
Medical research in Australia has always
operated in a different way from research in
other fields of natural science.  Besides the
research carried out in university depart-
ments, universities with medical schools
have had facilities for clinical and associ-
ated diagnostic laboratory research, and
increasingly many of the larger hospitals
have developed medical research institutes,
with facilities for basic biomedical research.
In Australia, in prewar years, there were
four such institutes.  The Walter and Eliza
Hall Institute, attached to the Royal Mel-
bourne Hospital, was pre-eminent, the
Baker Research Institute had been estab-
lished at the Alfred Hospital in Melbourne,
the Kanematsu Institute at the Sydney Hos-
pital, and the Institute of Medical and Vet-
erinary Research at the Adelaide Hospital.
Although sometimes loosely affiliated with
local universities, these were separate insti-
tutions and their directors and boards were
in total control of their affairs.

The John Curtin School of Medical
Research developed differently.  In 1946,
when it was set up, Canberra was a town of
14,100 people and the only hospital was the
Canberra Community Hospital.  The origins
of the John Curtin School are associated
with two apparently unrelated events; the
aim of the wartime Commonwealth govern-
ment to establish a national research univer-
sity which would induce talented scholars to
remain in Australia, and the visit of Howard
Florey, the man who developed penicillin,
to advise Australian manufacturers and cli-
nicians about the production and use of this
wonder drug.

The Development of the Concept of
a National University

In his winning design for the national capi-
tal, produced in 1913, Walter Burley Griffin
sited a university for ‘teaching and research’
in Canberra near the foot of Black Moun-
tain, on much the same site on which the
Australian National University was eventu-
ally located.  In 1927 H.J. Laby, Professor
of Natural Philosophy at the University of
Melbourne and a distinguished physicist,
told a Commonwealth government commis-
sion that Canberra should have a national
university devoted to teaching and research,
something that would be for Australia what
Oxford and Cambridge were for Britain.
Between the two World Wars the idea of a
university for Canberra was kept alive by
the University Association of Canberra, of
which Sir Robert Garran, a prime mover in
the constitutional debates that preceded fed-
eration and the first Solicitor-General, was a
prominent member.  In 1929 the Associa-
tion persuaded the government to establish
Canberra University College, affiliated with
the University of Melbourne, to cater for the
tertiary education of young Commonwealth
public servants.  The Association also tried
to interest politicians in the establishment of
an independent university in Canberra, ini-
tially to no avail.

The idea did not blossom until John
Curtin became Prime Minister of Australia
in October 1941.  In contrast to his prede-
cessor, Robert Menzies, Curtin’s vision
extended beyond the immediate wartime
needs; he wished to plan for a new social
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order which would ensure that every Aus-
tralian would enjoy peace, security and
employment.  It was fortunate that at that
period the Commonwealth government was
supported by an outstanding group of public
servants who shared this vision, prominent
among them Herbert Cole (‘Nugget’)
Coombs, an economist.  Towards the end of
1942 the Curtin government set up a
Department of Post-War Reconstruction,
with Treasurer Ben Chifley as Minister and
Coombs as Director-General. 

John Dedman’ s Interdepartmental
Committee

Late in 1941 John Dedman, Minister for the
War Organization of Industry, set up an
interdepartmental committee to examine
possible Commonwealth initiatives in edu-
cation.  The committee included Coombs,
the Chief Executive Officer of the Council
for Scientific and Industrial Research
(CSIR), Sir David Rivett, and R.C. Mills,
Professor of Economics in the University of
Sydney and a close confidant of Chifley.
The committee’s final report, in October
1944, accepted Coombs’ suggestion for a
Commonwealth Office of Education, which
was set up under Mills early in 1945.  It also
stated in strong terms that there was a need
for a national centre for higher learning,
spelling out the areas of government,
Pacific affairs, international relations and
Australian history and literature as areas to
be included.  There was some talk of an
institute of ‘social medicine’.  Dedman
brought the report to Cabinet early in 1945
and it was referred to a subcommittee of
ministers, which in turn referred it to
another interdepartmental committee, with
Mills as chairman, Coombs, Charles Daley
representing the Department of the Interior,
which was responsible for the Australian
Capital Territory, George Knowles from the
Attorney-General’s Department, H.J.
Goodes from Treasury and Garran present
by invitation.

