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Where are you? Please help us  

 
Keeping track of our members is a big problem for our secretary. Every time our e-

newsletter goes out, we find a few members who have not notified us of a change of email 

address. How can we possibly locate them? One way is for every member who reads this 

newsletter to pass it on to one other colleague or friend who is known to be or thought to 

be an alumnus of St Vincent’s Hospital. So PLEASE do us a big favour by taking a few 

moments to pass this newsletter on to at least one medical friend and suggest that they 

provide their email address to Sue Mabilia (Susan.MABILIA@svha.org.au ). Alternatively, if 

anyone is unsure about their membership, they can register with the Association on our 

web site at http://stvincentsmedicalalumni.org.au/. Membership of the Association is free!  

For members wishing to visit the Association Office, please note that Sue Mabilia is located 

in the Senior Medical Staff Office, Level 2, Building A (Inpatient Services Building)  

at St Vincent’s. Her phone number is 9231 2304 (Mon-Thurs).  

 

PS. If you are an alumnus (i.e. any medical graduate who was a medical student at St 

Vincent’s or who has worked/is working now at St Vincent’s Hospital), you are eligible to 

sign up as a member of the Association. This is at no cost – simply go to our website: 

http://stvincentsmedicalalumni.org.au/ .    

 

Medical Alumni Association Annual Golf Day, 2020 

 
Calling all golfers! The St Vincent’s Medical Alumni Association golf day for 2020 will be held at 

Green Acres Golf Club in Kew on Friday 20 March. For more information and to register please 

contact Sue Mabilia (Susan.MABILIA@svha.org.au  or tel. 9231 2304).  

 

2020 Cocktail Party and Historical Address 
 

This year’s Annual Cocktail Party and Historical Address will be held on Sunday, 26 July, 2020. 

The speaker will be Associate Professor Andrew MacIsaac and his topic will be “The History of 

Cardiac Services at St Vincent’s Hospital”. 

Dr MacIsaac is the current Director of Cardiology at St Vincent’s, is a St Vincent’s alumnus, and 

has strong family links to St Vincent’s.  

This event begins with welcome drinks at 4.30pm with the history talk at 5.15 pm followed by 

the cocktail party. The venue will be the Clinical Education and Simulation Centre, Third Floor, 

Building C (Healy Wing) at St Vincent’s Hospital. 

For further information, please email Sue Mabilia (Susan.MABILIA@svha.org.au ) or tel. 9231 

2304. 

 

mailto:Susan.MABILIA@svha.org.au
http://stvincentsmedicalalumni.org.au/
http://stvincentsmedicalalumni.org.au/
mailto:Susan.MABILIA@svha.org.au
mailto:Susan.MABILIA@svha.org.au
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Australia Day Honours  

 
We congratulate the following St Vincent’s Hospital Medical Alumni who were awarded 

Australian honours on Australia Day, January 26, 2020:  

Emeritus Professor Brendan CROTTY AM 

For significant service to health education, and to the community. 

Dr John SANTAMARIA AM 

For significant service to intensive care medicine. 

Dr Vincent GALLICHIO OAM 

For service to medicine. 

 

Obituaries  

 

Dr John B Webb, MBBS, FRACP  

17/11/1930 - 27/05/2019 

Dr John Webb died earlier this year after a short illness. John was the first rheumatologist at 

St Vincent’s Hospital and served as head of the Rheumatology Clinic from 1961 until 1992. 

John was an exemplar of a St Vincent’s physician. He will be remembered by his colleagues 

and patients as an astute clinician, an excellent teacher and a compassionate doctor who 

was prepared to undertake the long journey of caring for patients with complex chronic 

illnesses over years, sometimes decades. 

John’s undergraduate medical training was at Melbourne University and St Vincent’s Clinical 

School, graduating in 1953.  Early in his postgraduate career he decided to pursue training in 

the then fledgling specialty of rheumatology.  He was encouraged to travel overseas to gain 

training in this area by Professor John Hayden. This involved him working at the Royal 

Postgraduate Medical School at Hammersmith Hospital with Professor Eric Bywaters, a 

legendary figure in clinical and academic rheumatology in Great Britain. 

In 1961, soon after returning to Melbourne, John was appointed as the foundation 

rheumatologist at the hospital. This marked the start of 31 years of John heading 

rheumatology at St Vincent’s. Over time John attracted other clinicians to the unit but, for 

most of the first decade, he was responsible almost single-handedly for all inpatient and 

outpatient activities. 
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John established strong links with the orthopaedic and plastic surgery units at the hospital 

to ensure patients had access to these services. He formed particularly close ties with Mr 

Jonathan Rush, orthopaedic surgeon, and Professor Wayne Morrison, plastic surgeon, both 

of whom attended the rheumatology outpatient clinics at times to provide advice on the 

care of complex patients. This was an example of multidisciplinary care occurring well 

before the practice became widespread.  

