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				PREFACE – PROFESSOR CHARLES SCRIVER

				

				The molecular structure of DNA and a corresponding mechanism for heredity (in health or disease) were first described by Watson and Crick in 1953. Within the decade, a 2-week summer course in genetics (human, mouse and medical) was being given at Bar Harbor, Maine, under the leadership of Victor McKusick and under the auspices of the Jackson Laboratory, the March of Dimes and a faculty assembled largely from Johns Hopkins University. The ‘Bar Harbor course’ became the one that anyone with a serious interest in genetics hoped to attend. David Danks from Melbourne, Australia, and Charles Scriver from Montreal, Canada, met as fellow students in the course in 1962. This pedagogical encounter with the ‘new’ genetics evolved into a friendship that spanned decades and distance. 

				David Danks lived and worked in Melbourne, at both the Hospital (the Royal Children’s Hospital) and the Institute (the Birth Defects Research Institute and the Murdoch Institute for Research into Birth Defects). The affiliations reveal that David was a clinician-scientist; a person at ease holding the hand of the patient in the clinic and holding a test tube in the laboratory; at distances bridged comfortably by the hybrid species one recognises as the clinician-scientist. That aspect of David Danks will be visible to the reader of this biography. 

				David Danks was a leader, initially of a small group of 10 persons, ultimately of some 200 colleagues, many of whom were in the Department of Paediatrics for which David was department Chairman. From this group of colleagues emerged leaders of new independent activities, for example Richard Cotton as leader of the Human Variome Project, a derivative of the Human Genome Project. David’s initial and later work in biochemical and somatic cell genetics originated in the interrogation of some 28 different inborn errors of metabolism; and from these beginnings and in the strands of his work, there emerges the image of David Danks, the builder, of programs and the Institute. These facets of the man are again revealed in this biography. 

				But something else lies within the hybrid clinician-scientist, the leader of the team, the builder of programs and buildings; it is a vision, a vision that seeks to show how arcane endeavours in genetics can serve patients, families and communities and all those other destinations of applied knowledge about which David cared deeply. As a result of such efforts by David, and by many like-minded colleagues near and far, knowledge about hereditary metabolic disease and our view of ‘inborn errors in metabolism’ morphed into ‘human biochemical genetics’ and then into ‘the molecular and metabolic bases of human disease’, a journey that seems to have no end and one likely to encompass almost all of medicine en route. In his own lifetime, David witnessed how science was taking us inside objects previously examined mainly from the outside, thus revealing networks of parts formed by populations of active molecules in communication with each other.  What happens in these networks is a busy field of enquiry today. Why it happens is even more elusive and undoubtedly appealed to David’s own philosophical and spiritual leanings. 

				David’s training in medical genetics was likely to have introduced him to Victor McKusick’s four simple questions and the corresponding domains of enquiry in medical genetics; each simple question is unlikely to have a simple answer. The questions were: what is wrong? (domain of diagnosis); what is going to happen? (prognosis); what can be done? (treatment); why did it happen? (cause/prevention). Such questions were brought to the clinic by David where he could focus them on patients with inherited disorders, and by selecting the subset of hereditary metabolic disorders, he was more likely to discover salient answers since so much new knowledge was emerging about this class of disease. As answers came, there was much to nourish the interests shared by David and myself, and so we kept in touch, and from time to time would meet over a long (very long) breakfast at an annual meeting of the American Society of Human Genetics. 

				We continued to find agreement in our understanding of the clinician-scientist, who harbours contending agendas for medicine and for science: 

				•	The scientist assaults our ignorance and delves into the unknown and thereby stretches the boundaries of knowledge, whereas the physician must know what is known and use it. 

				•	Science is a public collegial activity in its best incarnations, whereas medical practice is a private relationship between physician and patient (or should be so).

				•	Scientists use hypotheses and experiments, whereas physicians use facts to make decisions, no matter how limited the facts may be. 

				In 1995, a worldwide community of medical geneticists and others gathered in Melbourne to celebrate David’s career and his retirement from its academic component. The accolades celebrated the past up to the present. However, they could not change the future, notably David’s encounter with Parkinson’s disease, a disease for which the scientist has some but not sufficient answers; a disease for which the physician cannot heal himself; but a disease for which there is much room for compassion. My philosophical friend David Danks noticed the personal irony in this and found it rather well expressed in Immanuel Kant’s profound pair of questions: What can I know?; with this knowledge, what ought I do?

				

				Charles R. Scriver MDCM CC GOQ FRSC FRS 

				Alva Professor Emeritus of Human Genetics in the Faculty of Medicine of McGill University, Montreal, Canada

				March 2010

			

		

	
		
			
				

				FOREWORD – ALISTER DANKS
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				In many ways, my father was a very humble man, particularly in his private life. So he was somewhat shocked by my proposal to write his life story. However, he warmed to the idea and enjoyed the process.

				It was early 2002 and the effects of his Parkinson’s disease were taking their toll. So I realised that the time was right to pull together a record of his achievements and to understand, for myself as well as others, the challenges that he had faced and how he had achieved success.

				The project began with a series of interviews with the key people with whom David had worked and grown up over the years. My sister Jenny contacted those overseas by phone, while I visited those around the Melbourne area. In all we did over 60 interviews which were complemented by my interviews with David himself and various notes and accounts which he had written up. For me this was an enriching and inspiring experience. For Dad it provided the opportunity to reminisce, reconnect with a number of colleagues and resolve some unanswered questions. 

				In early 2007, we were very fortunate to be introduced to Carolyn Rasmussen by my cousin and historian, Ross McMullin. As an experienced historian and biographer, Carolyn has added a truly professional approach to the work. I would like to thank Carolyn for agreeing to take on the task of using the interview transcripts as a starting point to produce a complete biography. She embraced the work with passion and enthusiasm, and showed great perseverance despite some significant health challenges of her own. Carolyn initiated meeting some of the key people and conducting some further research, but most importantly she has been able to present all of this material in a succinct and meaningful way, which reads very well.

				I would like to thank my mother June and sister Jenny for their constant support, encouragement and contributions throughout this project. They both added many hours as interviewers, interviewees, facilitators, reviewers and contributors to those missing pieces of information. And I’d like to thank Ross McMullin for his encouragement and advice before and during the process.

				On behalf of the family, I would like to make a special thank you to Dame Elisabeth Murdoch for her generous support and encouragement to David over many years, including a kind contribution towards the production of this book. 

				And finally, I would like to thank my father for a lifetime of guidance, support and friendship. You were and will always remain an inspiration to us all.

				I would like to dedicate my contributions to the book to David’s 14 grandchildren and especially to Sally and David, who were born only a few months after David passed away and missed their opportunity to know Pa and his wonderful ‘Pa hugs’.

