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AT NOON ON Thursday 29 March 1990 several hunded people gathered at Queen’s College to celebrate the life of one of the University of Melbourne’s favourite sons, Roy Douglas Wright. Eulogies were delivered by the Master of the College, George Scott; John Coghlan, Director of the Howard Florey Institute of Experimental Physiology and Medicine; the former Governor-General of Australia, Sir Ninian Stephen; and the Governor of Victoria, Dr Davis McCaughey. Coghlan informed his listeners of the inscription on the R. Douglas Wright commemorative medal—‘Dexter dimoverat umbram (‘Skilfully Wright cast asunder the dark shadow of ignorance’)—and recalled that Wright stood above all for academic freedom. Stephen, too, spoke of the way he ‘kept alight the spark of liberty and freedom of thought’, and championed academic freedom and civil rights: ‘he was an individualist whose individualism was consciously directed to disinterested aims and unselfish goals’.

For his part, Davis McCaughey began his eulogy by reflecting that

some day someone will write a biography of Roy Douglas Wright. It is to be hoped it will be a biography worthy of the man: he deserves a Boswell, for he was in many ways a Johnsonian figure. Like Samuel Johnson he could perceive humbug or pretension and deflate it in a memorable phrase.1

This is no Boswellian account of Wright’s life, but McCaughe affectionate imperative is warning enough of the risks of writing biography of a celebrated figure shortly after his death and from within his own institution. Indeed, one of Wright’s friends and admirers, Max Marginson, had earlier offered even less hope than McCaughey, averring that ‘there will never be an adequate biography written of that man … of such multivalent and principled complexity’.2

For many people, the most endearing characteristic of ‘Pansy’ Wright was the way he reconciled his attachment to the traditions of his university with his commitment to extending civil liberties: ‘as a champion of freedom and human rights he was unsurpassed’, recalled Sir Ninian Stephen at the commemoration service. In the more robust words of his friend, the historian Geoffrey Serle, he was ‘a stirrer and shaker … a boat-rocker and a confounded nuisance’.3 His legendary wit was used to puncture pomposity, just as his institutional position was used to advocate change in the wider society. For others, Wright’s greatness lay in his intellectual and institutional achievements. In a volume of portraits of health professionals written as part of the Australian Bicentennial in 1988, John Best described Wright as perhaps the greatest living Australian, for his ‘prophetic’ role in creating medical institutions. His close colleague since 1945, Derek ‘Dick’ Denton, similarly described him as ‘a giant. There has never been anyone in [Australian] academia quite like him’.4

However, Wright was also a profoundly controversial figure. Not surprisingly, there were those in rival institutions or university departments who interpreted his ambition as megalomania. More importantly, Wright was and remains controversial because of his distinctive personal style. One of his predecessors as Chancellor of the University of Melbourne was Len Weickhardt, a man of high intelligence and probity, who was always puzzled, even hurt, by Wright’s suspicions of him. Wright was forever ‘heavily armoured by a tenacious memory and able mind, with gun at the ready to fire a warning blast’ at ‘captains of industry’ like Weickhardt who ‘meddled’ in university affairs. Drawing on J. V. Barry’s portrait of Ned Kelly, Weickhardt has suggested that Wright, too, had the style of the ‘character’, causing behaviour which might be interpreted as boorish to be seen instead as ‘a type of manliness much to be esteemed’.5

Wright’s personal behaviour was characterised for most of his life by a predilection for earthy wit which, especially in the 1940s and 1950s, was often manifested in repartee and jokes of an obscene nature. From today’s perspective, many of these jokes remain hilarious, while others might seem vulgar, even highly offensive. As Chancellor, Wright continued to use expletives and profanities, but was angry and embarrassed when the husband of his niece wrote a thesis on Wright which quoted his blunt comments verbatim.6 This bluntness has had an important corollary. Wright’s most famous civil liberties campaign was an eight-year battle to win exoneration for Sydney Sparkes Orr, dismissed by the University of Tasmania in 1956 for allegedly having seduced one of his students. In 1993 Cassandra Pybus’ re-examination of the Orr case concluded that he had indeed been guilty of gross sexual harassment and that Wright’s championing of his cause was no more than wilful complicity in defence of an ‘ideal of academic freedom which I found to be overtly misogynistic and self-serving’.7 Coinciding as it did with the reverberations of another case of alleged sexual impropriety at the University of Melbourne—this time involving the Master of Ormond College—Pybus’ argument has served to interrogate Wright’s masculinism and its manifestation in academic and medical life.

The polarity of such images of Wright highlights the peculiar nature of biography. It shares two of its main characteristics with history writing in general. Firstly, like all reconstructions of the past, it involves the writer in the process of gathering evidence through a sceptical interrogation of diverse types of material, published, manuscript and oral. Secondly, the writer is necessarily drawn into a dialogue with the subject of the story, a shifting dialogue with someone who cannot respond to questioning. In the case of biography, however, this dialogue is intensely personal. As Richard Holmes has put it, ‘If you are not in love with them you will not follow them—not very far, anyway’.8 Like feminist biographers whose initial obsession with a heroine rescued from obscurity ends with disillusionment at some attitude or action—how could she?—I have spent years oscillating between unalloyed admiration for Wright’s brilliance and dismay at his insensitivities. And yet it is only when the relationship has gone beyond vulnerable infatuation that biography goes beyond hagiography.9 In Janet Malcolm’s words:

it really isn’t for me to say who is good and who is bad, who is noble and who is faintly ridiculous. Life is infinitely less orderly and more bafflingly ambiguous than any novel … Every character in a biography contains within himself or herself the potential for a reverse image … The distinguished dead are clay in the hands of writers …10