                                                      

John showed a lifelong commitment to undergraduate and postgraduate teaching and 

training at St Vincent’s. His bedside teaching of medical students, at a time when this was 

such an important part of medical education, was renowned. Many a student waited 

anxiously for their turn to participate in his quiz. It was through John’s endeavours that a 

funded training fellowship in rheumatology was established at St Vincent’s. This provided 

the important opportunity for physician trainees to pursue a career in rheumatology, and 

raised the profile of the specialty at the hospital.  

John was closely involved with hospital activities and was the inaugural chairman of the 

Division of Medicine at St Vincent’s from 1977 to 1978. He was also very active in the 

Australian Rheumatology Association filling the roles of honorary secretary, treasurer, vice-

president and president at various times over a 25 year period. John was a member of the 

executive committee and the scientific advisory committee of the Australian Arthritis and 

Rheumatism Foundation from1964 to 1979. 

John commenced practice in rheumatology at a time when the medical armamentarium was 

limited, and long in-patient stays for patients with inflammatory arthritis were common. He 

saw firsthand the impact of corticosteroids; both the good and the bad. He also witnessed 

the impact of methotrexate treatment for rheumatoid arthritis, and the dramatic benefit to 

patients of hip and knee arthroplasty. Unfortunately John did not have the chance to 

provide the benefits of the biologics era to his patients. He would have enjoyed this. 

Beneath John’s sometimes stern presentation lay a wonderful sense of humour and a great 

generosity of spirit. Afternoon tea following the Thursday rheumatology clinic, overseen by 
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the memorable “Mrs Ho” (Mrs Evelyn Hautrive, the nurse in charge of the clinic) and her 

successors, was always an enjoyable experience. 

Many of us at St Vincent’s and within the rheumatology world, both in Australia and 

internationally, count ourselves as friends of John and his family. We greatly enjoyed our 

contact with John and his wife Patricia and have always admired the courage they showed 

in the face of the severe blows life dealt them. 

John’s commitment to his patients, his peers and his colleagues and to rheumatology at a 

hospital and national level provided a sturdy foundation for the future growth of the 

specialty of rheumatology at St Vincent’s. 

We extend our sincere condolences to John’s wife, Patricia, and the extended family. 

Contributed by Dr Laurie Clemens, Director of Rheumatology at St Vincent’s 1992- 2010 

 

Dr Vincent C Amerena PSM, RFD, BDSc, LDS, MDSc, FRACDS, FICD, FPFA 

15/4/1929 – 8/5/2019 

Dr Vincent Amerena died recently at the age of 90.  His long and varied career involved 

general dentistry, specialist periodontia, oral medicine, teaching, military dentistry and 

dental administration.  All were undertaken with strong commitment to the oral health of 

the community; he was a dentist who made a difference. 

Born and educated in inner-city St Kilda prior to World War II, these years provided indelible 

memories and images of the needs of working-class Australians, which created an intense 

impatience with the posturing and image-seeking which he observed in some sections of the 

professions more generally. 

Many qualities go to make a responsible dental professional, and Vin possessed them in 

abundance; above all the most fundamental quality of principle.  Whatever his views on any 

subject, he was inflexibly insistent that the facts, however disagreeable they might be to 

him, were fully and accurately observed and recorded.  He could form a judgement on the 

spur of the moment, and he seldom had reason afterward to regret what he had decided.  

Controversialists who mistook his bland, modest air for the mark of a lightweight frequently 

found themselves out of their depths and bested in argument with him.  Eminent public 

figures, no less than the rank and file, went through that experience. 

The tenderness with which he encouraged the humble and meek was matched by the 

almost surgical skill with which he punctured the proud and overbearing. 
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After a period in general practice, during which time he completed his Masters Degree in 

Periodontics, he commenced periodontal practice.  He breathed new life into the Australian 

Society of Periodontology and initiated the formation of its specialist section. 

At St Vincent’s Hospital, with encouragement from Professor Carl de Gruchy (haematologist) 

and Dr Ian Gillies, he established the specialty of Oral Medicine and was a member of the 

senior medical staff from 1958 until 1994. Vin found time to teach both dental and medical 

students at the University of Melbourne for over 40 years. 