				January 2010

				

			

		

	
		
			
				

				FOREWORD – CAROLYN RASMUSSEN
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				Looking back on his career in neuroscience in 2003, V. S. Ramachandran, Director of the Center for Brain and Cognition at the University of California, San Diego, concluded an essay on ‘the making of a scientist’ with the observation that, ‘in the final analysis’ there were only two questions that mattered when looking back on your life: ‘How much impact have I had? And how much fun?’.1 Though I never had the privilege of meeting David Danks personally, I have no doubt from everything I have been told, that these are precisely the two questions that mattered most to him in assessing his own life. So it is that these two questions form the basis of this biography. I hope the reader will see David Danks having ‘fun’ in the very particular way that researchers define it. As his sons, Alister and Philip, put it in his obituary, ‘For David, learning how things work in disease and in normal biological processes, making diagnoses and devising elegant treatments, was “fun”.’2 The question ‘Am I having fun?’ then was never a frivolous one. It was intrinsically connected to the far bigger question, ‘How much impact will I have?’ To answer that bigger question I have set out to place Danks and his achievements in the framework of developments in medical research, paediatrics and especially clinical genetics in the period from 1948 to 1995. There is no doubt in anyone’s mind that Danks was a pioneer in clinical genetics, not just in Australia, but internationally. He was also a visionary entrepreneur in research and medical services – a builder of institutions, foremost among them the Murdoch Institute for Research into Birth Defects (now known as the Murdoch Childrens Research Institute) and the Victorian Clinical Genetics Services (now known as Genetic Health Services Victoria). And, to the very end of his working life, he remained a skilful and caring paediatrician. 

				Ideally, biographers are able to work with a large collection of personal papers, diaries, correspondence and the like. Danks disposed of most of his papers when he retired. He did embark on a brief history of the Genetics Research Unit and its successor, the Murdoch Institute for Research into Birth Defects, but it falls silent around the mid 1980s. Illness overcame him before Alister Danks in his interviews had moved very much beyond the mid 1980s. As a result, Danks’ own voice is more muted than I would have preferred, but his writing in annual reports and medical journals is forthright and illuminating. As far as possible, this biography presents Danks in his own words, but it is essentially a portrait of the man as others – his family, his friends, his colleagues – saw him, captured by Alister and Jenny Danks in over sixty interviews and letters of reminiscences. It is through their recollections that I have come to know the man who is the subject of this biography. In the final analysis, his achievements, as chronicled here, speak for themselves: without question he had fun, and his impact was significant. 

				November 2009
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				1

				GROWING UP

				‘Bloody Hell, I’m just going to do it!’

				Family

				On the face of it, engineering seemed like a natural career for the young David Miles Danks, born on 4 June 1931, a fourth generation member of the long-established Melbourne family of hardware merchants and manufacturers. Indeed, as he recalls, ‘for the whole of our last year together at Camberwell Grammar School, it was my best friend Henry Frohlich [who] was going to do medicine, and I was going to do engineering’, but somewhere in the course of that year they convinced each other to swap.1 Danks can’t really remember why he changed, but a closer examination of his family background suggests that while the influences pushing Danks towards medicine in 1947 may have been more subtle than those pushing him towards engineering, they were nevertheless significant.

				David’s great-grandfather, John Danks, a qualified engineer, along with two of his brothers (Thomas and Samuel) and their families arrived in Melbourne in 1857. 2 Sons of a Staffordshire wrought iron and gas tube manufacturer, by 1859 they had set up as hardware merchants and manufacturers, dealing ‘in nearly everything suitable for plumbers, engineers, gasfitters and water supply’.3 In 1860 Thomas Danks retired from the new enterprise which continued to trade as J & S Danks till 1871, when Samuel left to form his own hardware business in New Zealand.

				John Danks was an ardent protectionist and an enlightened employer who introduced profit-sharing among his employees and rapidly expanded the range of locally made products available. His business prospered in the expansive twenty years that followed in ‘Marvellous Melbourne’. He established branch shops in Sydney and Christchurch, New Zealand, and his son Aaron, who joined as a partner in 1882, started a brass foundry back in England in 1885. John Danks & Son won prizes at the Philadelphia, Calcutta and Amsterdam International Exhibitions amongst others for such things as pumps, brass fittings, lead work, taps and valves. John Danks was appointed a commissioner at the 1878 Paris Exhibition. On the eve of the 1890s depression in Melbourne, the business was employing 150 men.4
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						Danks & Son’s building at 42 Bourke St, Melbourne, at the end of the nineteenth century.

					

				

				The slightly built, ‘charming’ John Danks was by then ‘semi-retired’. He was, he explained, happiest at his turning lathe: ‘I was always a mechanic and all my people before me were mechanics’. He loved his garden, too, and enjoyed music. He could, it was said, ‘knock out a tune on almost any instrument’. A member of the Royal Society, he also filled his house with paintings and amassed a ‘fine library’ that included ‘many books on art, science and metal-work’.5 He was, in short, a fine example of the optimistic, modern, technologically inclined group which characterised Melbourne at this time. 
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						John Danks still at his lathe in retirement.

					

				

				John Danks was also a notably public-spirited man with a deep interest in the physical and spiritual health of his fellow citizens. A member of the Emerald Hill Council for nine years, serving as mayor in 1874–1876, he even stood for parliament in 1877. As a devout Methodist, he taught Sunday school for thirty years, and gave £3000 to the Cecil Street Wesleyan Church in South Melbourne. Beyond that he regularly supported over fifteen major charities, and always contributed to special appeals. Towards the end of his life he marked each birthday by giving away £100 to worthy causes.6 

				As Melbourne slipped into deep and prolonged depression, Danks & Son went into decline. By the end of 1892, the sheet metal mill was idle, and two years later the company faced a growing deficit. Fortunately, the huge demand for Danks’ products created by the building of Melbourne’s long overdue sewerage system was sufficient to tide the company through this difficult period. From 1896, as ‘the single most prolific holder of contracts’ with the Melbourne and Metropolitan Board of Works ‘in its first decade’, John Danks & Son ‘provided plumbers materials of every conceivable variety’.7 By the turn of the century, the company was prospering again with over 200 employees and a capital of £300,000.8
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						Sir Aaron Turner Danks.

