plant material.  From identifying Chinese Ming and Japanese Imari porcelain forgeries, to 
determining the geographic origin of wine and foodstuff, the work of Professor Watling and his 
students is internationally renown.  
___________________________________________________________________________ 

Members, guests and visitors welcome 
http://www.ecu.edu.au/pa/rswa 

 
Margaret Brocx <rswa@iinet.net.au> edited this issue of the RSWA Proceedings
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The John De Laeter Memorial Lecture 
 
New Frontiers in Polar Ice Core Research 
Dr Ross Edwards  
 
Held at Curtin University in the Bankwest 
Theatre on Monday evening, 21st March, this 
inaugural event was well attended with John’s 
wife Robin and son Rob joining us for the 
excellent presentation of New Frontiers in Polar 
Ice Core Research by Dr Ross Edwards of the 
John de Laeter Centre for Isotope Research. Ross 
is a relative newcomer to the John de Laeter 
Centre, and his research is representative of the 
exciting and ever growing direction of the Centre.  
 
Dr Lynne Milne, President of RSWA, opened the 
night by welcoming everyone and introducing 
Professor Lyn Beazley AO, WA Chief Scientist 
and Vice-Patron of RSWA. Prior to introducing 
Ross Edwards, Professor Beazley gave a short 
presentation on John de Laeter the man, scientist 
and educator, and outlining his many 
achievements and awards, finishing with an 
illustrated caricature and poem written about John 
and published in the back cover of the RSWA 
Journal special volume on Isotope research (Vol. 
79, Part 1, 1996).   
 
Dr Ross Edwards talked about the various types 
of paleo-records, such as tree rings and coral 
and why these records are critical for 
understanding past and future climate change. 
He highlighted marine sediment records and 
discussed how they contained a history of the 
Earth’s ice volume (e (



Vale Emeritus Professor John de Laeter, 
AO, PhD, DSc, BSc (Hons), BEd 
(Hons), HonDTech (Curtin), HonDLitt 
W. Aust, FTSE, FAIP 1933-2010 
 

 
 

John de Laeter was born on 3rd May 1933 in 
South Perth and passed away on 16th August 2010 
at the age of 77. He was President of the Royal 
Society of Western Australia (1980 – 1981) and 
recipient of the Medal of the Royal Society of 
Western Australia in 1993. John was a physicist, 
science luminary and pillar of modern 
geochronology in Western Australia.  
 
John attended South Perth Primary School in 
Forrest St and won a scholarship to Perth Modern 
School. He began his career as a science teacher 
at Bunbury High School in 1959 but, at a Science 
Teacher’s conference in Sydney, a debate on the 
origins of the universe – the Big Bang theory 
versus Steady State Cosmology - inspired him to 
return to university to study nuclear astrophysics. 
After completing a PhD at the University of 
Western Australia (UWA) in 1966, and a 
Fellowship in nuclear physics in Canada, he took 
up the position of Head of the Department of 
Physics at the Western Australian Institute of 
Technology (now Curtin University) in 1968 
(aged 34), where he oversaw the commissioning 
of its first mass spectrometer. 
 
John’s major research interests became the 
application of mass spectrometry to 
cosmochemistry, nuclear physics, and geological 
problems including the containment of 
radioactive waste, measuring the age of rocks, 
evaluation of atomic weights and the origin of 

chemical elements. In the 1970’s he established a 
project with the Geological Survey of Western 
Australia to develop a geochronology capability 
based on Rb-Sr decay system, and in the 1980’s, 
with UWA now on the team, jointly developed 
capabilities in the areas of Sm-Nd and U-Pb 
geochronology. 
 
In 1984, as Deputy Vice-Chancellor of Research 
and Development at Curtin University, John 
spearheaded a proposal for a new SHRIMP ion 
microprobe and SHRIMP zircon U-Pb dating 
became the geochronology method of choice for 
geologists. In 1998 the consortium received 
funding from the WA State Centre of Excellence 
Program to further develop isotope science. This 
saw the establishment of the John de Laeter 
Centre for Mass Spectrometry, recently renamed 
the John de Laeter Centre for Isotope Research. 
In the following years organic chemistry facilities 
were established, CSIRO joined the consortium 
and a second SHRIMP was commission in the 
Centre. 
 
John helped advance science education and 
influenced the direction of physical sciences 
research in WA, leading research in dating the 
Earth’s mantle and exploring the extremities of 
the Solar System. Among his many scientific 
achievements are the measurement of the atomic 
weight of 12 elements and mapping the 
geological ages of many regions of WA. His 
colleagues at the John de Laeter Centre for 
Isotope Research recently discovered the world's 
most ancient minerals at Jack Hills, WA 
 
In his various administrative and educational 
roles at Curtin University, John negotiated with 
the university, businesses and State Government 
to invest in visionary projects that are now 
outstandingly successful facilities. These include 
Technology Park (Chair, 1988-03, and then 
Patron); the Science and Mathematics Education 
Centre at Curtin University, the Scitech 
Discovery Centre (Deputy Chair, 1988-96, and 
then Patron); and the Gravity Discovery Centre at 
Gingin (Foundation Chair). Community positions 
he held included President of the Western 
Australian Conservation and Environment 
Council, Governor of the Clunies Ross 
Foundation and captain of an Australian veterans 
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hockey team. John was also a Lay Preacher of the 
Uniting Church and served on the Wesley 
College Council from 1974 to 1984, and as Chair 
of the Council from 1988 to 1994. 
 