 

These problems are particularly acute for the biographer of someone who, like Wright, died recently. He was a powerful man who aroused affection and fierce loyalty, and less often distaste and enmity, and writing this biography has often been an exercise in manoeuvring past conflicting pressures from those with a vested interest in a particular image of Wright. Recollections of those who knew him are readily available and vivid—and have been extremely useful for this biography. We know, however, that oral testimony is notoriously approximate: our memories tend to highlight particular incidents as somehow representing a character. In addition, as Wright himself said after being interviewed in 1988–89, ‘the problem with oral history is telescoping of time’: we run events together or lose a sense of sequence.11 Most importantly, interviewing a friend or colleague of Wright about his politics or pedagogy in the 1950s is a conversation which occurs through a filter of time and perspective. We cannot pretend that we do not know that Wright ended up as a chancellor and knight. From our perspective, his life seems coherent, every action or reaction part of a logical ‘character’ we have constructed. And yet he himself, at critical moments of his life, often expressed his own confusion and uncertainty about the immediate context. Despite the voluminous records pertaining to Wright’s life, and the richness of anecdotes from those who encountered him, his biographer should therefore be honest enough to admit the gaps, silences and ambiguities.

Wright himself participated in this process of constructing ‘Pansy’ Wright. Such was his status that he was often interviewed or asked to write recollections. Even though he wrote no formal autobiography, these constitute a self-portrait of how Wright as an elderly man imagined the contours of his life. The most important of them are a 1976 interview made by Lennard Bickel for the National Library of Australia, another by a relative, Bruce Dowse, in about 1983, and a series by John Power and others at the University of Melbourne in 1988–89. The transcription of the ‘Power tapes’ runs to 362 pages. He was also interviewed many times for newspapers and wrote recollections for lectures and books such as Hume Dow’s 1983 collection of student memories.12 In all of these exercises in constructing his persona he revealed a powerful sense of self. However, very little of this material concerns his personal and family life: his 1988 questioners began to ask about his first wife, but once Wright informed them they were no longer married, one of them simply declared ‘all right, that’ll do’.13

Biographers, particularly of successful figures like Wright, have often been loath to go beyond the ‘public’ record to ask questions of ‘private’ life, as if one’s behaviour may be so tidily divided. In part this reflects an understandable wariness about the dangers of a crude application of amateur psychology in an attempt to explain someone’s actions. Indeed, Freud himself was deeply sceptical. In 1936, when Arnold Zweig asked to write Freud’s biography, the great man retorted: ‘Anyone who writes a biography is committed to lies, concealments, hypocrisy, flattery and even to hiding his own lack of understanding, for biographical truth does not exist, and if it did we could not use it’.14 Most of us would have great difficulty in explaining our own actions satisfactorily, let alone someone else’s: we know that the explicit rationale we would give for them would hide personal idiosyncracies of which we are not always aware. This reluctance also stems from a distaste for probing beyond someone’s public achievements: as Tennyson put it most acutely: ‘What does it matter who Byron was; it is sufficient that he wrote great poetry’. Indeed, for T. S. Eliot, there was a danger that biography might simply degenerate into a form of voyeurism: ‘The line between curiosity which is legitimate and that which is merely harmless, and between that which is merely harmless and that which is vulgarly impertinent, can never be precisely drawn’.15

There are, then, particular difficulties in writing of the ‘private life’ and motivations of any individual: juxtapositions of ‘public’ and ‘private’ behaviour which may be suggestive can degenerate into glibness if forced into causality by an inexpert application of the categories of psychobiography. This is particularly so in Wright’s case, for he very rarely spoke openly about his insecurities and anxieties. He was a remarkably ‘private’ person, rarely confiding in friends about his inner demons. However, his public performances may be read as an exorcism of personal anxieties. As Judith Brett has argued in her insightful study of Robert Menzies, the public self-presentation of political figures tells us much of the inner person.16 In a male world in which ‘public’ and ‘private’ were compartmentalised, Wright took care to keep the doors firmy locked. Yet it is precisely in his public behaviour and the language with which that was structured that we may glimpse the human being. This is a biography which will indeed seek to dissolve some of the barriers between the public and private, but which will respect the silences and ambiguities in what we know of this remarkable fellow.

There are also particular difficulties in writing biography for someone trained as a social historian, for social history has generally been characterised by a reduction of the individual to a social product constrained by the environment.17 Wright’s life spanned eighty-three years of a century of unprecedented change, and a recounting of his life necessarily runs the risk of removing him from the context to which he was responding, and thereby suggesting that he was making history on his own terms. As he put it after being interviewed in 1989, ‘there is the problem of free association, which means that you associate something with something you wish you’d been associated with’.18 Biographers are thus not only engaged in a dialogue between themselves and their subject; they are also constantly sustaining a dialogue between subject and context. To what extent—and in what balance—should a biography always be someone’s ‘life and times’? The difficulty of answering such a question explains the scepticism many historians have about biography per se. Wright, after all, was a small boy at the outbreak of World War I and died after the collapse of the Berlin Wall; he began his education in a one-room bush school and ended it as the senior officer of an electronically linked institution with 30 000 students and a budget of several hundred million dollars. His life makes no sense without an awareness of the changing environment in which he lived, but was that life no more than one interesting example of the world revolutions of the twentieth century? In the end, however, it is precisely the relationship between individual and society, the general and the particular, uniqueness and generality, which is so fascinating about history in general and biography in particular.

