




changing the ones to zero and the zeros to one preserves the row and column totals. Will such
moves take you to all possible tables with the given row and column totals? I thought for a
while and went to the blackboard and outlined a proof that the answer is yes. I realised later
that Julian was impressed by this. About ten years on, when I had moved to Bath and Julian to
Seattle, we met at the Interface Conference in Michigan and Julian asked me if I could reproduce
my proof. By about four o'clock in the morning, I had managed to re-create it: I committed it to
paper this time. Another eight years later, when I visited Julian in Seattle he told me “You know
your proof for the Rasch model. It's not new. I found a version published in the 1950s”.

On that visit to Seattle, Julian took Debbie and me on a two-day sailing trip. At one point,
with the sun shining and the wind blowing strongly, he gave Debbie the helm: while she stood
terri�ed as the boat leaned at forty-�ve degrees, he grinned, knowing there was no danger of
capsizing (at least I hope that was the case). Later, we learnt something about Julian's musical
tastes while enjoying a drink in a bar. As the live music started up, Julian took out his hearing
aid, put it in his pocket and stated “I hate xylophones”.

Julian came to Bath in 2007. He took his place in the Department but his health was poor
and he was frustrated by how easily he became tired and the dif�culty in concentrating on new
work. He spent periods in hospital, where he was not the most conventional of patients. On
one visit, while I was still taking off my coat and �nding a chair Julian picked up a notepad and
drew points and triangles. Pointing to the Voronoi tessellation he had just produced, his words
of welcome were “What happens to these triangles as this angle goes to zero?”
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After he moved to Seattle, we maintained email contact. He could go for months, or more
than a year, without writing; but, when he did, it was always with the same great friendship.

His intuitive side often generated very interesting subjects for thought, sometimes apparently
bizarre – until one had seen them develop by arguing about them with him! Shortly after his
return from Seattle to Bath in 2007, and a very bad experience with a bout of shingles, he wrote:

“The good news is that I seem to have surfaced in a different place mind-wise and ... I’m
positive, am thinking again and coming up with new ideas, in particular on animal behaviour”.

“My hypothesis is that some animals possess senses that we simply don’t know about but
that we can learn about through experimentation. This is exemplified by “Besag’s (blind) mole”
which performs simple experiments on humans to extract the properties of what we call “sight”.
Probably not new but quite fun anyway. It has always seemed to me to be arrogant to assume
one can explain animal behaviour in human terms: I take my lead from watching the ducks on
Lake Union [Seattle] from my house”.

This led us into discussing the sorts of senses we might not be aware of, mechanisms that
other creatures can exploit but we cannot, e.g. sensing the Earth’s magnetic field, or even being
able to “see” it, how wasps find their way to the honey-pot (possible odour gradient detection by
differential perception in the two antennae, along with their characteristic side-to-side motion
while flying up-wind), and so on.

Almost in defiance of his great abilities, Julian could be intensely self-doubting, yet paradox-
ically exploit his own self-doubt. As he once wrote:

“I’ve had new ideas because I can’t understand what other people do (unless I spend an
awfully long time at it). I have absolutely no powers of (conventional) abstraction. There are
advantages in having bugger-all knowledge (I’ve long told my students I do research because I
understand so little about what other people do).”

His last few years at Bath were a sad, painful progression to the physical failure of his body,
yet borne with a resilient courage. I treasure my memories of his friendship, and of my glimpses
of a fascinating personality.

Chris Jennison (Bath)

When I completed my PhD and applied for jobs I was fortunate to be appointed to a lectureship
in Durham. There I joined Julian, Allan Seheult and Peter Green. Not having much experience,
I assumed this was a normal group of statisticians. I was, of course, in an extraordinarily stim-
ulating environment. In my three years in Durham, Julian introduced me to spatial modelling,
Markov random fields, agricultural field trials, Monte Carlo simulation based on Markov chains,
and image analysis.