Most of these pioneers are now remem-
bered within the city of Canberra, or among
the buildings of the Australian National

University, or both.  Thus in Canberra we
find the suburbs of Chifley, Curtin, Florey,
Garran and Rivett, and street names includ-
ing Florey Drive in MacGregor, Mills Place
and Rivett Street in Hackett.  Within the
University are the Chifley Library, the
Coombs Building, Daley Road, the Menzies
Library, The John Curtin School of Medical
Research and within it, the Florey Lecture
Theatre, the Mills Room in the Chancelry,
Garran Road, Mills Road and Rivett Road.
Foundation stones were laid by Chifley and
Menzies (The John Curtin School) and Ded-
man (University House).

At this stage medical scientists in Mel-
bourne and Sydney had no reason to be con-
cerned about the setting up of an Australian
National University, and they were drawing
up their own plans for the future develop-
ment of medical research in Australia.  For
example, in a speech in 1944 on medical
research in Australia, Burnet, newly
appointed as Director of the Walter and
Eliza Hall Institute, had said (Burnet,
1944):

‘One of the necessities is a central
institute of medical research, con-
cerned, like the National Institute of
Medical Research at Hampstead or
the Rockefeller and a dozen other
institutes in America, with funda-
mental rather than clinical studies
. . . it may be found an acceptable
solution to make the Hall Institute
such a central institute of medical
sciences.’
In 1945–46 Burnet, Professor H.K.

Ward of Sydney and E.V. Keogh (an émi-
nence grisein Australian medicine; see
Gardiner, 1990) had, in addition, submitted
a plan to the Australian National Research
Council for an active decentralized devel-
opment of medical research supported by
Commonwealth government money (Bur-
net, 1971).

When Burnet and his colleagues learnt
that the Chifley government had decided to
concentrate most of the Commonwealth’s
support for research in the immediate future
in building up an organization for advanced
studies including medical research in Can-
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berra (see below), they were ‘dismayed at
the prospect,’ saying that the only way that
a single Australian centre could be ade-
quately staffed would be ‘to denude all the
existing centres.’  However, by the time he
retired, Burnet (1971) remarked:

‘ . . . The Australian National Univer-
sity came into being and, looking
back, it seems possible that Chifley
made the right decision.  It would cer-
tainly not have been politically possi-
ble to spend the same amount of
money on the State universities at that
time, and we have no way of knowing
what any alternative support for sci-
ence would have achieved.’

Sir Howard Florey’ s Visit to
Australia

In 1943 Sir Howard Florey, an Australian
expatriate who was Professor of Pathology

at the University of Oxford, had converted
penicillin from a laboratory curiosity into a
wonder drug, especially for the types of
infections common in battle casualties, and
by 1944 it was in use in the Allied armed
services operating in Europe.  He was to be
the central figure in the creation and the
development of the John Curtin School of
Medical Research and his involvement with
it extended from 1944 to 1957; Williams
(1984) devotes 75 pages of his biography of
Florey to this ‘Australian connection.’  It
began when Sir Thomas Blamey, Comman-
der-in-Chief of the Australian Armed
Forces, and anxious to see penicillin made
available for the Australian forces, per-
suaded Prime Minister Curtin to invite Flo-
rey to visit Australia to advise on the
production of penicillin and its use in the
army and among civilians.  Coming as
Nuffield Visiting Professor, Florey arrived
in Australia in August 1944 and spent six
months visiting all the mainland capitals,
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Figure 1-1.  Howard Walter Florey, OM
(1898–1968) was born in Adelaide and graduated
in medicine at the University of Adelaide in 1921
and was chosen as Rhodes Scholar.  He worked
with Sir Charles Sherrington at Oxford University
and then at Cambridge, where he graduated PhD
in 1927.  From 1931–35 he was Professor of
Pathology at the University of Sheffield and in
1935 became Professor of Pathology in the
University of Oxford.  He built up a strong group in
experimental pathology (the physiology of
disease processes) but in 1938 turned his
attention to antibacterial compounds.  The most
important consequence was the conversion of
penicillin, discovered by Fleming in 1929, from a
laboratory curiosity to a highly effective antibiotic,
a feat for which he was awarded the Nobel Prize
in 1945.  His interest in medical research in
Australia began in 1944, when he prepared a plan
for a medical research institute which eventually
became the John Curtin School of Medical
Research.  He guided the School for the first
decade of its existence and spoke at the opening
of its new building in 1958.  In 1962 he
relinquished his chair to become Provost of
Queen’s College, Oxford.  From 1960–65 he was
President of the Royal Society and in 1965 he
became Chancellor of the Australian National
University.  He received too many awards to list
here, but in 1965 was awarded the Order of Merit
and created Baron.  (For further information see
Williams, 1984).