One logical way of structuring this biography would be to devote discrete chapters to the great themes of Wright’s life: medical research, civil liberties, the Orr case, the building of medical institutions, and so on. This would make all the more sense because Wright was a man who compartmentalised his life, and few people were admitted to more than one part of it. His names were the keys to these compartments: he remained Roy to his family, ‘Pansy’ to his friends and ‘Prof.’ to his junior colleagues. However, his actions in the compartments of his endeavour do not make sense without opening the doors between them. This biography will therefore be synthetic and chronological. There are in fact several narratives of Roy Wright but this biography seeks to make them one.

It is an essay which is influenced in its approach by several recent studies distinguished by their alertness to particularities of the biographical encounter.19 This biography will inevitably also draw, for comparative purposes, upon biographies of particular medical figures. Richard Lovell’s biography of Lord Moran could call upon more extensive personal papers than are available to the biographer of Wright, rich as are the Wright papers in the University of Melbourne Archives. Christopher Sexton’s study of Sir Macfarlane Burnet could rely directly on personal interviews with his subject. However, whatever their strengths, both biographies are limited by being essentially detailed narratives of public achievements. In contrast, Michael Bliss’s study of the Canadian Nobel Prize winner, Frederick Banting, one of the inventors of insulin, seeks to integrate his political activism and controversial private life into a more rounded biography. Although Banting died aged 49 in 1941, his life has many parallels with Wright’s, and his biography is a useful model.20

Wright was an outstanding figure in a medical school which produced some five thousand doctors during his teaching life, people who still dominate the profession in Victoria and Tasmania. This biography will seek to make the significance of world-class scientific research accessible to a wider readership, while linking Wright’s scientific interests and discourse to the history of citizenship, civil liberties and education. It will also link the private and public life of a controversial, brilliant man, one of the most remarkable Australians of this century.



1

A bright country boy
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1907–1924

THE BACK COUNTRY behind Ulverstone in northern Tasmania rises steeply to about one thousand feet above sea level and is sharply undulating between the streams running north to Bass Strait. In the nineteenth century it was heavily wooded with stringybark and white gum in great stands of damp forest. It was here that John and Emma Wright had bought a farm in the 1890s. By 1914 the Wrights and their teenaged sons John (‘Jack’), Walter, George and Claude had felled the trees on much of their land, but their house was near a steep gully which they had never attempted to clear. One day in February 1915, when their youngest son Roy was just eight, he and his schoolmates were sent home early:

There were flames in the sky and we saw the geese from the farm who’d never flown before going to the east ahead of the smoke and the flame with their screaming cries and their heavy bodies and we set off for home … my principal recollection of it is the butterflies were coming down with half-burnt wings as we went up the hill towards the homestead.

The fire had swept up from the gully, and by the time he got home the house and virtually all the farm buildings were ablaze. Only the ‘country dunny’ was still standing and his father said with grim jollity, ‘let’s make a job of it’ and set it alight.1

The fire destroyed the Wrights’ personal belongings, including their papers. A handful of photographs of the family in the possession of friends were copied for them, but there are no other pre-1915 materials. The most important source for the history of the family is Roy Douglas Wright himself, and the many interviews with him later in his life are instructive about what he believed to have been formative in his childhood. In all of these interviews he returned to the story of the fire and, as a prologue, the lessons he drew from the way the farm came into his father’s possession.

Lieutenant-Colonel Andrew Crawford, an Indian Army veteran who had migrated to Tasmania in 1864, convinced the Tasmanian Government in 1867 to set aside large tracts of land in northern Tasmania for British migrants from India. Crawford was dissatisfied with conditions offered to veterans of wars on the sub-continent, and his promotion of the idea of an ordered settlement, with land grants carefully graded by rank, was received as enthusiastically in India as in Hobart. South of Ulverstone these tracts were to be known as Castra (from the Latin castrum or camp). It was here in 1878 that Crawford established his property ‘Deyrah’, the homestead described in the 1880s as ‘a bijou of excellence and comfort’, and renowned for its opulent interior and superb garden of exotic trees and bushes. The colonel died in 1899 and his garden became overgrown, but Roy delighted as a small boy in seeing the tangle of rhododendrons and azaleas.2

John Forsyth Wright—Roy’s father—was born the year Crawford migrated to Tasmania. John’s Scottish grandfather, James Wright, had been a stocking-maker in Jedburgh, near the border with England; his father, Thomas Wright (born 1824), was a schoolteacher who, according to family lore, came to Tasmania in search of gold in the 1850s. Whatever the case, in 1858 he and his wife Sarah Hutchinson took up teaching at Orielton, then Kempton, north of Hobart, and finally Abbotsham, near Ulverstone, where their fourth child John was born in 1864. In his mid-twenties John left the Ulverstone area to work in the mining settlements of the west coast of Tasmania, returning in about 1890 to Abbotsham. There he was employed as the horseman on Crawford’s farm a few miles away, living in the loft above the stables.3