Julian recognised my liking for mathematical puzzles. While he was working on the Rasch
model, he posed a problem one day over coffee. Suppose you know the row and column totals
of a two-way table of ones and zeros. Given one example of such a table, you can create
more examples by taking four cells on the corners of a rectangle containing 0, 1, 1 and 0, then

24



Robin K. Milne (Perth)

I first met Julian at the University of Western Australia during a visit of a few weeks that he
made here early in 1976 at the invitation of Terry Speed. Julian gave several seminars and a
very interesting short lecture course on spatial processes to our honours class of that year, based
largely on the content of his JRSS B (1974) paper. That class was, incidentally, the largest and
perhaps best honours class in statistics of all my 37 years in Perth, whilst Terry Speed, Mike
Thornett and I were amongst others who also formed a part of Julian’s audience.

I did spend considerable time with Julian during that visit, in particular because he made it
clear that he would welcome the company. I can remember vividly one colourful evening when
Julian and I demolished a significant portion of a flagon of port, which Julian had decided was
his drink of choice for that evening. We had a very pleasant evening, but that experience taught
me that I did not have quite the same resilience as Julian!

Early in 1980 I spent about five weeks in the Durham-Newcastle area, visiting especially Ju-
lian. He was very hospitable, inviting me to stay initially at his house and insisting on personally
cooking what seemed to be his staple meal –steak and chips with green peas! Later he believed
that I should be better looked after, and arranged that I would board for the remainder of my
stay with his wife Valerie, who by that time was living separately, along with their son David.

Julian decided that my expertise would complement his and that of his research student Stan
Zachary, and that I should work with them to write a paper. This became “Point process limits of
lattice processes”, published in JAP (1982). To facilitate this work Stan visited Durham during
this period and somewhat later in 1980 I visited Stan at Heriot-Watt.

I remember fondly Julian and many others whom I met in the North-East on that visit. In
particular I remember Julian for his tremendous mathematical and statistical insight. Despite
this, in personal conversation he readily confessed to feeling mathematically ill-equipped to deal
with some tasks. In such ways he was disarmingly honest and had an intense dislike of what he
usually called “humbug”. He was direct and sometimes rather confronting in his personal style,
yet I think that this directness did earn him lasting respect. I was very sad to hear of his passing,
but I am pleased to have the opportunity to contribute these words in his memory.

Mike Titterington (Glasgow)

My contribution takes the form of non-technical reminiscences, while acknowledging the pro-
found and continuing influence that Julian’s writings have had over the last close-on four
decades.

I first encountered Julian in a bar in Leuven at the European Meeting of Statisticians in 1977.
He was rather subdued but, I hasten to add, as a result mainly of jet-lag from Australia rather
than of what the bar had to offer. Another warm, indeed weather-wise distinctly hot, European-
Meeting memory comes from the 1987 event at Thessaloniki. Julian was on the organising
committee and ensured that there were long afternoon breaks to allow for expeditions, by coach,
to a suitable beach away from the polluted sea near the city. More personally, I recall a hot but
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enjoyable walk in the hilly area surrounding the city, with Julian and my colleague, Ben Torsney,
during the weekend preceding the Meeting.

I always felt that I got on well with Julian and I recall very generous (possibly misguided!)
words from him about things I had written and the occasional milestone that I passed. He
always asked kindly after my son, also a David, especially when he discovered that David was
learning to sail, a former passion of my own.

Finally, I’d like to mention a particular kindness. A few years ago I sent him a full-page article
from the (Glasgow) Herald newspaper, written by Jonathan Raban about sailing in the Puget
Sound, near Seattle. I thought no more of it until, some time later, I received in the post from
Julian a copy of “Waxwings”, which was Raban’s latest book based on life in Seattle; the book
was signed – by the author! Since then, from time to time I tried, unsuccessfully I’m afraid, to
think of an appropriate gesture I could make in return; the last time I wracked my brain about
this was on about August 3rd, 2010.

Sheila Bird (Cambridge)

Julian Ernst Besag FRS: ABC and more? – Farewell, friend
Aberdeen, 1978 is where I first met David Andrews, Julian Besag and David Cox, our three

guest speakers at a Scottish and Northumbrian Academic Statisticians’ meeting.
Bristol is where Julian and I last met: Julian – from his hospital bed – had arranged to

take me to lunch at Fishers, not far from the suspension bridge. After lunch, I delayed fetching
the car to give me time to pick up literature on flats-for-sale in Bristol (and to buy a birthday
present): Julian was furious with me, as he had come out to wait and had waited too long. But
the last emails I had from him, around his 65th birthday, included an eloquent description of
the harbour view from his flat in Bristol.