					

				

				After the death of his father in 1902, Aaron Danks proved an able successor, guiding the firm through a period of considerable expansion from 1902 until his death in 1928. He was also a noted philanthropist, and a man almost as closely associated with hospitals as the hardware business. When in 1888 the Melbourne Hospital launched an appeal to extinguish debt, both John and Aaron Danks gave £100 – and John Danks gave a further £500 in 1899 for the same purpose. As a consequence of the 1888 donation, both John and Aaron were made life governors of the hospital, and Aaron would go on to devote a good deal of his energies outside the company to that hospital. He joined the Committee of Management in 1905 and, together with Sir John Grice, not only negotiated the large donation which enabled the rebuilding of the hospital in 1912 but also served on the sub-committee overseeing the work. As President from 1918 until his death, Aaron’s flair for creative administration came to the fore. In 1921 he instigated the use of the annual meeting as a special public event to inform the community of the work of the hospital, as well as regular open days when the public could visit. He, himself, was a frequent and appreciated visitor to the wards, and personally donated a full set of laundry equipment to the hospital in 1906, a grand piano for the nurses in 1913, and funding for the first almoner (social worker) position at the hospital.9 

				A devout Methodist like his father, Aaron was concerned with the health and welfare of the community at many levels, and his benefactions encompassed the gift of £6000 for the land on which the Epworth Hospital was built and generous assistance for building the first Free Kindergarten in the state. Aaron Danks was knighted in 1925 and ensured that support for his chosen causes would continue after his death through the Danks Trust. In 1928 his funeral cortège made a sweep past the Melbourne Hospital, where the matron and nursing staff lined the street in genuine tribute,10 and the Committee of Management noted that ‘he was ever eager to see every improvement in medical science adopted, which was destined to alleviate suffering, and enhance the prestige of the hospital’. Perhaps his most notable role, considering the future achievements of his grandson, David, was in the establishment in 1915 of the Walter and Eliza Hall Institute, Australia’s first medical research institute, of which he was Foundation Chairman.11
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						Guests at a garden party in February 1927 at Hazeldene, 8 Balwyn Rd, Canterbury, home of Sir Aaron and Lady Danks. Sir Aaron is seated in the front row, 7th from left. Courtesy State Library of Victoria. 

					

				

				David Danks never knew his grandfather, and his father was a low-key figure in comparison. The second son of Aaron, Frederick Danks seems to have inherited something of his grandfather’s mechanical and scientific bent, along with his quiet good humour. A fine athlete and a bright student, he graduated from the Working Man’s College (now RMIT) the top of his class in electrical engineering and joined Danks & Son in 1912, aged 21.12 His older brother, John, trained to manage the commercial side of the business, had been there since 1908. The combination augured well for the future, but John died in 1922 after a short illness, while Fred was afflicted by the debilitating Ménière’s disease, a condition of the inner ear that causes painful dizziness. Largely confined to his home as a consequence, Fred Danks had to depend on a series of employed managers, while the company limped through the difficult decade of the 1930s. Asked in 1992 how it was that Danks & Son had escaped the classic dynastic trajectory of family businesses, Fred’s older son, John, who rebuilt the business, observed, ‘I think I used to offend my father by suggesting that the reason we got through the third generation was [that we] really didn’t have one. It was a calamity, really’.13
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						Frederick Miles Danks. Winner of the Stanhope Cup for Athletics at the Working Men’s College (now RMIT), 1910.  

					

				

				In April 1923 Fred had married Dorothy, daughter of J. Twiston Williams, a Brisbane merchant, and after some overseas travelling they settled into 33 Balwyn Road in Canterbury, a little way along from the family home of Hazeldene at 8 Balwyn Road. Remembered by her daughter-in-law Norma as ‘always beautifully presented’, in ‘quality clothes’ and ‘lovely jewellery’, Dorothy slipped easily into the world of the Melbourne Hospital auxiliaries in which her sister-in-law, Annie Danks, had been active since their formation in 1921.14 Hazeldene, with its magnificent organ, continued as a site of important fundraising events for the hospital; events which, David Danks observed wryly, Annie was very good at suggesting, but often enough it was his ‘very busy and organised’ mother who did most of the actual work, since Annie was considered delicate.15 John Twiston Danks was born in 1926, and David Miles Danks five years later.

				

				
					
						Fred Danks (standing), John and Annie Danks.

						David’s aunt, Annie Danks, who never married, was an important figure in the life of her nephews and their families, the Danks company, of which she was an active director until 1964, and the wider community. After the death of her parents, she maintained the role of the family home, Hazeldene, with its purpose-built music room graced by a George Fincham & Son organ, as a centre for fundraising activities for the [Royal] Melbourne Hospital. A founding member of the hospital auxiliaries in 1921, she was soon joined in this work by David’s mother, Dorothy, and later her nephew John’s wife, Norma.  An executive member of the Central Council of Auxiliaries for many years, Annie Danks served as President twice and was awarded an MBE.  She died in 1968, and by her will she established the Annie Danks Trust, to complement the work of the Danks Trust established by her father.
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				By the time David was born, the optimism and opulence of the 1920s was fading rapidly, and Fred Danks began to concentrate more on his hobbies of photography and plant breeding. At 33 Balwyn Road, and on two adjoining blocks (about one and a half acres altogether), he began experimenting with hybridisation to improve various popular garden flowers. His early successes were with Iceland poppies.16 One new strain was twice as tall – up to 24" (60 cm), with 4" (10 cm) diameter flowers on sturdy stems – and available in a wider range of colours, especially pastels. ‘He was so painstaking that he selected his Iceland poppy seedlings for fourteen generations to fix the colours before releasing his lovely Gartref strain’.17 In freesias, too, ‘he managed to double their height and create petals that open right out, like lilies, whereas previously they were more like closed bells’.18 Otherwise he concentrated on polyanthus, delphiniums and bearded iris. He was the first known person in the world to cross the two species of bearded iris (douglasiana and innominata).19 
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						Dorothy Danks with her sons, David and John.

					

				

				As a plant breeder, Fred Danks ‘was looking for subtlety of colouration, petal formation, habit’ and size, not that size alone was always appreciated.  One polyanthus strain he submitted to the Royal Horti-cultural Society in London in 1952 was refused because the blooms were bigger than any other entries in the competitions that year.20 On other occasions, though, he won the Society’s awards for delphiniums and poppies at its competitions at Wisley Gardens in Surrey. Indeed, news of an Award of Merit in July 1963 for his Gartford-Pacific Delphinium elatum, rather overshadowed the birth of his granddaughter, Jenny, the first girl born in the Danks family for seventy years.21 
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						Fred Danks and his beds of polyanthus featured in The Australian Home Beautiful magazine in February 1954: ‘Here he is among his blooms transferring pollen from one to another in his search for new hybrids’. 

					

				

				This flower breeding, seed and seedling production became a near full-time occupation. Much of it was very labour intensive. Fred’s grandson Graeme vividly remembers him sitting 

				outside on his haunches ... hand pollinating the polyanthuses. He would label them with a little tag with a copper wire ... this was a gold one and this was a blue one and he had crossed it with a pink one. He used to sit for hours with a pair of tweezers, like surgical tweezers with a clasp, and they locked together. And he would pull out the stamen and take it 25 paces and touch it on this one over here.22

				His office in the bay window of the house was a messy conglomeration of little packets of seeds, around an old typewriter, on which he typed very badly to his fellow floriculturalists around the world. (At one stage he was Vice-President of the International Bearded Iris Society.) In time, his seedlings (over 300,000 of them) were carried away by the semi-trailer load to supply Melbourne’s plant nurseries. His ‘Gartref’ and ‘Gartford’ seeds were available even more widely. The blooms of the breeding stock, which needed to be picked frequently to encourage abundant flowering, were sent to brighten the wards at Epworth Hospital.