The land in the Castra area was difficult to clear and its fertility rapidly exhausted by cropping. The Colonel had sufficient land to live on, but the few other former India Army officers who finally settled in the Castra area were to find that their dream of the life of the English gentleman-farmer quickly evaporated. When one of them defaulted on payments on a small property between the East and West Gawler rivers at Central Castra, John Wright was able to borrow sufficient money to purchase it. He had married Emma Lewis, daughter of a nearby farmer who had migrated from Yorkshire, and in 1894 he brought her to live there in a split-timber house he built himself, ‘in four-and-a-half days’, he would proudly repeat.4 It was always a source of pleasure in the Wright family that, in the depression of the 1890s, John and Emma survived by economising and refusing to take out loans, while a number of former India Army officers were forced to place their farms on the market. These were among the small farms John and Emma were able to buy up and by the early years of the century their ‘Mount Pleasant’ property of some 640 acres was the largest in the Central Castra area, and John was a local shire councillor.5

Between 1891 and 1912 Emma bore John ten children, all of whom survived: Roy Douglas was the ninth of them, born on 7 August 1907 into a relatively prosperous, if frugal, household on a mixed farm. Cash income came from potatoes and dairy produce in particular, but it was in many ways a self-sufficient farm on which the children were expected to learn a wide variety of skills with animals, wood and machines. In Roy’s words:

When I was born it was a farmstead of about twelve substantial buildings, stables for the dairy cows, stables for the working bullocks, stables for the working horses, hay sheds, pig sheds. Of course, we kept our own pigs, slaughtered them—one of my early jobs was to smoke the bacon in the smokehouse.6

 

Roy’s youngest sister May (‘Biddy’) remembered the family atmosphere as one of work, competitiveness, strictness and energy, but also humour. This was a world of manual labour, dominated by parents who embodied the work ethic and stern moral codes. Roy was startled when first he heard his teetotal father swear.7 Both Wright’s parents came from families which had produced schoolteachers, and books and learning were highly valued even if Roy’s oldest sister, Phyllis, and four oldest brothers had not had the chance to complete more than fifth-grade schooling. The family’s background was Presbyterian, but the local Methodist church was stronger and more accessible. Through his father, who became a Methodist lay preacher, Roy was steeped in the Bible from which his father would read to the family at night, and throughout his life he was capable of reciting passages, startling those accustomed to his dismissal of the supernatural. His father’s favourite hymn was ‘Work, for the Night is Coming when Man Works no More’. His mother Emma’s favourite hymn (number 689 in the Methodist Hymnal) imagined a God with healing hands:

At even, ere the sun was set,

The sick, oh Lord, around thee lay.

Oh, in what divers pains they met,

And with what joy they went away

Once more ‘tis eventide, and we

Oppressed by various ills draw near.

What if thy form we cannot see?

We know and feel that thou art here.

…

Thy touch has still its ancient power,

No word from thee can fruitless fall.

Hear in this solemn evening hour,

And in thy mercy heal us all.8

 

Roy’s first schooling was with a dozen other children in the one-teacher school at Central Castra, a split-timber building in which they shivered through the wet winter months. The Wright children were well clothed, but there were other children without footwear, such as those of ‘Jimmy the Possum’, who subsisted on rabbits.9 However, while the Wrights were comparatively secure, on a farm which supported twelve people and hired seasonal labour, family life was based on frugality and manual work. When he was a small boy Roy’s family was still in the process of clearing the bush: slashing and burning the undergrowth, ringbarking and felling massive eucalypts. There were few concessions to comfort, and he would always remember the iron boiler on the stove for the children’s weekly bath and the competition for the limited hot water.10

His family taught him more than the virtues of hard work; the large dinner table was also the place to practise a quick tongue. The youngest, brightest and plainest of the six boys, he was from childhood the butt of cruel jokes about his physical appearance: he had a prominent, squat nose, a shock of hair and thick eyebrows, and a mouth which seemed to split his face when he grinned. Roy found in solitude one form of escape from the teasing:

as a boy I always had my own places where I’d go when I was fed up with the rest of them, and sometimes of course you’d go there and fall asleep and they’d get worried to hell, and you’d wake up and hear them thrashing around looking for you … I’d usually lie doggo till dark then and skip home. And when they came in and said, oh God, we’ll have to look for him again in the morning, then I’d give a bit of a snore … Eight bigger kids, it means self-protection, you’ve got to work out ways of getting away from them. You’ve got to work out ways of getting back on them, too.

One of these was the prank, as when Roy released the litter of piglets he was looking after into the dining room to interrupt what seemed interminable family prayers.11

Closest to Roy in age was his brother Reg, two years his senior, but his fondest memories were of his sisters Dora and Sylvia, and his mother Emma, who worked on the farm all day and who ‘was judge and jury around our house’. She was a no-nonsense mother who was raising ten children as well as doing farm work. When she did have some respite in the evenings, Wright’s memory of her was ‘stuck into a book’. However, she neither read to Roy nor told him stories. She was a much loved, attentive if undemonstrative mother, who would say to the young boy, ‘You’re not a very lovable sort, but you’re pretty bright’. ‘I’d get the flat of her hand often enough’, he would recall, and more often than Reg. He was unsure of his place in her affections and suspected that she preferred his brother. In later life he came to the conclusion that this was not so much that Reg was her favourite as because Reg ‘was always such a nice, tidy, clean boy’ while he, his younger brother, was ‘a bit scruffy and untidy’ and prone to chasing possums up hawthorn trees.12