several country regions and all the major
centres of medical research.  Florey’s
expressed interest in medical research
proved a catalyst in public and private dis-
cussion.  From his survey he soon con-
cluded that medical research in Australia
was in a parlous state, and said so in public
lectures that were widely reported.  He con-
cluded his Report to the Nuffield Founda-
tion with the comment:

‘... the research facilities in Australia
fall far below the standards neces-
sary in a civilized community. . . .
Australia has during the last 12
months lost a considerable number
of really good people to appoint-
ments abroad, and they have nearly
all of them pulled out owing to the
unfavourable conditions of work.’
Leading figures in Australian medicine

supported this view.  For example, Sir Alan
Newton, President of the Royal Aus-
tralasian College of Surgeons, and soon to
become Chairman of the Board of the Wal-
ter and Eliza Hall Institute, then Australia’s
only world-class centre of medical research,
said:

‘I hope it is not invidious on this
occasion to point out that these men
[such as Florey] have not done their
work in Australia or New Zealand.
Scientific work done here has been
comparatively insignificant.  We
have consistently exported our best
scientific brains and we have been
unable to attract men of equivalent
quality from overseas to replace
those we have lost.  The reason is not
far to seek.  We do not offer adequate
facilities for research in this country.’
In response to an invitation from Curtin,

Florey developed the idea of the establish-
ment of a national medical research insti-
tute, like the National Institute of Medical
Research in London, embracing fields such
as pathology, medicine, physiology, bio-
chemistry, biophysics, nutrition, epidemiol-
ogy and tropical diseases.  He suggested
that it should be located in Sydney, since
Melbourne already had the Walter and Eliza
Hall Institute.  This should be supported by
an annual Commonwealth government

grant of some £200,000 a year, part of
which might be used in support of research
projects in institutions other than the
national institute.

The Directorate of Research and
Civil Affairs of the Australian Army

In 1944 another factor, critical to the cre-
ation of the John Curtin School, entered the
scene.  To appreciate this we need to meet a
small unorthodox unit, the Directorate of
Research and Civil Affairs, which worked
closely with the Commander-in-Chief of the
Australian Military Forces, Sir Thomas
Blamey.  This was a small think-tank,
chaired by Alfred Conlon, who had direct
access to Blamey, much to the annoyance of
regular officers of the armed services.  A
charming and charismatic man, without for-
mal military qualifications, he worked
closely with Roy Douglas (Pansy) Wright,
Professor of Physiology in the University of
Melbourne.  Other members of the Direc-
torate included Julius Stone, Professor of
International Law and Jurisprudence in the
University of Sydney; Keith Barry, Federal
Program Controller of the ABC; Max Craw-
ford, Professor of History, University of
Melbourne; Sydney Deamer, Editor, ABC
Weekly;anthropologists Ian Hogbin and Bill
Stanner, E.D. Roper, from the Supreme
Court of New South Wales; and A.K. Stout,
Professor of Philosophy, University of Syd-
ney.  These men were close associates of
Coombs, who wined and dined with them
during visits to Melbourne.  Wright, who
had worked with Florey in Oxford in
1937–38, held strongly the opinion that
Australia had to improve its facilities for
medical research so as to prevent so many
of its promising research workers (symbol-
ized, for him, by men like Florey and the
Oxford neurosurgeon, Hugh Cairns) making
their careers abroad.  Conlon, who gradu-
ated in medicine after the war, supported
him in this view, and even before Florey
came to Australia in 1944, they were pursu-
ing the idea of setting up a national institute
of medical research, to be located in Syd-
ney.
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Because of the illness from which Curtin
died on 5 July 1945, Florey was unable to
meet him, and the idea of a national institute
of medical research was conveyed to Curtin
by Blamey, who was himself deeply inter-
ested in the promotion of scientific research
in Australia (Hetherington, 1954).  How the
letter which Blamey transmitted was con-
cocted is best told in the words of one of the
principal actors in the drama, R.D. Wright
(1963).  Having had no success in arranging
an appointment with Florey through official
channels, Wright used his acquaintance with
Florey and Conlon’s access to Blamey to
arrange a meeting and dinner, after which:

‘ . . . we [Conlon and Wright] sat down
and composed a letter to the Prime
Minister in suitable language for a
Commander-in-Chief . . . pointing out
that there was this very distinguished
Nobel Laureate [an anticipation – Flo-
rey was awarded the Nobel Prize in
1945, F.F.] interested in the country . . .
that we were thinking that it was con-
ceivable that if an institute with the
right magnitude was set up Florey
would seriously consider whether he

would head it . . . the next morning Sir
Thomas Blamey’s letter went to Mr
John Curtin.’
The idea was referred to the Minister for

Health, who set up an expert committee con-
sisting of Goodes, Rivett, and Dr H.J.L.
Cumpston, the Director-General of Health.
In correspondence with the Government after
he had returned to Oxford, Florey had devel-
oped his concept further, suggesting that
there should be in Australia a Medical
Research Council on the British model, and
that, as in Britain, the proposed research
institute should be closely related to this Aus-
tralian Medical Research Council.  Linked to
the development of the new central institute
there would be increased funds for research
in established institutions, to be distributed
by the Medical Research Council.

The two technically qualified members
of the expert committee, Rivett and Cump-
ston, were unsympathetic to the idea of set-
ting up a new institute, and Cumpston was
strongly opposed to any alteration to the
existing system for the control of funding
for medical research through the National
Health and Medical Research Council.
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Figure 1-2.  Roy Douglas (Pansy) Wright, AK
(1907–1990).  Born in Tasmania on 7 August
1907, Wright was educated at the Universities of
Tasmania and Melbourne, graduating MB BS in
1929 and MS in 1932.  He was a surgeon at the
Royal Melbourne Hospital for three years before
being appointed Senior Lecturer in Pathology at
the University of Melbourne from 1934 to 1938,
during which time he worked for fifteen months
with Florey in Oxford.  He was appointed
Professor of Physiology in Melbourne in 1939 and
served until 1971.  He was a member of the
Interim Council and then the Council of The
Australian National University from 1946 to 1976.
From 1980–89 he was  Chancellor of the
University of Melbourne. (For details, see
McPhee, 1999).



They were supported by the leading Aus-
tralian medical scientists, who believed that
a large new central institute was impractical,
but agreed that increased funds should be
channelled into medical research.  However,
these views were to be over-ruled by the
intrigues of the Army Directorate of
Research.

The National Medical Research
Institute Becomes Part of The
Australian National University

Conlon and Wright had been talking over
Florey’s ideas between themselves and with
their friend Coombs, when it occurred to
Coombs that the proposed medical research
institute might form a part of the national
university then being considered by the
interdepartmental committee chaired by
Mills, of which he was a member.  He took
the new idea to the first meeting of the Mills
Committee in April 1945, which eventually

came back to the ministerial subcommittee
with a formal proposal that the government
should establish a national university con-
cerned mainly with postgraduate studies
and research, with institutes of social sci-
ences and social medicine.  The Mills com-
mittee had suggested that the new
university should be called the University
of Canberra, but Cabinet, while accepting
the committee’s other recommendations,
proposed the name ‘The Australian
National University.’  Initially this proposal
provoked much hostility, but despite repre-
sentations from the committee of Vice-
Chancellors and all the committees set up to
advise on the development of the university,
Cabinet insisted on that name, realizing that
if the university was to survive it had to pro-
claim its national purpose and demonstrate
that it was not duplicating the work of the
state universities. 

Coombs now took a lead in defining the
essential features of the new university.
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Figure 1-3.  Alfred Austin Joseph Conlon,
(1908–1961).  Born in Sydney on 7 October 1908,
Conlon was educated at state schools and
graduated BA at the University of Sydney in 1931.
He then enrolled in medicine but worked as a law
clerk until 1937, when he returned to the
University.  As a student he helped found the
National Union of Australian Students and in
1939–43 he represented students in the
University Senate.  After serving as the
University’s manpower officer in 1940–41, in 1942
he chaired the Prime Minister’s Committee on
National Morale.  Then, after serving briefly as a
major in the Army Directorate of Intelligence, he
was appointed in February 1943 to take charge of
what became the Directorate of Research and
Civil Affairs, initially as lieutenant colonel and as
colonel in September 1945.  Here he exerted
considerable influence on affairs of national
importance, including the military government of
Papua and New Guinea.  Post-war, after a brief
period as Principal of the Australian School of
Pacific Administration, he resumed his medical
course and graduated MB BS in 1951.  He
worked in general and psychiatric practice in
Melbourne, Newcastle and Sydney until his death
in 1961. (For details, see Ryan, 1993; photograph
courtesy of P. Ryan).