				Dorothy Danks, a talented gardener herself, was a significant influence on the pattern of hybridisation that Danks followed. It was her preference for ‘lavenders, the blues and the pale pink’, which meant that ‘the reds and the really strong golds were very much relegated to the other end of the rows because Pop was working on the more pastel shades’. More importantly, Dorothy added another essential skill in the world of floriculture. She was ‘wonderful at flower arranging’, from small and elegant, to very big arrangements that ‘could cover a big fireplace’. ‘She did an awful lot of work for him through the horticultural societies’, and in hosting the increasing number of visitors who came to see Fred Danks and his garden. 23 The young David even learned to bake cakes for these visitors, a skill, his wife notes, he did not carry into married life.

				David Danks spent rather more time in the garden with his father than he would have liked as a result of illness – and it was this experience of illness and doctors that provided a determining element in his personal story. At age two and a half he was diagnosed – misdiagnosed he would say – with rheumatic fever and so confined by his doctor to an ever-elongating pram and kept at home till he was five. He passed the time reading, doing jigsaw puzzles and watching his father and his assistant, ‘Scotchy’, in the garden. Even after he was released from the pram Danks was treated by his mother as a delicate child. Well into his primary school years he attended fortnightly check-ups at the Royal Children’s Hospital, and came home for lunch. The prohibition on active play or games was strictly enforced by his mother, until he rebelled furiously at about fifteen. The deep frustration of this prohibition would mark his personality – as he quipped at his retirement conference, ‘some people have said that the frustration of this made me so bloody-minded that people have had to put up with it ever since!’24 That was before it was discovered in 2000 that he had an undiagnosed hole in the heart, and so had to admit at sixty-nine that his childhood doctor was not entirely a fool.

				As is often the case with prolonged childhood illness, it intensified Danks’ relationship with his mother. Dorothy Danks was, by all accounts, a strong, somewhat formidable woman ‘of many talents ... and very strong principles’.25 Danks himself summed her up as ‘very much the power figure in our family. She was very bossy. Very overpowering. Very obsessed with her younger son’.26 Perhaps a little disappointed as the business began to drift, and detecting signs of an intellectual disposition, she appears to have been determined to direct her younger son away from the business and into the professions. In this she was aided and abetted by David’s doctor, Douglas Stephens Snr, one of Australia’s leading paediatric surgeons.27 The kindly Stephens took to greeting Danks as ‘Prof.’ at their regular encounters, evidently recognising and encouraging the intellectual bent in his young patient. Danks saw himself as naïve and controlled – even ‘brainwashed’ – in these formative years, but not in any particularly destructive way. His mother was less successful with John, who was ‘intelligent and sharp’ – as his success in rebuilding the family business in the postwar years would amply demonstrate – but his lack of interest in academic pursuits while at school was a frustration to her.28
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						David Danks as a toddler.

					

				

				Danks’ encounter with Stephens – ‘a fairly strong personality, a very serious fellow’, but ‘an interesting guy’ – was another push towards medicine rather than engineering as a career. While it was true, as Nobel laureate and Director of the Walter and Eliza Hall Institute from 1944–1965, Sir Macfarlane Burnet observed of this time in his own life, that ‘in our town clever boys went into one of the professions’ – irrespective, as in his case, of any sense of vocation29 – there was undoubtedly more status attached to medicine than engineering in Melbourne. Furthermore, the regular visits to the hospital gave Danks an intimate insight into that world. This experience was amply reinforced by the social world of his family with its strong ties to the Melbourne Hospital, and where doctors such as Keith Fairley Snr who attended his parents, ‘hospital’ people, and medical researchers like Burnet were almost as common as hardware merchants. Sadly, Danks’ mother did not live to see her son join this medical and research elite. She died in 1974, just a year before he was appointed Professor of Paediatrics at the Royal Children’s Hospital, and when the Murdoch Institute was still some way in the future.

				At the same time as David was observing the world of doctors and hospitals, he was also absorbing the subtler, scientific element in his family background from his father. And it was not just in the actual practice of plant breeding. Fred Danks subscribed to two or three of the top international genetics journals, and the young Danks used to read some of the articles. He suspected that this reading ‘made him more receptive to genetics’, but the connection between his father’s plant-breeding and Danks’ own later engagement with clinical genetics was largely coincidental. What he did get from his father was an approach that was both secular and inherently scientific. As he explained to his son, Alister, ‘I learned that you had to be systematic, and to look at all of the progeny. My father recognised when he got a lot of the style of progeny that he wanted. If he didn’t get any, he would try some other crosses’.30 Hailed as ‘one of the great scientific plant breeders of Australia’, Fred Danks advised fellow gardeners that, ‘There is no more rewarding effort than seed saving’, but he ‘did not mean just daubing the pollen here and there, indiscriminately – unless there is a system and a method one gets nowhere. If you produce seeds with good sound heredity, you will get good irises’.31 For young David Danks, the careful, systematic observation and extensive practice in putting together jigsaw puzzles upside-down and back-to-front encouraged by enforced confinement also helped him to lay an intellectual framework eminently suited to research in medical genetics – a field which emerged just as Danks was completing his medical studies. First of all, though, he needed an education that would set him up to enter the profession.

				School

				When David arrived in 1937, Camberwell Grammar Preparatory School was just settling into the Mont Albert Rd, Canterbury, site where it remains today. By then it had absorbed Canterbury Grammar School, the tiny local school Fred Danks had attended in the early years of the century. It was, as its historian Ian Hansen observes, a school for ‘the socially elite’, boys who ‘lived in big houses in noble streets’, boys whose ‘fathers were accountants and merchants, physicians and engineers, barristers and solicitors, civil servants, managers and manufacturers’.32 It was nevertheless, essentially a neighbourhood school leavened by a few boarders from farther afield. Most of the day boys walked or rode bicycles. It was possible for those with protective mothers, like Danks, to return home for lunch. Friendships were easy to maintain outside school hours. 

				In 1933 one of the school’s more notable old boys, Keith Murdoch, was knighted. Sir William Angliss was a significant benefactor. So too was the Danks family. The family trust had regularly contributed to the school, ‘but always unobtrusively; a small sum here, a larger sum there when need arose’.33 In the years immediately following World War II this contribution included the Art Appreciation Prize, the Leaving Economics and Commerce Prize, a radio for the Preparatory School, a ‘large copper urn for use at social functions, a display cabinet for Art, three framed colour prints of original works in the New South Wales National Gallery, and two European prints’.34 Most notably, just as he was about to leave the school, David’s mother began to apply her talent for organisation and fundraising to establish and maintain a much-appreciated tuck shop.35 Later still, David Danks himself would join the school council from 1969 to 1990 and oversee significant growth as Chairman from 1987.