Those years on the farm were formative, and in his eighties Wright could still recall in remarkable detail the routines of farm life: the skills of the contract fellers and splitters making palings and erecting fencing, the servicing of mares by George Stubbs’ stallion, the itinerant Indian hawker with his cloth, salt fish and trinkets, and the huge bullock drays taking away farm produce. He learnt how to trap rabbits and how to break their necks; he became adept at killing tiger snakes—he and the family killed sixty-four one day while cutting hay—though he later admitted that ‘as a child I had a terror of snakes and nightmares with writhing masses of them’. He was a strong little boy and could, he claimed, swing an axe and cut out a mortice on a fence-post by the age of six and, at seven, ‘lump half a bag of spuds’.13

From his memories of childhood came a stock of stories of hard lessons he had learnt. When a small boy of six or seven, he and his older brother Reg set off for Ulverstone with some rabbit skins, only to be offered what Roy would describe as ‘thieving bloody robbery’; Reg, he claimed, was prepared to accept this but Roy traipsed the streets until a merchant offered him threepence more. He was outraged when his father made him share his profits with his brother. In later life, he would recall another bitter lesson his father had taught him when he was seven and he and Reg were on the verandah roof: he called to the boys to jump, then walked away as they did so, admonishing poor prone Roy never to trust anybody.14 Wright never forgot, too, the stories the hired workers told. He could remember the banter of a team of chaff-cutters: ‘Gawd, heard about Singleton’s wife? … Flood’s at her’, said one, to which Flood himself retorted, ‘Yeah, that’s the trouble, you never miss a slice off a cut loaf’. He was impressed, too, by an illiterate potato digger named Granger, not only an awesome shot, but a great raconteur of stories about the locals which Wright only realised later were an antipodean adaptation of the Canterbury Tales.15

By 1914 Roy’s father John was able to afford one of the first motor-cars in the district. When the 1915 fire destroyed the farm buildings the family scrambled into it and were driven to a worker’s cottage on a distant part of the farm. Twenty years of building a farmhouse, stables and outhouses had been reduced to charred ruins. The fire challenged the family’s religiosity, for Roy recalled his father, who had been at a church service at the time of the fire, snapping that ‘from now on the Lord could look after his business and Dad would look after his’. Roy joined his father in scepticism.16 The fire marked an abrupt transition in the family’s history, and changed Roy’s life forever. His parents John and Emma, now both fifty years old, decided against returning to the land. Despite the fire, the property was prosperous. They passed the farm over to the older four of their six boys, Jack, Walter, George and Claude, and took their six youngest children to Ulverstone, then a bustling small town based on sawmilling and brick and tile works. The Wrights were by now financially secure, and settled in a fine Federation-style house in Main Street. There John made a comfortable living through produce stores and by investing in property and trading mortgages. He also became active in establishing a Primary Producers’ Association, hostile to both the banks and politicians seen to be battening on the thankless labour of farmers.17

In later life, Roy liked to appeal to his origins as an earthy ‘boy from the bush’.18 From 1915, in fact, he was more of a town boy, spending only his summer holidays on the farm. His parents were resolved that the rest of their offspring would have the educational opportunities the older children had been denied. Not only had John’s parents been schoolteachers, but his brother Robert was by now an Inspector of Schools. Moreover, there was a cousin, Hedley Wright, with a university education. Reg and Roy, and later ‘Biddy’, were sent to Ulverstone Primary School, while Sylvia and Dora went to the new Devonport High School by train each day; they completed their education at Launceston High School, where their uncle Charles Wright was the Headmaster.19

The Wrights, like rural families across the country, had strong ties of kinship and identity with Britain, and the outbreak of war in 1914 struck a vibrant chord in young men eager to fight for the Empire and seduced by the camaraderie and imaginary excitement of military adventure. A cousin died in the War; Roy’s brother George, never attracted to farm work, volunteered and was wounded at Gallipoli, aged eighteen. Walter, who also volunteered, returned silent and horrified by what he had seen overseas. But these were happy years for Roy, surrounded by his sisters. The lively, talented Dora in particular gladdened his heart, and was constantly encouraging of his school work as he sought to meet his parents’ expectations. ‘The social pressure in a family … is very high’, he later recalled when looking back on his childhood: ‘there is a sort of notion that if the older bloke does well, you’re going to do better’. However, he was still certain that his older brother Reg was, as he put it, his ‘mother’s little darling’; Roy also dubbed him ‘pinkeye’, the family’s pet rabbit. Indeed, the first memory his sister ‘Biddy’ could recall of Roy was of him taunting his mother that she was forcing him from the weekly bath so that her favourite Reg could have the rest of the hot water (she recalled, too, a naked Roy leaping through the window and running for his life across the vacant house-lot next door).20 It is an instructive story of a small boy who was clever and a prankster, but who was easily wounded and did not readily forget slights. Wright was always to be someone who could readily take offence. The jibes at his physical appearance and his certainty that his beloved mother preferred Reg had taught him the usefulness of self-protection through jocularity, and a lifelong wariness about trust.