Realizing that Cabinet would soon be facing
a host of other pressing post-war objectives,
he was anxious to get it on the statute books.
Using draft legislation that had been pre-
pared for the Council of Canberra Univer-
sity College some months earlier, a detailed
proposal was ready for Cabinet by the end
of 1945.  The core of this proposal was the
setting up of several Research Schools.
Coombs listed five of these, which after fur-
ther discussion became social sciences,
Pacific affairs, medical research (replacing
social medicine), (possibly) town and
regional planning and (atomic, later
nuclear) physics.  In Cabinet ‘town and
regional planning’ was subsumed within
social sciences, and there was some doubt
about physics, but the other three Schools
won acceptance, with a development budget
of £325,000, plus £150,000 for medical
research in other parts of Australia.  Panels
of five or six experts were then set up by the
Mills committee to comment on such mat-
ters as the fields of research within each
School, relations between Schools, ways of

organizing research, staff numbers and
salaries, financial and accommodation
needs, and relations with other Australian
universities.  By December 1945 the name
of John Curtin, who had invited Florey to
visit Australia in 1944 and who had died on
6 July 1945, was linked with the medical
research school.

Much remained to be done before the
final proposals could be put to Cabinet and
Parliament.  In April 1946 Coombs visited
London, Washington and Tokyo with the
Prime Minister, Ben Chifley.  Conlon and
Wright talked with Coombs before he left,
urging him to spare no effort to persuade
Florey to take on leadership of the John
Curtin School.  Coombs had also to see
whether it would be possible to persuade
distinguished Australian expatriates to
come back to Australia to head up the other
Research Schools, and met and talked with
the historian W.K. Hancock, the political
scientist K.C. Wheare, the physicists
H.S.W. Massie and M.L.E. Oliphant and the
economist R.L. Hall.  Chifley met Oliphant,
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Figure 1-4. Herbert Cole Coombs, FAA, FASSA,
FAHA (1906–1997). Born in Kalamunda, Western
Australia, on 24 February 1906, Coombs
graduated in economics at the University of
Western Australia in 1931 and proceeded to the
London School of Economics, where he obtained
a PhD in 1933.  Returning to Sydney he worked
as an economist at the Commonwealth Bank until
1942, when he became Director of Rationing and
then Director of Post-War Reconstuction in the
Curtin Labor government.  From 1949–68 he was
Governor of the Reserve Bank and from 1967–76
chairman of the Council for the Arts and the
Council for Aboriginal Affairs.  He served on the
Interim Council and Council of the Australian
National University from 1946–76, being Deputy
Chairman from 1951–59, Pro-Chancellor from
1960–68 and Chancellor from 1968–76.  He is
widely regarded as having been the greatest
public servant and probably the greatest
Australian of the twentieth century. (For details,
see Fenner and Harris, 2000).



with whom he was greatly impressed, to the
extent of agreeing that it might take much
more that had been anticipated to set up the
school of physics.  Coombs came back
highly optimistic, telling the Mills commit-
tee that there were good prospects of entic-
ing Florey and several others of the
expatriates whom he had met back to Aus-
tralia.  As Foster and Varghese (1996)
explain, this was to prove much more diffi -
cult than he thought.

Meanwhile, in Australia, TheAustralian
National University Act was introduced in
Parliament and gained assent in August
1946, with the specific provision that ‘The
research schools shall include a research
school in relation to medical science to be
known as ‘The John Curtin School of Med-
ical Research.’  The functions of the Uni-
versity were defined in the Act as:

(a) To encourage, and provide facili-
ties for, post-graduate research and
study, both generally and in relation
to subjects of national importance to
Australia;
(b) To provide facilities for univer-
sity education for persons who elect

to avail themselves of those facilities
and are eligible to do so; 
(c) Subject to the Statutes, to award
and confer degrees and diplomas.
There followed details about gover-

nance; a Chancellor and Vice-Chancellor
and a governing body of up to thirty mem-
bers, to be known as the Council, with sug-
gestions about its composition.  Until the
Council could be constituted the University
was to be governed by an Interim Council,
consisting entirely of members appointed by
the Governor-General.