				John Danks transferred to the more prestigious Wesley College, with which the family had a strong connection through Aaron Danks, in 1940. While there is a strong belief in the family that this was a deliberate attempt to separate the brothers, such a transfer at the end of year eight was the norm. It no doubt served to exacerbate the distance created by the five-year age gap, and David’s enforced invalidism, but this would scarcely have been reduced even if David had followed his brother to Wesley in 1944, since this was John’s last year at the school. In the intervening period, much had changed. Most significantly, Wesley had ceased taking new boys at year nine.36 Fortunately, though Camberwell Grammar was a relatively poorly endowed private school, its academic standing had been rising. In 1946, the year Danks sat his Intermediate exams, it was designated a ‘Class A’ school by the Victorian Education Department. A significant endorsement of the quality of the curriculum and the teachers, this classification meant the school could conduct these exams internally. The privilege was extended to the Leaving examination the following year.37

				The headmaster from 1932 to 1949, Henry Lycett Tonkin, was committed to educating citizens as much as fitting boys for careers. At his first speech night address he had stressed that ‘in the true history lesson the boy learns the great facts of human achievement, the relations between the individual and the state, and from the knowledge gained he is impressed by the fact that the individual gains most renown by rendering service to his fellow’.38 Such lessons were scarcely necessary for a young Danks, coming as he did from a family at least as notable for its philanthropy and public service as for its hardware business. These ideals were a defining element in the ethos of Melbourne’s ‘public schools’, but the tiny Camberwell Grammar School could scarcely lay claim to membership of this elite group before Tonkin’s arrival. More importantly for the young Danks, Tonkin was ‘acutely aware of the need to strengthen the academic life of the school’, and to that end brought in A. W. L. Mitchell (from Melbourne Grammar) and H. L. Ackland (from Scots College, Warwick, Qld) to take senior science.39 For the younger boys, though, the school’s greatest appeal was probably its warmth, inclusiveness and concern for the individual child. 

				The environment was intimate and nurturing. Alistair Neil, who used to walk home at lunch-time with Danks, found the contrast when he transferred to Scotch College ‘quite traumatic’. Camberwell Grammar ‘was a great sized school ... it was much more personal than Scotch. I felt a bit lost there’. Scotch College was also intensely competitive. Whereas Neil had won trophies at Camberwell, at Scotch College he found ‘there were so many so much faster than I was. It was hard to break into the teams’. Camberwell Grammar was a school where Swedish Erik Danfors and Italian-speaking Henry Frohlich were readily absorbed, and Robin Darling found ‘gentle’ treatment rather than teasing or torment because he stuttered. The Danks family ‘virtually adopted’ Frohlich. ‘They were almost my second family during that whole time I was at school. I remember spending many hours at Balwyn Road and always made to feel welcome’.40 David’s mother initially drew Erik Danfors into their circle. ‘She would invite me to come home, and also eventually to visit Portsea’. For Danfors, who returned to Sweden straight after Matriculation, only the word ‘mate’, with its particular Australian resonance, could take in his enduring relationship with Danks: ‘he is a very good mate and my oldest mate’.
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						David, aged about twelve, with his brother John and Ruth Leutenegger, daughter of a friend of his mother in Queensland.

					

				

				Danks and his friends were a little young to be troubled too deeply by the anxieties and privations associated with World War II – at least initially. It certainly ‘didn’t leave a strong impression’ on Danks. ‘Yes, you were aware that there was a gap in families’ he recalled, but not being ‘very numerous’, most of his family, except his brother John, were ‘either too young or too old’ to enlist. ‘My brother wasn’t around, but it didn’t seem all that remarkable. It was just the way it was’.41 To a generation of boys steeped in scouts and cadets, and reared on Biggles, Rider Haggard and Boys’ Own Annual stories, much of the war-related activity had an air of constructive fun about it – digging air raid trenches in backyards and at school, packing comfort parcels, and the like. ‘We used to have a camouflage net strung out on the back porch and when you had a few minutes you used to dash out and do a few rows of knitting!’42 The young Danks was in the epicentre of such activity locally. His grandfather’s residence, Hazeldene, was home to a Junior Services League. The local children, about fifty or so, were encouraged 

				to donate their time for rolling bandages, making splints and camouflage nets. People also raised money [for the Red Cross] by growing vegetables and flowers. ... We all spent a lot of time tending gardens. We had about two acres of cut flowers and vegetables – about three quarters of an acre at Hazeldene and the rest at our house.43

				Towards the end of the war, when he was thirteen or fourteen, Danks was President of the League. One highlight was introducing the local member of parliament, Robert Menzies, to a meeting. By then, as the need for bandages and camouflage netting receded, it became, as one friend recalled, ‘more a sort of social club’ with visiting speakers, and a sustained effort to encourage the ‘young people in the area to take an interest in music’. There was the appeal of the beautiful organ in the music room at Hazeldene, but at least some of Danks’ friends were just as attracted by the prospect of chaperoning the local girls home afterwards ‘away from parental eyes’.44

				By the time these boys were old enough to sense real fear, especially as some of their older brothers, including John Danks, enlisted, the tide was beginning to turn in favour of the Allies. They were also lucky that they did not reach their crucial senior school years until the war was over, and the community was suffused with an energetic spirit of reconstruction, and a sharpened sense of the role of science in building a better world. The war years had not been good for the education of adolescents. Most of the dynamic young school masters enlisted, and schools were left to do as well as they could with the middle-aged, the infirm and the elderly who came out of retirement. Untrained teachers were once again common. ‘Camberwell Grammar was no exception, save that a core of its masters was at least conscientious’. It was as well for Danks that H. L. Ackland and ‘Squizzy’ Richardson ‘kept science and mathematics alive’, but the conditions under which they did their teaching were ‘appalling’. They ‘were continually improvising their own laboratory equipment, shopping at Coles stores for inexpensive gear and calling on the Danks family for the making of containers and of weights for beam balances’.45

				Ackland, an engineering graduate, had no teacher training, so he ‘applied commonsense’ in the classroom. If that meant ‘a good deal of chalk and talk’, it was the expected science teaching of the time. Despite Hansen’s disparaging tone,46 the exam results of Ackland’s era, and the significant scientific careers of some of his students, stand as clear endorsement of his teaching. Frohlich remembers Ackland as a ‘natural teacher’ who ‘never had to raise his voice in the class because people didn’t misbehave’. Richardson, who died suddenly in September 1947 after 21 years teaching maths and physics, was similarly remembered with affection and respect.47 Ackland and the headmaster himself took up most of the slack occasioned by his death. Tonkin was probably known best to his Latin classes, which included Danks. Dubbed ‘Lizard’ – for his habit of taking his class out into the sun, and then dozing off – his ‘craggy, stern appearance’ belied his ‘unpretentious humanity’ and ‘dry, subtle humour’.48