Roy completed primary school in Ulverstone, under the admired headmaster Harold Blackwood. He was obviously an unusually bright boy, though prone to scuffling with classmates who teased him about his farm-boy background and who would complain when ‘wicked Wright’ took a fence-paling to them. Blackwood put him up a class because ‘he was sick of belting young Roy because the school work never kept him occupied’.21 Already remarkable for the speed of his learning, he was awarded an annual bursary of about £34 in Qualifying Certificate examinations in 1919 at the completion of his primary schooling. The bursary meant that, unlike his sisters who had had to leave home at 6 a.m. and return at 7 p.m. each day, he could become a weekly boarder in Devonport. There he lodged with the Mulligan family, each week taking the train twelve miles east along the coast with Reg and other older Ulverstone boys, such as Roland Wilson (later Secretary of the Commonwealth Treasury). This was a short trip, but Reg and Roland took the opportunity to bully him, forcing him to lie under the seats or in the luggage rack. As a result of these trips with Reg, Roland and others, Roy, as he later claimed, ‘always regarded my fellow man to be, you know, watched carefully’. At Devonport Reg and Roy were known as ‘Bunny the first’ and ‘Bunny the second’, perhaps because of their renown in trapping rabbits for pocket-money or because of their snub noses.22

The secondary school curriculum in Tasmania in the early 1920s covered a narrow range of choices, and was based on instruction by teachers and grading by examination. Roy never recalled his Devonport High School years with great pleasure, noting simply that some terms were less boring than others. As at primary school, the set exercises were neither challenging nor extensive enough to keep him occupied for long. Certainly, however, he completed them well. The most prestigious scholarship in Tasmania was that offered by the Education Department for outstanding secondary school students to complete a university degree. Reg, who was a bright student like Roy, had missed out because his subjects had not included the requisite modern foreign language. Now, half-way through his final year, Roy decided that he would go one better than Reg by picking up a language, and, helped by extra lessons from his teacher, applied himself so assiduously to French that he was able to do brilliantly in that examination as well as in the others.23 He completed his Leaving Certificate Examination in 1923 with eight credit passes, in English, French, Latin, Physics, Chemistry, Algebra, Geometry and Trigonometry. These results were among the very highest of the eighty candidates in the state. As well as the Education Department Scholarship of £60 a year, he was awarded a Science Scholarship, a General Scholarship, a Gilchrist Watt Scholarship and the Sir Richard Dry Exhibition.24 He had been accelerated a class in primary school, and secondary schooling in Tasmania was then only four years, so by the time he left secondary school in 1923 he was not yet seventeen.

Both sides of Wright’s family held education in high esteem. His father’s parents had been teachers, two of his father’s brothers were now prominent in secondary education, and his three elder sisters, too, had decided to become teachers. Roy’s decision to study medicine was therefore an unusual one, although he later claimed that he first told his father he wanted to be a doctor when he was nine years old. Wright later imputed his interest in medicine to several influences, though never to the status of his older cousin Hedley Wright, a medical professor at Liverpool. Instead, he put it down to immediate influences. He had been ‘a bit of a dissecter and fossicker’ as a boy. He also held the Ulverstone general practitioners Gollan and Ferris in awe. They were the personal representatives of scientific learning in a rural area and ‘they always appeared to know their business … what is called the old-fashioned G.P. was, and is, a remarkable bloke’. They had first impressed him when a measles epidemic swept through the district, one of his earliest childhood memories. But he recalled, too, that he had been sensitised to suffering by his awareness of the sharp poverty among his classmates and his habit of looking after fledglings fallen from their nests:

I knew every animal within a mile. I knew the bandicoot and where he went and what his habits were and how to get a young bandicoot … out of the pouch without upsetting the bandicoot too much. I knew how to handle all the animals on the farm … I was naturally therefore interested in what the vet did, what the doctor did.25

Roy’s decision to aim for medicine was a bold one, for there was no medical school in Tasmania: after undertaking the first year of a science degree at the University of Tasmania he would have to complete the degree in Melbourne. He began first-year Science at Hobart in February 1924, boarding in North Hobart, then in Glebe. Dora and Reg were already at the University and doing well: Reg, who had decided to study Law, had won a prize for Latin I in 1923, and Dora, training to be a teacher, won a prize for English II in 1924. When Roy arrived they introduced him to the active social life of young people associated with the Swan Street Hobart Methodist Church, which Roy enjoyed despite resisting the spiritual influence of his practising mother and Dora: he always claimed he had only attended Sunday School because ‘you get prizes there; that was where you got your books from’.26
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Roy, Dora and Reg at the Swan Street Methodist Church camp at Taroona, near Hobart, autumn 1924. Roy did not share his sister’s religiosity, but she was his most cherished sibling and was spared the rivalry which divided the two brothers.
(Source: Judy Brady)
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John and Emma Wright and their children c. 1909: (at rear) Claude, Phyllis, Walter, John (‘Jack’), (in front) Emma, with Reg on her lap, Dora, John, with Roy on his knee, George, Sylvia. This photo of the family in their Sunday best was probably taken on the front porch of the farm at Central Castra. The eldest boy ‘Jack’ evidently has an abscess.
(Source: Judy Brady)
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The Wright family c. 1924: (at rear) Claude. Sylvia, ‘Jack’, Phyllis, Walter, Dora, George, (in front) Reg. John, ‘Biddy’, Emma, Roy. According to ‘Biddy’, the photo was organised by Reg—already the pivot of the family—before sixteen-year-old Roy went to Hobart in 1924. Several of the older boys were by then on the farm at Central Castra, and Phyllis was working as a ‘monitor’ in a local primary school.
(Source: Judy Brad)