The Interim Council and the
Academic Advisory Committee

The Interim Council, which included all the
members of the Mills Committee, and
through Coombs’ influence, R.D. Wright,
met for the first time in September 1946,
and elected Mills as chairman.  It decided to
invite Florey, Oliphant and Hancock to
advise them on the development of the
research schools of medical science, physics
and social sciences respectively.  Early in
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Figure 1-5. John Joseph Curtin (1885–1945).
Born in Creswick, Victoria on 8 January 1885,
Curtin was educated at state school, leaving at
age 13 to work in a printing office and from 1903
to 1911 as a clerk.  After joining the Australian
Labor Party as a young man he served as
secretary of the Victorian Timber Workers’ Union
from 1911 to 1915 and in 1916 gained notoriety
as Victorian Secretary of the Anti-Conscription
League.  Later that year he became editor of the
Westralian Worker and settled in Perth.  He
entered Federal Parliament in 1928 as the
member for Fremantle, but was defeated when
the Labor Party lost power in 1931.  In 1935 he
was re-elected and led the Party from 1935 until
his death in 1945.  With the defeat of the Menzies-
Fadden government in 1941 he became Prime
Minister and lost no time in declaring, in his New
Year message of 1942, that Australia must look to
the United States, not the United Kingdom, for
support against the Japanese.  He was dedicated
to a ‘new social order’ for the post-war world, and
strongly supported steps taken by his ministers
and senior public servants to achieve this,
including support for the concept of an Australian
National University in Canberra.  (For details, see
Serle, 1993).



1947 they approached R.L. Firth, a New
Zealander who was Professor of Anthropol-
ogy at the University of London, to advise
them on the Pacific studies school.  All were
men in their mid- to late-forties, expatriates
who had grown up in Australia (or New
Zealand), who had established international
reputations in their respective fields and
who had expressed an interest in the new
research university.

Early in 1947 Wright, who by this time
had become Honorary Secretary of the
Interim Council, travelled to England to
sound out the prospective directors, whom
he found had many concerns.  Would they
be able to attract well qualified academic
staff?  Would the buildings be ready in
time?  Would they be burdened with meet-
ings and routine administration?  After a
two-day meeting in London at the end of
March, attended by Coombs, Wright and all
four prospective directors, only Oliphant
was unequivocal in his commitment.
Wright then produced a strategy to keep the
prospective directors interested and
informed, but not to press them too hard
until progress had been made on the Uni-
versity’s buildings and academic structure.
He suggested that the prospective directors
should be formally constituted in England
as an Academic Advisory Committee, to be
serviced by an administrative officer, which
would advise the Interim Council regarding
statutes, budgets, building design, acquisi-
tion of books and equipment and the like.
Council would act on the recommendation
of the Advisory Committee on the appoint-
ment of staff who could work in laboratories
or other accommodation in various parts of
the world until buildings were available in
Canberra.

Henceforth the Interim Council met
monthly and proceeded to appoint a Regis-
trar, R.G. Osborne, and a Librarian, A.L.G.
McDonald, set up a scheme for Overseas
Research Scholarships and appoint some
established social scientists as research fel-
lows.  Although it was supposed to be dis-
solved by the end of 1947, Parliament
extended its life until a permanent Council
was formed.  The Academic Advisory

Committee met in Oxford in August 1947,
and thereafter every two or three months,
usually in Hancock’s rooms at All Souls
College or in Florey’s office at the Dunn
School of Pathology.  For a time there was
some concern, in Australia, as to whether
the new Australian National University
would be run from Oxford or Canberra.
There was a great deal of discussion in both
places about the kind of person who should
be sought as Vice-Chancellor.  All the
Advisers wanted someone who would not
interfere with the work of the directors of
the research schools – as Wright put it, they
wanted a man who would relieve them of
their chores, but not their authority.
Coombs was pressed to take the job, but he
was committed to the cause of post-war
planning.  Eventually, two names surfaced:
Douglas Copland, a 53-year old former Pro-
fessor of Economics who was then Aus-
tralia’s Minister to China, and Leslie
Melville, who had since 1931 been Eco-
nomic Adviser to the Commonwealth Bank.
The Advisers favoured Melville, but the
Council chose Copland, thus ensuring, in
Foster’s words, that much of the creative
force in the University’s development
would remain in Canberra.

