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⎪ SAIChE IChemE news ⎪

T
he School of Chemical and Metal-
lurgical Engineering at Wits held 
a ceremony on the 7th November 
2017 to mark the naming of the 

Peter King Minerals Processing Laboratory 
in recognition of the late Prof Peter King’s 
contribution to the mathematical modelling 
of minerals processing.

A Wits alumnus, Prof King was an accom-
plished metallurgist who served as the head of 

Wits dedicates Peter King Minerals 
Processing Laboratory

About Professor Peter King
Ronald Peter King 
was born on 12 March 
1938 in Springs, east 
of Johannesburg and 
spent his youth in the 
gold fields of South 
Africa.

Wits awarded him a BSc (Eng) Chem, cum 
laude, in 1958 and an MSc (Eng) in 1962. 
Upon graduation, he received a scholarship 
from Shell Oil to pursue his doctoral stud-
ies at Manchester University. He married 
Ellen while living in Manchester. In 1963, 
after receiving a PhD from the University 
of Manchester, King and his wife returned 
to South Africa, where they started their 

family, which soon included Jeremy, Andrew, 
and Janet.

From 1963 to 1990, King taught at Wits 
and led a research group at the National 
Institute of Metallurgy. He was the recipient 
of many honours during this period, including 
election as president, and later a life fellow, 
of the South African Institute of Mining 
Metallurgy (SAIMM). He was also a member 
of the Scientific Advisory Committee of the 
Prime Minister.

In 1991, the SAIMM awarded King its 
Gold Medal. In 1990, he was appointed 
professor of metallurgy and director of 
the Generic Mineral Processing Centre in 
Comminution at the University of Utah. 

On December 19, 1995, he became a US 
citizen, and in 1999, he was appointed chair-
man of the Department of Metallurgical 
Engineering at the University of Utah. 
Between 1999 and 2006, he received many 
additional honours. 

King excelled in both research and edu-
cation. His research on the modelling and 
simulation of mineral processing operations 
led to the highly successful MODSIM com-
puter software system for the simulation of 
plant operations. In addition, his pioneering 
research in mineral liberation represented 
a quantum leap forward in the accurate, 
quantitative description of multiphase par-
ticles. In fact, his research in mineral libera-
tion provided a basis for collaboration that 
eventually led to a state-of-the-art micro-CT 

Two views of the newly dedicated Peter King Minerals Processing Laboratory.

Left to right: Head of School, Prof Herman Potgieter, looks on as Mrs King talks about her late husband. Mrs King unveiling the plaque. Mrs Ellen King with her son 
Andrew, after the unveiling at the ceremony.

A new laboratory has been established at the University of the Witwatersrand in 
honour of the late Professor Peter King, admired for his rapport with students and 
for pioneering work in metallurgical engineering.

laboratory in the Department of Metallurgy 
at the University of Utah. 

King was truly a ‘distinguished teacher’ 
in every sense, and he gave other educators 
in the field a model to emulate. In recogni-
tion of his contributions, he received the 
University Utah Departmental Teaching 
Excellence Award in 1987 – as a visiting 
professor – and in 1996, 2000, and 2001 – as 
a regular faculty member.

King’s career was dedicated to educa-
tion. He was a pioneer in the use of modern 
engineering methods in the classroom. 
Students were taught computer-based 
methodologies and software was inte-
grated, not only into classroom work, but 
also into traditional lectures so students 
came away with a confident understanding 

of advanced engineering procedures. 
With the advent of the worldwide web, 

new dimensions in engineering education 
became a reality. King’s leadership in this 
new arena of education was exemplified 
by his highly successful Internet course, 
‘Modelling and Simulation of Mineral 
Processing Plants’. Another online course, 
‘The Virtual Laboratory’, was created and 
enhanced under King’s leadership. By 
simulating metallurgical equipment, pro-
cesses, and reactions, the virtual laboratory 
environment made it possible for students 
to perform laboratory experiments easily, 
quickly, conveniently, and accurately.
Adapted from a memorial tribute published 
in Vol 11: National Academy of Engineering, 
National Academies (2007).

the Department of Metallurgy and Materials 
Engineering for over a decade from 1976 to 
1990 before accepting an appointment at the 
University of Utah in the USA.

The lab-naming ceremony was attended by 
industry, many of Prof King’s former students, 
and guests of honour, his wife, Ellen and son, 
Andrew.

Wits Professor Sehliselo Ndlovu, presi-
dent of the South African Institute of Mining 

more than 100 years, metallurgy at Wits has 
been inextricably linked to that of the mining 
industry,” he said. “Extractive metallurgy plays 
a critical in role maximising returns from the 
processing of mineral resources such as gold, 
platinum, coal, and so on.”

A well-equipped laboratory for teaching 
and research is essential to continue produc-
ing experts in minerals processing. The labora-
tory will be a dedicated, technology-intensive 
extractive metallurgy laboratory that serves 
to meet the needs of industry locally and 
internationally, through training undergradu-
ate and postgraduate students in world-class 
facilities and by providing the tools necessary 
for high-level, applied research. The King fam-
ily was amongst the first donors and donated 
R500 000 towards equipping the laboratory. 

But much equipment is still needed. 
Speakers at the ceremony described King 

as a great teacher who instilled confidence 
and a desire for continual progress, especially 
among average students. Wits graduates and 
colleagues of Prof King, Prof Michael Moys 
and Dr Leslie Bryson, as well as Prof Laurie 
Woollacott, also reflected on King’s technol-
ogy flair. He was among the first to incorpo-
rate technology in his teaching methods and 

to provide online courses in response to the 
modern world.

Professional staff also praised King for 
being an all-rounder and for his hands-on 
approach and open-door policy. Bruce 
Mothibedi, a senior technician at Wits, recalls 
many moments when King would don an over-
all to lend a hand in some of the messy pilot 
plant projects. “Rarely do you find a man of 
Prof King’s calibre sacrificing his time to lend 
a hand in plant processes, but he gladly did 
it. Staff development across different grades 
was also important to him and he would ar-
range appropriate training for his team, be it at 
industry, the mines or related technical fields, 
so that one could gain more understanding 
and passion for their work,” says Mothibedi.

Lastly, Prof King’s son, Andrew, delivered 
a short talk on his father, before the unveiling 
of the plaque by Prof King’s widow, Mrs Ellen 
King and the dedication of the laboratory 
took place. Mrs King talked about her late 
husband’s involvement with Wits continuing 
across the seas, from the USA. “Peter was very 
proud of the accomplishments of the depart-
ment and took great interest in the progress 
of the students once they graduated,” said Mrs 
King, who continued to give guests a glimpse 

into personal joys and loves of her husband.
Head of School, Prof Herman Potgieter, 

said the lab was a fitting tribute to a “world-
renowned member of our family”.

To make a donation, please contact the 
Wits Development and Fundraising Office. 

www.wits.ac.za/givingtowits.

Metallurgy, said the laboratory would ensure 
the continuation of Prof King’s vision. King 
was passionate about capacity building 
and world-renowned for developing useful 
techniques to quantify mineral liberation, 
said Ndlovu.

“Metallurgy is key to our economy. For 