The University of Tasmania was tiny, with only a score of staff and about two hundred students, almost all from wealthier families than the Wrights. Roy remembered first becoming aware of social class in Ulverstone when the children from wealthier families went on to private secondary schools in Launceston rather than to the state high school in Devonport. At the University this division continued, with the private school graduates remaining aloof from their state-school peers. Like Devonport High School, the University did not greatly stimulate him intellectually. He would later recall the Professor of Physics as ‘practically inarticulate’ and the Professor of Chemistry having a ‘principal reading of the form guide for the races’. However, Roy was impressed by the Biology teaching he received from Theodore Flynn, as he was by the tales of his son Errol.27 In his year in Hobart he won prizes in all of his three subjects, while also finding time to complete a course in drawing at the Art School. His sights were also set on his looming departure for the mainland: ever resourceful, he noticed a scholarship advertisement from Queen’s College in the University of Melbourne. On the basis of his results, he was awarded a scholarship which would cover his residential costs. These were impressive results, but achieved in tiny classes of fewer than twenty students, with an undemanding curriculum.28 Repeating them across Bass Strait would be altogether more testing. And he would be alone.



2

The making of a scientist

[image: Image]

1925–1939

IN FEBRUARY 1925 Roy Wright crossed Bass Strait and made his way the few miles from Victoria Dock to Queen’s College; he took the cable tram for fear of the teasing stories he had been told that a Melbourne taxi would sell him to the white slave-trade. Melbourne seemed a huge and mysterious city for a boy whose experience of urban life had been a year in a town of 40 000 people. Almost one million people lived in the metropolis, now extending six miles to the east of the city. At Queen’s Wright was disappointed to find that no one expected his arrival; finally the college Matron noticed him looking forlorn and took him to the Master, Dr Edward Holdsworth Sugden, to whom he announced in his already gravelly tone, ‘I’m Roy Wright from Tasmania’.1 The 17-year-old from Ulverstone was in a thoroughly unfamiliar environment, but from the first seems to have responded to it with a resolve and boldness which masked his anxieties and quickly endeared him to those around him.

The university in which young Roy had to find his feet was ten times the size of the University of Tasmania but just as socially exclusive: at that time far fewer than one in ten children completed secondary school, and almost all who did were from private schools. The offspring of wealthy families often felt no particular urgency to complete degrees; for others, particularly the tiny minority of children from state schools, it was a privileged and exciting world of learning. Wright was one of these. While the University of Melbourne had grown in size, from 1200 students in 1917 to about 2500 in 1921, it had then declined again to less than 2000 at the time of Wright’s arrival: there were just twenty-seven professors and 135 lecturers and demonstrators. From its origins, Melbourne had been characterised by a commitment to the liberal ideal of disinterested learning but also by a recognition of its function as a trainer of professionals. Indeed, the epithet then most commonly used for the university—‘the Shop’—suggests a popular assumption of students choosing from a selection of degrees in return for high fees.

Despite—or even because of—the extent of casualties in the War, imperial sentiment was dominant in Melbourne and its University. Over half of Australia’s exports (chiefly wool and wheat) went to Britain, and three-quarters to Empire countries. Of the 300 000 migrants who arrived in Australia in the 1920s about four-fifths were British.2 The University, too, was utterly derivative in its scholarship: its teaching staff relied on British books and journals—far less commonly European or American—for their knowledge. Pedagogy was centred on lectures from the professors, mostly of British background, who were often adept at oratory but with little experience in research or its popularisation. It was, reflected Wright in later life, ‘a sad little university’, the professors ‘punch-drunk’ from having to cover so much curriculum with little support.3

However, change was in the air, at least in the nature of undergraduate life. While there had been a lively Public Questions Society since the end of World War I, the title of its publication, Both Sides, indicated a pluralism which the more engage found unsatisfying. In April 1925 Brian Fitzpatrick, like Wright a bright state-school boy, became chief-of-staff of the new student newspaper Farrago. A Labour Club was founded in the same year by Fitzpatrick, Ralph Gibson, Macmahon Ball and others; Joan Finlason and Kathleen Pitt were among the women members, and were also Farrago editors. The founders’, recalled Wright, ‘were the little group regarded in the University as the aesthetes—each with high self-assurance in written and spoken expression and sporting Oxford bags’.4 The Labour Club was essentially Fabian, socialist in its elision of the evils of war and capitalism but little read in Marxism. Almost immediately an opposition Liberal Club was formed by Ian Maxwell and Wilfrid Kent Hughes.