John received many awards including the Order 
of Australia (1992), Medal of the Royal Society of 
Western Australia (1993), a Fellowship of the 
Australian Academy of Technological Sciences 
and Engineering, an Honorary Doctor of 
Technology from Curtin University (1995) and 
was inducted into the WA Science Hall of Fame 
in 2009. In respect of his research in astrophysics, 
a minor planet (Minor Planet de Laeter 3893) 
was named after him. 
   
In 1995 when John retired as Curtin Deputy Vice-
Chancellor of Research and Development, an 
international conference on Isotope Science was 
held to formally recognise his research 
achievements. The two day de Laeter Symposium 
on Isotope Science was held in November 1995 
and attracted delegates from the European 
Community, the United States, Canada, Japan and 
Australia. Papers based on the presentations at the 
conference were published in a special volume of 
the Journal of the Royal Society of Western 
Australia (Vol. 79, Part 1, 1996).   

John de Laeter’s legacy will be perpetuated in 
many ways - in his large body of published 
works, Minor Planet de Laeter, The John de 
Laeter Building at Curtin University, Scitech, 
the Gravity Centre, the colleagues that carry on 
his tradition of collaborative work and the John 
de Laeter Centre for Isotope Research that is 
continually producing new techniques and data 
that shape our understanding of the Earth and its 
place in the Universe.  

John is survived by his wife Robin, daughter 
Catherine and sons Mark and Robert. The 
Council of the Royal Society of Western 
Australia and its members extend condolences 
to John’s family. John de Laeter Memorial 
Lectures will be held by RSWA from time to 
time.   

‘Science permeates most aspects of human 
endeavour, and it is therefore imperative that 
the wider community has the opportunity to 
understand the values and methodology of 

science and technology. Scientists have a 
professional responsibility to communicate 
scientific ideas and knowledge to the 
community.’ John de Laeter, Curtin University 
2007. Quoted on the Science Network website 
http://www.sciencewa.net.au/ 

 

 
 

The Royal Society of WA Library is held at 
the WA Museum, 49 Kew St Welshpool 

  
Email: RSWA@museum.wa.gov.au 
Phone:       9212 3771  
Facsimile: 9212 3882 
View the Joint RSWA WAM Online catalogue  
http://library-srv.museum.wa.gov.au/menu.htm 
______________________________________ 
 
Ken McNamara’s new book The Star-
Crossed Stone: The Secret Life, Myths 
and History of a Fascinating Fossil, 
November 2010  

 
Available: - in the WA Museum Shop (Perth 
City) or online for $42.95. 
 
NB RSWA Members receive a 10% discount at 
the WA Museum Shop.  
 
 “The Star-Crossed Stone is outstanding and 
original, a fascinating story about sea urchin fossils 
from Neolithic times to the present. It is much more 
than a summary of the folklore surrounding a 
particular fossil, however: it also traces the 
evolution of myth making, the human urge to 
collect, and the development of complex symbolic 
thought, combining archaeology, paleontology, 
folklore, and anthropology in wonderful, surprising 
ways that will delight general and scientific readers 
alike.”— Adrienne Mayor, author of The First 
Fossil Hunters and Fossil Legends of the First 
Americans 
http://www.press.uchicago.edu/presssite/metad
ata.epl?mode=synopsis&bookkey=10304323 
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This space will be updated each month in order to provide RSWA members and guests with a calendar 
of up-coming events which will include ordinary monthly meeting, and special events such as Public 
Forums, Symposia, and excursions.  Watch this space! 

 
Date Time Venue Event 

April 18th 7 pm Webb LT, UWA Winthrop Professor John Watling 
Forensic Chemistry and Food Provenancing 

May 20th 8:30 am WA Maritime Museum Kimberley Coast Symposium (Registration 
Essential) see registration form enclosed or 
download from www.rswa.org.au 

June 20th 7 pm TBA TBA 
July 18th 7 pm TBA AGM and Medal presentation 
August 14-22nd TBA TBA Science Week Event National Science Week 

International Year of Chemistry 2011 Event 
September TBA ECU Post-graduate Symposium 
October  TBA TBA Blackwood Estuary Symposium 
November  TBA TBA TBA 
December  TBA WA Conservation 

Science Centre (DEC). 
Joint RSWA/ DEC Xmas function 

 
Map showing location of Web LT UWA 

 
Free parking is available in all UWA car parks after 6.00 pm. Car parks 19and 20 are the most suitable for access to the 
Webb Lecture Theatre. Access is available through the front or rear of the Geography building. 
An interactive map is available at http://www.uwa.edu.au/campus-map 
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“The Star-Crossed Stone is outstanding and original, a fascinating story about sea urchin fossils from 

Neolithic times to the present. It is much more than a summary of the folklore surrounding a particular 

fossil, however: it also traces the evolution of myth making, the human urge to collect, and the 

development of complex symbolic thought, combining archaeology, paleontology, folklore, and 

anthropology in wonderful, surprising ways that will delight general and scientific readers alike.”—

Adrienne Mayor, author of The First Fossil Hunters and Fossil Legends of the First Americans



 

Throughout the four hundred thousand years that humanity has been collecting fossils, sea urchin 
fossils, or echinoids, have continually been among the most prized, from the Paleolithic era, when they 
decorated flint axes, to today, when paleobiologists study them for clues to the Earth’s history.  
 