Meetings in Canberra between the
Interim Council and the Academic
Advisory Committee

In Easter 1948 all four Advisers and their
wives came to Canberra for consultations
with the Interim Council, the Vice-Chancel-
lor and academics from other Australian
universities and research institutes.  Besides
four days of meetings between the Interim
Council and the Advisers, there were sepa-
rate meetings each lasting two days to dis-
cuss three of the four research schools
(Oliphant decided that a meeting on the
physical sciences school was not neces-
sary).  A few general matters that have
remained a continuing problem were dis-
cussed, a key issue being the respective
roles of directors and professors (who were
assumed would be heads of departments).  It
was generally agreed that directors should
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be responsible for the work of their schools
and should be allowed as much freedom as
possible to develop them as they wished.  At
the same time professors should be given
the right to pursue their own research and
develop their departments as they wished, a
point which one of us (F.F.) remembers
hearing repeatedly from Florey during the
early 1950s.  Copland also drew up a mem-
orandum entitled ‘Basic Policy for Acade-
mic Development in the University’, which
stated that the function of the Australian
National University was to carry out
research and train research workers.  The
document also stated that the University
would not be required to do undergraduate
teaching except for Honours work, and
would not be required to provide postgradu-
ate vocational training, or work outside the
University (i.e., for government or industry)
except with the approval of the appropriate
director.

Florey’ s Proposals for the John
Curtin School of Medical Research

Florey’s 1945 proposal for a national
research institute was based on his view that
the Walter and Eliza Hall Institute was the

only first-class medical research institute in
Australia, and that with a few exceptions
(physiology in Brisbane and Melbourne and
bacteriology in Sydney) research in the uni-
versities contributed little.  The reasons for
this were the excessive load of undergradu-
ate teaching, the totally inadequate funding
for medical research and the dominance of
medical practitioners who had no real
understanding of medical research.  At that
time he had thought that senior staff might
be attracted from Britain, but by 1948 he
had decided that this was impossible.  Other
possible sources were Australians then
working in Britain, people in other Aus-
tralian universities or research institutes (but
he thought that ‘raids’ on existing institu-
tions might enhance the latent antagonism
that already existed between such institu-
tions and the ANU), or young workers of
promise, which was a risky procedure.

He liked the idea that his ‘national insti-
tute of medical research’ would become part
of a research university, but realized that
this raised problems about the role of the
director.  He now saw him (at that time the
notion of ‘her’ was unthinkable) as a chair-
man of professors, who would try to achieve
some uniformity of aim and some common
standards of performance.  He would pro-
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Figure 1-6.  The Academic Advisers listening to the Vice-Chancellor, Sir Douglas Copland, in Canberra,
April 1948.  From the left: H.W. Florey (medical research); M.L. Oliphant (physical sciences); R.W. Firth
(Pacific studies); W.K. Hancock (social sciences).  Australian Official Photograph, ANU Collection.



vide the oil to lubricate the machine, he
would watch carefully to ensure that no
department would build itself into ‘a little
independent kingdom’, and he would
encourage the departments to work together.
Clearly, the director’s position would be
‘one of delicacy.’  It has remained thus ever
since.

After the conferences in Easter 1948
Florey met for two days with sixteen senior
medical scientists from all over Australia
(ANU, 1948), to try to dispel what he saw as
the ‘fairly widespread and somewhat justi-
fied’ distrust of the idea of a research-only
Australian National University.  They
feared that the John Curtin School would
receive generous funding at the expense of

the rest of the Australian medical research
community; as Macfarlane Burnet put it,
there would be two research universes in
Australia, one of them starved for funds.  In
countering this view Florey had some suc-
cess, his 1945 proposal for additional fund-
ing for research outside the new institute
being appreciated.  His plan for a diversified
research school, covering a wide range of
disciplines, was well received, but there was
broad agreement that there should be room
for an outstanding scientist who did not fit
into the plan (for example, a geneticist),
should such a person become available.
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