Wright was far too committed to his medical degree and its crowded daily timetable to have time for formal engagement in student politics, which he later claimed to have regarded ‘as having no effect on anything that mattered’. Melbourne had the oldest of Australia’s three medical schools (1862)—the others were in Sydney and Adelaide—and counted among its intake some from Tasmania and Perth, with a status, as Wright recalled, ‘as slightly wild colonial boys’. The only requirement for entry into Medicine, apart from financial means, was Matriculation with Intermediate Latin. Commonly about 150 students enrolled in the pre-medical year of Chemistry, Physics, Zoology and Botany, with perhaps ninety proceeding to second year to join the fifteen or so who were repeating. The faculty was dominated by boys ‘with large cars and impressive bank accounts’ from Melbourne’s six elite private schools.5 In the words of one of them:

Their Matric. syllabus was pitched towards medicine (biology and Latin). There were other factors (med. tended to run in families). There were no cut-off marks. No quotas … It was a long, expensive course. Everything from fees to microscope to basic library had to be paid for. School days were thus a preliminary to undergrad. days among the same company, which went on into professional life.6

In a society in which only a tiny minority of boys and girls had access to tertiary education or even higher secondary schooling, the exclusiveness of the Medical School was further sharpened by the high costs of six years of study. There were very few scholarships.

The prominent medical students displayed their sauvity in Speculum, since 1884 the magazine of the Medical Students Society and the mouthpiece for the dominant ethos of self-conscious seriousness about their calling and ribald bravado about the body. On the cover of each issue there was usually a smoking skeleton, playing the banjo in mockery of death; inside, there were articles on medical innovations, medical history and the arts. These were were interspersed with allusions to student debauchery and with male undergraduate humour: ‘a woman has two uses, dissection post mortem and parturition while alive’. The world of the Medical School has thus been described as ‘cruelly sexist’, although this is not how all of the women students (about one-tenth of the intake) recall their training.7

The Medical School was cramped and poorly housed. The flooring was of Baltic pine which, as Wright later recalled, ‘shed dust over everything and retained into eternity the blood and anything else that fell from the experimental bench’.8 The professors who instructed Wright had a philosophy of medical training which saw medical practice as, in Marc Berg’s words, the ‘artful application of scientific knowledge’. That is, medical students were essentially learning a craft from its masters who also inculcated the assumption that Medicine was a caring profession with social responsibilities. This was a culture influenced by tracts on the standards and ethics of doctors by the Regius Professor of Medicine at Oxford, Sir William Osler’s The Principles and Practice of Medicine (1892) and Aequanimitas and Other Addresses (1904). The professors did little medical research themselves and were not encouraged to do so by the University. They were scholars who needed to make only occasional changes to the formal texts of the lectures they delivered. It was not until fourth year that Wright was referred to a research paper.9

Wright’s first academic encounters in 1925 were with two legends of the Medical School who lived in adjacent houses in the grounds of the University on ‘Professors’ Row’, on the current site of the Baillieu Library. One was R. J. A. (‘Dicky’) Berry, the Professor of Anatomy since 1905. He was, recalled Wright, ‘short, slight and somewhat bent’, lecturing in a ‘growling gravelly tone’. He introduced students to his subject by assigning them to a cadaver in groups of twelve: four each to the head and neck, the thorax and abdomen, and the limbs. Wright always kept his textbooks with their ‘oilcloth covers to keep the materials of dissection out of the text’.10 At the beginning of second year, the medical students remained with those studying dentistry and massage, the latter, remembered Wright, ‘mostly female and usually much better looking than the few in the medical course’. The sexes were segregated in the dissecting room; boys who approached the girls were derided and men who entered the room without removing their hats were chided in a show of false gallantry.11

The second legendary figure was the Professor of Physiology, the Northern Irishman W. A. Osborne, appointed in 1904, a prominent biochemist with a wide education and mellifluous oratory (giving rise to the myth that he had also applied for, or had even been offered, the Chairs in English and Classics).12 Osborne impressed Wright, too, with his acerbic remarks about religion, observing to a group of students who arrived late for a lecture from a Student Christian Movement meeting, ‘In my day the aim of a medical student was to be a gentleman, not a snivelling evangelist’. Osborne, like the Professor of History, Ernest Scott, also assumed that a university professor had an important public role, appearing regularly on the radio programme ‘Information Please’. Here he was renowned for his grasp of history and literature, as well as his dismissive views of Irish Catholics and Asians and his eulogies of the British Empire. Notwithstanding such views, Osborne was to be a lasting role model for Wright: the striking and elegant professor stood for both a commitment to the pursuit of ‘scientific truth’ and an understanding of medicine as creative and humanitarian.13

By the time Wright encountered Osborne and Berry, however, both men were in decline as teachers, Berry insisting on reading lectures from his own textbook, and Osborne often forgetting what he had so far covered. Wright once took it upon himself to interrupt Osborne to inform him he was repeating the previous lecture. While Osborne remained well known for his caustic wit, sometimes at the expense of the women students, he was now better known for his reliance on well-worn lecture notes and jokes: indeed, students knew from those who were repeating precisely which joke would be told and when.14

In 1925 Wright took first place in Anatomy and Physiology and became one of the dozen or so students—‘Osborne’s Apostles’—selected to do direct experimental work the following year, as opposed to learning only from lectures and textbooks. This also gave Wright his one student experience of sitting informally with the impressive Irishman. The following year he received Exhibitions in both subjects, in Physiology sharing it with Marjorie Reynolds; in Anatomy he had lost just three marks in two years. Wright’s Education Department scholarship from Tasmania was worth £60 annually, and now Queen’s awarded him a Senior Scholarship of £80 a year, when he topped Anatomy and Physiology. With the prizes he accumulated, he was comfortably able to pay his way. Indeed, the Queen’s College magazine, the Wyvern, refers to him having a car in 1926.15
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