During this period he also served on the Council of the Australian Dental Association – 

Victorian Branch, where he became President.  In the Federal arena, Vin was particularly 

active in the areas of Therapeutics and Infection Control, where he made an outstanding 

contribution for many years. 

 

After a serious accident, in which he lost most of the use of one arm, he moved into 

administration where he became Registrar of the Dental Board of Victoria and the inaugural 

CEO of the Australian Dental Council.  These bodies benefitted greatly from his experience 

and long tenure. 

Vin was recognized by the ADA (Vic) with the Distinguished Service Award in 1990, and by 

the Australian Government with the Public Service Medal in 2001. The Reserve Force 

Decoration was also awarded to Vin in recognition of his long connection with the Australian 

Army, where he rose to the rank of Full Colonel. 

A member of his beloved St Kilda Football Club for 80 years, his membership this year was 

presented by the coach, Alan Richardson, to Vin at his home. Vin is survived by his wife 

Ronnie, his five children and fifteen grandchildren. Dentistry and the community have lost a 

great servant and a wonderful friend. 
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Vale Vin. 

Contributed by Dr Lloyd O’Brien and Dr John Amerena. Lloyd O’Brien is a St Vincent’s 

alumnus who served for many years alongside Vin Amerena in the dental clinic at St 

Vincent’s. John Amerena is Vin’s son, also a St Vincent’s alumnus, and a cardiologist in 

Geelong. 

Book reviews* 

“There’s a lot of it going around – a GP’s odyssey” by Leon Piterman 

Published by Black Pepper Nth Fitzroy, 2019   ISBN 978-0-6480387-2-6  

                                     Reviewed by Dr Andrew Pattison 

Professor Leon Piterman AM is a well-known and much published academic GP from 

Monash University. He is an expert in medical education and research and is internationally 

recognized in those fields. He has also been a practising GP for over 40 years – full-time for 

the first 15 years and then part-time, alongside his research and teaching commitments. In 

short, he brings a unique perspective to this book on the experiences of a family doctor. 

“There’s a lot of it going around” is a small paperback book of around 80 pages. It has 25 

brief chapters exploring some interesting case studies, with key observations and 

reflections. It is drawn from articles previously published between 2016 and 2018 in the 

medical magazine Medical Republic. It is just the right size to slip into your briefcase and 

browse through while having a coffee or to sit up in bed with at night. The separate 

chapters are short enough to read through easily and entice you back later for more. The 

stories are always authentic and readable, and at times poignant and confronting. There are 

a few amusing stories as well with some laugh-out-loud moments for the reader. The book 

has a refreshing honesty. It is not treatise of diagnostic triumphs; it also includes situations 

when things didn’t go so well or when diagnoses may have been delayed or overlooked.   

GP’s are in an amazing position to observe what goes on in people’s lives.  There is simply 

no other profession that offers this exquisite vantage point. As GP’s, we are inspired by 

people as they deal with illness. We share their happiness and their sorrows. And yes, we 

share a little of their grief and suffering too. Leon Piterman demonstrates all of this 

beautifully in his book. It celebrates the strength of the human spirit and how serious 

illnesses impact on other members of the family. Tough issues are also included in There’s a 

lot of it going around – sexual abuse, domestic violence, heart-sink patients, mental illness 

and elder abuse. The awkward situation of dealing with unwelcome advances from a patient 

is also discussed.  

Over the years much has been said about the Art and the Science of Medicine. General 

Practice is a specialty where the two can and should work beautifully together. Evidence 

based medicine has been so important in refining our diagnostic processes and treatments 
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but it should not exclude the humanity of being a GP.  Leon Piterman’s reflections and 

stories illustrate this very clearly.  

There’s a lot of it going around is an excellent read. It has something for everyone – medical 

students, doctors in training, practising and aspiring GP’s, and certainly any medical 

specialist who might want to know more about how patients wind up getting referred to 

them in the first place. However, it is a great read for anyone in the community to learn a 

little about what being “just a GP” is all about.  

Dr Andrew Pattison OAM is a St Vincent’s alumnus, a GP in Ivanhoe and a published author.  

 

“You’re Never the Same” by Bill Bateman  

Published by Odyssey Books, 2019 pp276 ISBN 1-92565-262-9 

                               Reviewed by Professor Brendan Crotty 

Readers of Bill Bateman’s first novel, Hard Labour, will be delighted to learn that its 

protagonist, Dr Vince Hanrahan, is still in trouble. 