				Of course, with a sprinkling of boys like Danks in the tiny senior classes, it was easy enough for teachers to be relaxed, even familiar. By Intermediate, Danks had emerged as the top maths, science and Latin student, though Frohlich equalled him in honours and prizes overall. Such academic success did not mean Danks was especially happy. ‘The real fly in the ointment for me as a schoolboy’, he recalled, ‘was this silly nonsense about my heart disease’. Kept out of strenuous activity until the age of fifteen, when he decided, ‘Bloody hell, I’m just going to do it!’, he believed he had missed the crucial skill development phase of his fellows – at least for team sports. ‘It was very much a sports-dominated culture in boys schools. Even more sports-dominated than today. There was football, cricket, tennis, athletics, and swimming, and cadets. So if you weren’t part of those, you weren’t in the mob’.49 To underline Danks’ sense of consignment to the sidelines, Camberwell Grammar made significant gains in sporting achievement during his years at the school.50 Henry Frohlich made a notable contribution to that trend, excelling in most sports. The way he recalls their time at school catches something of what Danks felt he was missing:

				We used to go and play billiards at his aunt’s place. ... We did a lot of things together like that, but most of my school time was spent with people like John Miles, an outstanding cricketer, and ‘Tough’ Harrison, who was a very good footballer, cricketer and Captain of Robinson the year before I was. ... We had a common interest in kicking the football around and having a game of cricket in the park. I played a lot of tennis with John Miles, and every school holidays I was out playing in the school tennis tournament. I didn’t have the day to day relationship with David as I did with a couple of my sporting team mates.

				Even Erik Danfors, who placed himself in the ‘more intellectual group’ along with Danks, commented on his early invisibility. ‘As far as I remember, you didn’t notice David too much. You knew that he did well at school. ... He was in the top three or four but you didn’t see David’ in the normal activities outside the classroom, especially at lunch time. While David was at home having lunch he missed out on ‘footy and cricket and a tag game called fly, and all those sorts of things as we developed’. For all that, it seems Danks was not temperamentally inclined to the gruff locker-room camaraderie of team sports, and his lanky frame was better suited to golf, tennis and high jump – intensely competitive individual sports in which he showed real skill as he matured. 

				Danks was far from inconspicuous in senior school life. Apart from the regular collection of prizes in maths, science and Latin, he featured in house debates, was a member of the Library Committee and edited the school magazine for 1947 and 1948. For more than half of 1948 Danks and Ian Angus actually ran the library in the absence of a librarian.51 In the 1947 school play he played ‘Merchant Sailors’ in A Night at an Inn,52 and in 1948 he played Uncle James in A. A. Milne’s The Boy Comes Home. He was deeply involved in the cultural and literary life of the school. Music, an important element in his family heritage, was important too. It prompted a revealing statement from Frohlich: ‘I don’t remember David ever having a disagreement with anyone. Certainly the biggest disagreements we ever had were when we discussed the merits of Verdi and Puccini or Beethoven and Mozart’.53

				Even in the sporting arena, Danks emerged from the shadows to display talent as a hurdler and high jumper. He certainly took it seriously. Danfors recalled that ‘he put a lot of effort into high jumping’. He set up an elaborate practice jump over a sand pit. ‘We used to make them with garden stakes and nails, but David had it much more professional. So it worked better jumping with David’. And so Danks did receive the coveted ‘colours’ – but only in athletics; the real heroes of the school excelled in three sports! Though he did not make the school team, he played plenty of tennis, as everyone did in the 1940s, and billiards and golf. He was sufficiently immersed in the Australian sporting culture to hold his own in conversation. He was ‘knowledgeable’, recalled Robin Darling, and though ‘not all the other boys agreed with him, he was usually able to outmanoeuvre them by words. He was able to keep up with them talking about sporting events or champions. He was aware of that sort of thing. He wasn’t only an academic’.

				All the same, Danks was naturally studious. He certainly was not alone in this attribute in the school. In the 1946 school magazine, it was observed of Max Gunnerson, who went on to a notable international career in solid state physics, that, ‘There is little that can be said about “Gunna”, but we suspect a great deal; the only occasions when we heard or saw him in the third term were when he came to lessons. His life is ruled by the god of work, and from him great things are expected’.54 Great things were expected of David Danks too, and in retrospect, the school boy shows all the hallmarks of the complex man he became – one who could travel his own road, yet build teams, a caring physician and good friend, a scientist whose field of vision was not confined to the laboratory, a man who could organise others and put a good case; a man who could concentrate in the midst of hustle and bustle; a man who enjoyed music and good company – and could have fun.
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						It remained a proud boast of David Danks that he had cleared six feet using the scissors technique and landing on sand prior to the introduction of the ‘Fosbury Flop’ in 1968. In this photo he clears 5’6” to set a new high jump record at the Mildura Branch of Melbourne University. Dust, 1949, p. 82.

					

				

				Though Danks passed Matriculation in six subjects and with honours in applied maths, physics and chemistry – more than enough for entry to the University of Melbourne in 1947 – he had not reached the minimum age of 17 by 31 March. And so he stayed at school for another year. It was probably a good thing. Even at eighteen, he reckoned he ‘was a pretty good fifteen year old. I was quite advanced intellectually, but definitely lagging way behind socially.’55 In 1948 he was House Captain (Derham), Captain of the School and Dux. Since, as Captain of the School, it was Danks who wrote the ‘Prefects’ Notes’ for his final year, he offered no comment on himself. Nevertheless a distinctive ‘voice’ comes through, a certain flair for lively pen portraits and a sympathetic eye for his fellow students. For example, one of the seven sixth-form boys, ‘the big man, H. R. H. [Bob Downey], had been unusually quiet at the start of the year while he awaited the results of the supplementary exam in German’. With the news that he had passed, ‘the old Bob re-appeared in our midst’, and then a period of waiting set in.

				The morning crawled by, minute by minute, until the middle of the third period – Physics. Bob was sitting as close to the door and to the edge of his chair as he could. Then came a knock at the door, a boy entered and began to speak: “Message for Down–;” his speech ended hurriedly as he leapt aside to avoid the huge frame of H. R. H., charging through the open doorway in the direction of Miss Perry’s office. We all guessed the news, and our guesses were soon confirmed by a panting, but elated, Robert – he had been accepted for Duntroon Military College.56

				And so there were only six left in the class. The thoughtful, considerate, even unassuming Danks evident in his school friends’ recent recollections is evident in this report, along with an impish humour. 