In between, Cambridge: where Julian would appear from time to time, usually in a spec-
tacular motor, sometimes unhappily, sometimes mischieviously, sometimes whimsically, often
challengingly. Of course, Julian took on challenges himself. Little knowing how much boats and
his Union Lake boat-house (as I called it, to irk him) would come to mean to him, I’d challenged
Julian to a very cold swim in the North Sea off Durham/Newcastle!

Finally Donation: I had worked on kidney transplantation, “matchability”, and the first audit
of UK’s potential for cadaveric solid organ donation. Julian was a well-informed patient, but
I was never quite sure whether he had gone through the procedures to be listed for kidney
transplantation, or knew his “matchability”. Conversation in hospital turned to a paper on
presumed-consent for cadaveric organ donation which I was working on with ethicist Professor
John Harris. Both of us as authors were dismayed that the Organ Donor Taskforce had set
its face against presumed consent without properly quantifying how many additional kidney,
heart, liver, lung transplants there could have been – had the UK’s presumption been that organ
donation would proceed unless, in life, the deceased had opted-out, or a family over-rode the
presumption. This could have benefitted Julian. But – selflessly, righteously and passionately
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– Julian inveighed agin me to be so unfeeling for the relatives of the deceased, and to be so
cavalier as to risk bringing the whole of medical statistics into disrepute. He appealed to Peter
Green to avert me from my course, and me not to publish.

I did pay some heed to his reaction, which the British Medical Journal feared its readers
might share. After (much) editing, the published paper attracted more correspondence than
any other I have been associated with – the majority of correspondents agin it in such phrases
as “cold statistics”. Sadly, I never gave Julian the satisfaction of telling him how rightly, as well
as selflessly, he had anticipated reactions!

In reflective conversations in hospital – often less private than ideal because louder on ac-
count of Julian’s tinnitus – I heard about unsung good deeds. Only at Julian’s funeral, for exam-
ple, did I realize that he’d never explained to Valerie his principled stand, on being awarded the
RSS Guy Medal in Silver, that he would not accept an invitation to celebrate with the Statistical
Dining Club because his wife had not been invited. He remained very proud of Valerie’s books
and of David as local councillor.

Ted Harding (Ely)

I first got to know Julian when he visited Henry Daniels in Cambridge in the late 1970s, where
Henry had an office in the Statistical Laboratory following his retirement as Professor of Statis-
tics at Birmingham. The link between Julian and Henry would have gone back to Julian’s
transition from studying Engineering at Cambridge to studying Statistics at Birmingham in the
1960s. In his own words: “I started off in statistical ecology with MSB[artlett] and initially that
interested me (indeed since a first-year undergrad course from David Wishart at Brum)”. But,
later on: “I quickly realized that statistical modelling had little to offer such a complex subject”.

Julian and Henry’s discussions, I believe, revolved around merging Julian’s original ideas
for modelling stochastic processes, especially spatial, and Henry’s gifted skills in analytical for-
malisation of such processes, especially asymptotically. I was invited to join in occasionally,
particularly on the computational front.

I was struck by the intensity of interaction between Julian and Henry. While it was not
antagonistic, each could be sharply critical of the other’s ideas and methods. Julian, in particular,
displayed constant intense critical alertness. He would instantly absorb what was being put to
him, form a vivid intuition of it, and rapidly throw back the implications of his view. This was
also coupled with an ability almost instantaneously to formulate a mathematical expression of
his intuition.

These first meetings were the beginning of a long friendship with Julian. Just as with Statis-
tics, friendship for Julian meant intense involvement. Indeed, if he was going to take an interest
in anything – whether it were modelling childhood leukemia, pursuing a tangential side-issue
(which would unexpectedly lead back to the main topic), sailing, observing nature from his
boat, or enjoying a good meal and a very good bottle of wine with a friend – it would involve
his whole attention.
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