Thanks to an obstetric complication and a Medical Board-imposed period of provisional 

registration, Vince, previously a high society obstetrician and gynaecologist in Melbourne, is 

working as a general practitioner in Warrnambool under the close supervision of the senior 

practice partner, Shirley Tiang, a Chinese-Malay with a boundless capacity for Sino-Strine 

malapropisms. His practice is also supervised by a Board-appointed psychiatrist and by his 

longstanding adversary, Professor Lachlan McKenzie, an O&G specialist who is relishing his 

opportunity to end Vince’s medical career. 

Life isn’t going too well for Vince away from work. He has separated from his wife and twin 

daughters, who have moved into a mansion in South Yarra with a well-heeled plastic 

surgeon while Vince lives with his dog in a run-down rental house in what is clearly not the 

best part of Warrnambool and gets around in a beat up old Volvo station wagon. His 

daughters are running into trouble at their snobbish Melbourne private school. He is losing 

touch with his own family and he is losing a battle with a well-connected Western district 

grazier for the attentions of a local policewoman. Vince is struggling to stay off the grog and 

despite his efforts as club doctor, the South Warrnambool Snappers football team keeps 

losing.   

Things are about to get quite a bit worse. His brother Joey commits suicide, perhaps related 

to the drought and hard times on the land – or was it because of sexual abuse when he was 

a boarder at St Bernard’s School in Ballarat? Vince runs into more trouble with the Board 

and Prof McKenzie following what could be another serious obstetric complication and then 

a local priest is murdered …… with a most unusual weapon. 
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You’re Never the Same is a page turner with frequent and surprising twists and turns. 

Written with Bill’s characteristic humour, insight, compassion and eye for the absurd, the 

novel is also a tribute to the joys of rural life, particularly in Warrnambool and South-West 

Victoria, and to general practice, warts and all.  

Why did Joey end his life? What really went on at St Bernard’s in the 1980’s? Will Vince be 

allowed to return to obstetric practice in Melbourne? Does he really want to? And who 

killed Monsignor O’Shannessy and why? Crime fiction fans will enjoy the way all the loose 

ends are tied together, in many unexpected ways, and anyone who has worked in the health 

sector will particularly appreciate Bill’s wry wit. It’s a terrific yarn told with great humour.  

Professor Brendan Crotty is a St Vincent’s alumnus, a past Dean of the Clinical School at the 

Austin Hospital and immediate past Executive Dean of the Faculty of Health at Deakin 

University. 

 

“A Passion for Justice. The Life and Times of Forensic Pathologist Vernon 

Plueckhahn” by Kerry Breen 
Published by Australian Scholarly Publishing N Melb 2019 pp258 ISBN 978-1-925801-88-0.      

Reviewed by Margaret Lythgo 

 

Kerry Breen is to be congratulated on this accomplished biography of Dr Vernon Plueckhahn 

who died in July 2019 leaving a very significant legacy to Victoria. Dr Breen was foundation 

head of the St Vincent’s Hospital Gastroenterology Department and past president of St 

Vincent’s Medical Alumni Association.  Other recent publications have been a biography of 

Professor Carl de Gruchy, The Man We Never Knew: Carl de Gruchy, Medical Pioneer [2019]  

and his Memoir of an Accidental Ethicist.                                                                                                                    

 

Plueckhahn, the subject of this biography, was born in 1921 in Carlsruhe, South Australia, 

descendant of Prussian Lutherans who migrated to South Australia in the mid-nineteenth 

century. His family suffered misfortune and he was self-supporting from the age of sixteen. 

While studying part-time for a science degree he worked for five years as a trainee 

laboratory assistant at the South Australian Government Laboratory gaining considerable 

expertise in pathology, bacteriology and blood cross matching.  His duties included bleeding 

draught horses and catching forty to fifty Macaque monkeys twice a day to measure their 

rectal temperatures. 

 

The war intervened before he completed his science degree and he enlisted in the army, 

was appointed pathologist to the hospital ship Wanganella and served in that capacity for 

the following four years. After the war he studied medicine and moved to Melbourne.  A 

mere four years after graduation, at the age of thirty-two, he was offered the position of 
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Director of Pathology at the Geelong hospital, then a small and struggling department. It 

had a unique link to the local coroner’s court in that it was Plueckhahn’s duty to perform all 

of the coronial autopsies. 

 

From this, combined with his passion and curiosity, he became an international authority on 

staphylococcal infection in neonates, the connection between alcohol, driving and 

drowning, the reliability of post-mortem alcohol assays, and forensic medicine. He was one 

of the most respected authorities of his time on forensic evidence in criminal trials and his 

lasting legacy is the establishment of the Victorian Institute of Forensic Medicine.   