				Danks could shift, nevertheless, into a different gear. The author of ‘Matriculation Meanderings’ observed that he was ‘well known for his prowess in driving golf balls and cars. He drives both, hard and fast. I hope David knows that golf balls bounce and cars do not’.57 Here is a clear point of connection with his older brother who, after several years in Sydney, had returned to the family business in Melbourne in 1948. Enlisting in the Navy as soon as he left school, John had found himself on the first frigate to arrive in Hiroshima after the dropping of the atomic bomb in August 1945. He did not like what he saw there. Then, on his return, he spent six months as an ambulance driver waiting to be demobilised. He ‘loved that’, observed Danks. ‘John always loved driving fast cars. He could ring bells and push his way through.’58 Towards the end of his medical studies, as the proud owner, first of an old Buick then of a green early model F. J. Holden, Danks could be found happily zig-zagging all over Melbourne to collect his fellow students, or driving them down to the Flinders golf range. In this schoolboy portrait, too, is the hard working and competitive Danks known to later friends and colleagues. The image of the hard-driving golfer also perhaps helps explain the long-nurtured resentment at his exclusion from the school sporting teams that dominated his memory of school to the very end of his life. The frustrated schoolboy found a satisfying and life-long expression of his sporting spirit and athleticism on the golf course, and later as a yachtsman. Danks did not bounce his cars, but from the moment he left Camberwell Grammar to begin medical studies, he would certainly drive his career as hard and far as he could. 
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				BECOMING A DOCTOR 1949–1957

				‘He was so full of talk, ideas and ambitions.’

				First year medical student at Mildura, 1949

				In senior school, Danks did not have a highly developed sense of vocation, rather he had a set of talents and interests. From quite early on, it seems, his tendency was to make decisions on the basis of ‘opportunities that happened to pop up’. Characteristically he would think, ‘That might be fun. Let’s go and do it’.1 And so it was with real anticipation of a combination of fun and serious learning that early in 1949 Danks boarded the special train bound for Melbourne University’s ‘Campus in the Bush’ at Mildura. Bursting at the seams with the rush of returned servicemen wanting to complete studies postponed or interrupted by World War II, the university had set up a converted RAAF base in Mildura to accommodate all the first-year students in science-based professional courses in 1946.2

				By 1949 the Mildura campus was well-established, complete with its own post office and shop, cinema, hospital, playing fields, a student union, Student Representative Council and an annual magazine, Dust, though the number of students in residence had fallen from 600 to 325. For most of the students it was their first experience of living away from home, and the mix of freedom, friendship and study was intoxicating. The times were optimistic and relations between staff (many of whom were young) and students were easy and informal. Certainly for June McMullin, one of 22 women out of the 161 students enrolled in medicine in 1949, and who would later marry Danks, 

				what made the year so special was ‘the relaxed and happy atmosphere, the helpful and accessible staff, and the enthusiasm of the students’. It was an environment where you ‘formed a lot of friendships … not only among the students from your own and other courses, but among the tutors, lecturers, demonstrators and administrative staff’.3
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						An Australian Student Christian Movement folk-singing session at the Mildura campus, University of Melbourne, 1949. June McMullin is standing at the far left. Courtesy University of Melbourne Archives.

					

				

				There was an almost unlimited program of extra-curricular activities, including visiting lecturers, sporting competitions, musical events, balls, debates, the obligatory university revue, ‘Shop Huey’, and plenty of scope for undergraduate high jinks and pranks. For those who enjoyed sport there were plenty of opportunities to play. Both June and David played in the local tennis competition, and Danks continued to demonstrate his athletic prowess, winning the high jump at the athletics competition. 

				There were disadvantages. Life was a strange blend of school and service camp – and suffered from the obvious limitations of a community drawn from a single year and lack of contact with family and other friends back home. Such considerations did not trouble Danks greatly. If there was a shadow over the year at Mildura it was the newly instituted quota system for admission to the second year of the medical course. Not everyone would be accepted, irrespective of exam results. With the drop in ex-servicemen, who had automatic entry to second year, the pressure had eased somewhat in 1949, but not the anxiety or the competitive undercurrent. As Warden Rogers reported, many medical students ‘worked too hard and were unwilling to take an active part in the extra-academic life of the branch’.4

				Danks was in no danger of missing the cut. He maintained his academic record, taking the Exhibition (first place) in Chemistry 1B without sacrificing his extra-curricular activities. And if June McMullin found the curriculum ‘enthralling and rewarding’, ‘other than Laboratory work’,5 Danks’ flair in chemistry, and engagement with the laboratories at Mildura, were harbingers of his later move from clinic to laboratory.

				Medical student, 1950–1951

				There is a particular quality of nostalgia associated with the Mildura experience to be found amongst almost everyone who spent time there, heightened no doubt by the shock of the impersonality, even coldness, and intense competitiveness of the medical school in Melbourne when they began their second-year studies. Neither did they find any compensating improvement in working and studying conditions, for this generation of students attended a university in which wartime stringencies had compounded decades of under-expenditure on facilities. The wartime trenches may have been filled in, but army huts still littered the campus in makeshift response to burgeoning student numbers and the expanding range of courses offered by all faculties. On top of this, the medical faculty was struggling to implement an increasingly sophisticated curriculum, and determined to extend and develop its research profile, which many considered was being smothered by excessive undergraduate student numbers.6

				The Melbourne Medical School had an enviable reputation to protect and extend. The oldest in Australia, it had first offered classes in 1863 under the leadership of Professor George Halford. The school grew rapidly, outstripping the rest of the university such that by the 1880s almost half the undergraduate students enrolled were studying medicine. By 1929 there were four professors – in physiology, anatomy, pathology and obstetrics. In the 1930s the sciences supporting medical research were strengthened with the appointment of foundation professors in bacteriology (1935 – renamed microbiology in 1948) and biochemistry (1938). With an enrolment of over a thousand students in 1950, Medicine was by far the largest faculty in the university. It was also the best organised and most ambitious. Between 1939 and 1951 ‘the appointment of vigorous young professors committed to the development of their disciplines at international standard’ had tipped the balance of control in the faculty away from the powerful honorary clinical teaching staff in hospitals towards the faculty staff.7 

				Professors Roy Wright (Physiology), Sidney Sunderland (Anatomy), Victor Trikojus (Biochemistry), Sydney Rubbo (Microbiology), Edgar King (Pathology), Lance Townsend (Obstetrics and Gynaecology) and Frank H. Shaw (Pharmacology) led departments that provided an excellent medical education, while carrying out significant research. By the early 1950s this included discovery of the cause of death under chloroform and an antidote to barbiturate poisoning, investigation into the behaviour of the peripheral nervous system, whether the drug verazide might cure tuberculosis, and what chemical changes occur during the growth of mammary gland tumours in mice.8 In addition, as part of a tripartite arrangement with the Walter and Eliza Hall Institute and the Royal Melbourne Hospital, (Sir) Frank Macfarlane Burnet had occupied a chair of Experimental Medicine since 1944. The Melbourne Medical School in which Danks was training had fully entered the era of scientific medicine.

				On the other hand, the absence of formal university departments of medicine and surgery with professorial heads to manage the experience of medical students once they began their clinical training in the hospitals had long been lamented as a major weakness in the Melbourne Medical School.9 With the relocation of the Royal Melbourne Hospital to its new premises in Parkville across the road from the university in 1944, plans were put in hand to remedy this situation, but progress was slow. By the early 1950s, such departments were essential to integrate the increasingly complex functions of hospital, teaching and research – and to enhance the international standing of the faculty. Though Danks would complete his undergraduate training before the arrival of the first two clinical professors in 1955, he did have the benefit of the appointment between 1947 and 1949 of eight clinical supervisors in the teaching hospitals, with the powerful Sir Alan Newton supervising them as Honorary Director of Clinical Studies, succeeded, on his death, by Sir Peter MacCallum. This was an important step along the road to academic departments of Medicine and Surgery and, by the end of the decade, in Child Health. 