In The Star-Crossed Stone, Kenneth J. McNamara, an expert on fossil echinoids, takes readers on an 
incredible fossil hunt, with stops in history, paleontology, folklore, mythology, art, religion, and much more. 
Beginning with prehistoric times, when urchin fossils were used as jewelry, McNamara reveals how the 
fossil crept into the religious and cultural lives of societies around the world—the roots of the familiar 
five-pointed star, for example, can be traced to the pattern found on urchins. But McNamara’s vision is 
even broader than that: using our knowledge of early habits of fossil collecting, he explores the evolution 
of the human mind itself, drawing striking conclusions about humanity’s earliest appreciation of beauty 
and the first stirrings of artistic expression. Along the way, the fossil becomes a nexus through which 
we meet brilliant eccentrics and visionary archaeologists and develop new insights into topics as 
seemingly disparate as hieroglyphics, Beowulf, and even church organs.  
 
An idiosyncratic celebration of science, nature, and human ingenuity, The Star-Crossed Stone is as 
charming and unforgettable as the fossil at its heart. 
 

 
 

"McNamara has written a beautiful secret history of a small and seemingly insignificant fossil—the 

round, star-crossed sea urchin. But he uses this important collectible of prehistoric humans as a lens 

for seeing into the culture and even the mind of our ancestors. Like a good mystery writer, McNamara 

takes us on a journey all the way back to a shallow grave and the two bodies that laid there for four 

thousand years. The Star-Crossed Stone is a masterfully crafted story, and an enlightening glimpse 

into the evolution of the human mind."—Stephen T. Asma, author of On Monsters: an Unnatural 

History of Our Worst Fears 

"Kenneth McNamara is the undisputed authority on fossil echinoids in archaeological contexts, and he 

writes with a clear, lucid style. Drawing on a disparate set of records of fossil sea urchins from a wide 

range of archaeological contexts, he weaves a novel and compelling tale of their reflection of the 

beliefs and traditions of humankind. Tracing their use by humans from early Palaeolithic through to 

Victorian times, with prominent excursions into (among others) Neolithic, Egyptian, Celtic, and 

Nordic cultures and beliefs, McNamara fairly romps through complex questions such as the origins of 

abstract thought and aesthetic appreciation. Using this fossil in an attempt to unlock the ancient mind, 

he succeeds admirably in opening up that of the reader to larger questions of origins. On the way, he 

introduces us to some wonderfully eccentric, driven personalities who were instrumental in bringing 

these seemingly inconsequential fossils to the attention of the world. This is an extremely interesting 

read."—Dr. C. J. Duffin, fellow of the Geological Society and coauthor of Handbook of 

Paleoichthyology 

 

 

 

The Star-Crossed Stone by Ken McNamara. University of Chicago Press (2010). R.R.P. $27/£18 

http://www.press.uchicago.edu/presssite/metadata.epl?mode=synopsis&bookkey=10304323 

 
 



Name:

Institution:

Email: 

Postal address:               

             Postcode: 

20 May 2011
Western Australian Maritime Museum, NSW Shipping Theatre, Victoria Quay, Fremantle

Please post registration and payment to:

Margaret Brocx,
Sub-editor, Journal of the Royal Society of WA

Co-convenor of the RSWA/WAMSI  
Kimberley Symposium, C/- WAMSI HQ,

Botany and Biology Building MO95
The University of Western Australia

35 Stirling Highway, Crawley WA 6009

Royal Society
WeSteRn auStRalia

The

p r o m o t i n g  s c i e n c e

of

 
Costs (includes copy of Proceedings)

RSWA Members $60
Non-RSWA members $120
Students $60

Sponsored places may be available on application.  
Those applying must provide a reason for requesting sponsorship.

If required, RSWA membership forms can be downloaded from The 
RSWA website www.rswa.org.au, and submitted with your registration.

Payments
The complete registration form may be sent by email to rswa_wamsi@iinet.net.au or by post.

1) Make cheques payable to the Western Australian Marine Science Institution

2) Credit card payments

Name on card: 

Account  
Number:

Card type:          Expiry date:         /

3) Electronic payments

Payments can be made direct to the RSWA account using internet banking

Bank: BankWest: BSB No 306-110; Ac No. 0199535

Please note: When making a direct payment  
please enter KS2011 for reference.

Kimberley
Marine and Coastal Science

S y m p o S i u m

Registration Form
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