Breen is well qualified to write Plueckhahn’s story.  They shared an abiding interest in law 

and ethics in medicine and valued high professional standards.  With Stephen Cordner they 

co-authored Ethics, Law and Medical Practice, an authority for medical students and 

practitioners. 

 

The title of the book is wonderfully apt and lives up to its promise. Plueckhahn indeed had a 

passion for justice.  His research and evidence, often pro bono, was instrumental in 

correcting some of the great injustices of his era.  Among them were the Lindy Chamberlain 

and Leith Ratten verdicts and the Royal Commission into the Voyager disaster. 

 

Breen has also brought to life the times that Plueckhahn lived through, the public hospital 

system, the evolution of hospital departments and the politics often involved.  We are 

reminded that until 1976 consultant doctors were mainly honorary and remember that 

equal pay for women was only introduced in Victoria in 1972.  Pathologists will be 

interested in the history relating to their profession. Plueckhahn was a founding member of 

the Royal College of Pathologists of Australasia and president at a particularly sensitive time 

around the introduction of autoanalysers, with much controversy and politics surrounding 

the question of remuneration. 

 

This is an engaging book, meticulously researched, with footnotes that expand the text.  It is 

the story of a life well lived, the constant themes and the events that gave it its shape. It will 

be of particular interest to those involved in the intersection of law and medicine and in 

criminal law and it will endure as an invaluable historic reference for the Victorian Institute 

of Forensic Medicine. 

 

Dr Margaret Lythgo is a St Vincent’s alumnus, formerly an anaesthetist at St Vincent’s 

Hospital and a past president of the Medico Legal Society of Victoria. 

 

*Our policy is to publish reviews of books written by members of the Alumni Association. 

We can only review books that we know about. So if you know of a book that could be 

reviewed please contact Sue Mabilia (Susan.MABILIA@svha.org.au). 

mailto:Susan.MABILIA@svha.org.au
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From the Archivist  

 
One of the joys of working in the Archives is receiving offers of new material, which could be 

a single document or photograph and, at the other end of the scale, multiple boxes.  

One item recently received is a small writing desk and its contents (a spirit flask and 

tumblers and framed copy of a portrait).    The desk and contents belonged to surgeon John 

Forbes Mackenzie whose association with St Vincent’s began in 1908 and spanned more 

than 40 years.  Denis Clarke described him as a man “of real caritas”.  He was held in such 

regard by his colleagues that they commissioned a portrait in his honour. (The portrait was 

by Max Meldrum and won the prestigious Archibald Prize in 1940). Alumni may be familiar 

with the attached photograph taken at the official opening of the Department of Medicine 

in 1957 featuring an elderly Forbes Mackenzie. He stands second from the left between 

fellow luminaries Sir Hugh Devine and Professor John Hayden. On Hayden’s right are David 

Murray Morton and C. Gordon Shaw. 
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Some of the material of more recent generation received this year include works of staff 

photographer Befekir Kebede, a review into the operation of the Ethos program, 

promotional material re the Caritas Christi redevelopment and the new internal social 

media platform “Workplace Connect”, annual and research reports. 

Material is not unsurprisingly increasingly coming to the Archives in digital form.  Such was 

the case with working files created by Dr Kerry Breen during the course of his work on the 

biography of Carl de Gruchy – a treasure trove of information.   Another large digital 

acquisition consisted of images related to the sterling work of St Vincent’s Civilian Medical 

Team in the Vietnam War.  

However we do continue to receive considerable quantities of legacy hardcopy files and 

objects, particularly when there are major campus changes afoot.   The largest individual 

addition to the collection this year was 69 boxes transferred from St George’s Hospital.     

This included summary inpatient and operation registers going back to the 1920s, as well as 

board minutes, property management files, and other corporate records.  We also received 

multiple boxes from Caritas Christi Hospice including photograph albums, executive minutes 

and Caritas newsletters. 

The Archives has another big year ahead with our relocation from the Aikenhead Wing 

confirmed to occur by October.    For enquiries re the collection and our services please 

contact us on ph. (03) 9231 3040 or email Barbara.Cytowicz@svha.org.au . 

 

News from St Vincent’s Hospital  

 
For up-to-date hospital news please go to the St Vincent’s website 
https://www.svhm.org.au/.  
 

PS If you have read this far, please don’t forget to send this newsletter to a colleague and 

tell that person about free membership of the Association as well as about our website 

(http://stvincentsmedicalalumni.org.au/wp/ ). 
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