				Though the university grounds in the early 1950s remained relatively spacious compared with a decade or so later, the medical students were cramped and crowded at every turn. In 1951 over 1100 of them had to fit where 607 had squeezed only six years previously. Still, for this generation austerity was the norm. Conditions had been little better in the schools from which they came. Out in the wider community, the postwar housing shortage had scarcely eased. Services and resources were stretched everywhere. There is little evidence of discontent among the students, beyond the usual undergraduate grouches. A serious student, Danks continued to flourish academically and socially.
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						Old Pathology Building, part of the Medical School precinct which was originally situated in the north-east corner of the University of Melbourne, c 1955. Courtesy University of Melbourne Archives.

					

				

				Medical students comprised a tight, cohesive group, somewhat isolated from the rest of the university. Part of the reason for this was the high proportion of their of time occupied by formal classes, but in Danks’ era it was accentuated by the experience of the year spent living together in Mildura. Many medical students continued to live together in the colleges once they returned, but Danks was not one of them. Some medical students certainly partied hard and long, but most confined themselves to a restricted social calendar. Their numbers were more than sufficient to sustain a program of exclusive activities, such as the revue, the ‘Medical Medleys’, dinners and a magazine, Speculum, tailored to the rhythm of faculty life. Later, in the clinical years, friendships – and romances – were deepened in the small groups of them that lived and worked together in a succession of hospital placements. Underlying all this was a camaraderie born not just of shared classes and a crowded, demanding curriculum, but also the challenging – at times arrogant and sarcastic – demeanour of staff and clinicians in an unashamedly hierarchical community. A further bond was their own growing seriousness, forged by acceptance that soon they would be taking responsibility for the lives of others. The camaraderie also served to mask a little the intense competitiveness among the students themselves. The critical exception to this exclusivity was sport. Each year a significant group of medical students contributed some of Melbourne University’s leading sportsmen and women. 

				The clinical years, 1952–1954

				The process of ‘becoming a doctor’ accelerated dramatically once students entered fourth year, when they were introduced to hospitals, nurses, routines, patients and clinical practice generally. The quality of the experience and the learning could vary greatly between the three main hospitals, the Royal Melbourne, St Vincent’s and the Alfred, where students spent increasingly long periods of time in small groups. They not only had much to learn about diagnosis, treatment and the practice of medicine and surgery, but their subsequent careers would depend as much on the associations and networks created in these years as on the medical knowledge acquired. As they moved from department to department, a set of preferences gradually emerged that would see students opt for medicine or surgery, hospitals or general practice. The small number aspiring to postgraduate qualifications had to choose a specialisation. Sometimes that choice was determined as much by the personality of the teaching clinician as the field itself. 

				In these clinical years, students were also initiated into the key elements of a professional culture. It was one that involved a sometimes uncomfortable mix of deference and collaboration in a situation that was a form of apprenticeship served by young men and women already in their twenties. The hospital culture was deeply hierarchical, even dynastic. At the top of a steep pyramid were the senior honorary teaching staff, ‘whose professional and moral status was all the greater because their service was honorary’.10 Some exercised their authority with grace and warmth. Others were distant and arrogant. Not all were good teachers. At least some considered that the smart young students needed to be taken down a peg or two – or that experience, not book and laboratory learning, was paramount. Some were scanning the ranks for protégées.
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						Medical students at the Royal Women’s Hospital, September 1953. David Danks is fourth from the left in the back row. June McMullin is seated on the right in the front row.

					

				

				For a serious and confident young man like Danks, who was not good at uncritical deference, this was a challenging culture. On his first day at the Royal Melbourne the students were confronted by ‘a very aggressive’ honorary surgeon.

				His opening sentence was, ‘We don’t bother to teach you at this hospital. We bring patients to you. You teach yourselves’. I’ve never heard anyone make such a true and honest statement in my life! They didn’t do a bloody thing to educate us! They tolerated us rather than anything else. ‘We don’t need to teach you, because for the last fifteen years one of our students has topped final year’.11

				The young medical student’s outrage had scarcely dimmed fifty years later; it would not serve him well in places where such men ruled. Such arrogance obviously did not serve the Royal Melbourne Hospital all that well, either. As Danks rather gleefully recalled, ‘Funnily enough, for the next ten years, the Royal Melbourne went by without another top of the year’. Danks’ saving grace was his obvious ability – and a deep respect for excellence. And excellence was what he encountered in Howard Williams, Director of Clinical Research at the Children’s Hospital, during the ten weeks Danks spent there in 1953 – his fifth year of study. The contrast with the Royal Melbourne Hospital could not have been more stark. Williams ‘was just a fantastic teacher!’ He had superb clinical skills himself. He was extraordinarily good at teaching. One of the very few people who I have ever met in medical teaching who was equally good in teaching undergraduates and teaching postgraduates’.12 And it wasn’t just one man. It was the attitude of the entire staff. In contrast to his first morning at the Royal Melbourne Hospital, when Danks arrived at the Children’s Hospital he found himself in the lift with general paediatrician, Stan Williams. ‘Stan was an extraordinary man!’ Danks enthused. ‘He would say hello to everyone who hopped into the lift, and ask them who they were and how they were going. ‘Good to see you at the hospital’, [he said]. That was so different from the Melbourne. ... [The Children’s] just treated the students like human beings’.13

				Danks was experiencing first-hand the special healing, teaching and research environment that the Committee of Management led by Lady Latham and Medical Director, Vernon Collins, was developing at the Children’s Hospital. Seeing the need to build a medical staff interested in a career in paediatrics, the hospital management had moved away from the ‘honorary’ system in favour of fee-for-service and salaried positions. It was one of the first hospitals in Australia to do so. Since 1952, the hospital had been divided into medical departments with a mix of full-time and part-time staff, some drawn from former honoraries.14 It was an environment that gave Danks ‘a new enthusiasm for [his] studies and career possibilities’.

				Royal Melbourne Hospital residency, 1955–1956

				When Danks graduated MB BS in 1954, his thinking about where he might specialise remained fluid. The apprenticeship was not yet over. The hospital to which young graduates were assigned as residents on graduation was largely determined by their ranking in the class lists. Twenty-four junior residents were appointed each year to the Royal Melbourne and Alfred hospitals respectively. Since ‘it was almost an unstated certainty’ that the top twenty-four went to the Royal Melbourne Hospital, Danks, who came third in his year, moved into quarters there as a Junior Resident in 1955. It was a year of significant change in medical education in Melbourne with the appointment of R. R. H. Lovell and M. R. Ewing as Foundation Professors of Medicine and Surgery, to oversee clinical training at undergraduate and postgraduate level.
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