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FOUR CAREERS (2012)

In 2012, aged 77, I was invited to address the Probus Club of Roseville in Sydney, 
which met weekly in the Killara Bowling Club (of which I was then patron). I was 
invited to make a retrospective speech about my four careers. 

This is a great room, in a wonderful club, and it is always a pleasure to be here. 
So many friends are here. Peter Wilkinson has been a good friend since Rotary 
days, and many in this room are good friends from lawn bowls here.

But enough of the bowls and this club. Let us consider four careers. 

They represent a lack of ability to stick at any one and make it last. And retirement 
seems to have failed too. Each career lasted about 15 to 20 years. First, there was 
medicine where there were fine people. That career started at the old Royal 
North Shore Hospital (which was a great place in former days), continued 
overseas (in Birmingham, London and Nashville) and ended with a consultant 
medical practice.

First at Royal North Shore. That went from 1956 for almost 20 years as, 
progressively, medical student, intern, senior resident, medical registrar, 
research fellow, honorary assistant physician, clinical lecturer in medicine and 
lecturer in physiology at the University of Sydney.

When we passed the final exams, we had a cocktail party and the senior 
physician composed a verse with every name in it. What an achievement to do 
that on the very day the results appeared.

The examination for a specialist qualification was very frightening. 
The examiners decided to cut this young upstart down to size by giving him 
a very difficult, long case to work out. What they had not considered was that 
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by getting the long case right, they then had to pass the upstart. But they did 
make the candidate do a final viva with them all in robes and floppy hats and 
sitting around a long table.

Overseas there was a wonderful gastroenterology in Birmingham, London and 
in Nashville, so it was possible to return with more specialised knowledge than 
before. And our time in these foreign countries coincided with momentous 
times.

In England, Beyond the Fringe was poking fun at one and all. John Cleese, Marty 
Feldman, Michael Palin were just emerging. It was a very cold winter night 
and Jenny came away from Beyond the Fringe laughing until she cried. And her 
tears froze in the cold London air. If you saw this show, you will know just how 
funny it was.

Richard Neville and his friends had just been put in prison for showing 
Paddington Bear with an erection. People were very hung up about such things 
at that time. We had the sight of many nude men and women in the forecourt 
of the Opera House just last week and nobody expressed any outrage or horror.

A young musical group called the Beatles was just emerging from Liverpool.

The Profumo affair was keeping us all agog as detail after detail was revealed in 
Parliament. Years later, we met one of the involved people, Koo Stark, and she 
was attractive and interesting and fascinating. It was easy to see how great men 
strayed to her.

In Tennessee we were there just after official segregation ended. There were 
double lavatories in the hospital—mute evidence of the segregation era. It was 
the year that the film Mississippi Burning records so vividly.

You remember: the year that three civil rights workers were buried in a dam 
wall after they were murdered. It was a time when African Americans did not 
have to travel in the back of buses any more, and when they were allowed to 
swim in municipal pools for the first time in some parts of the South.

At football games, people—other than the very progressive department of 
medicine—had their hands on their heart as the band played Dixie. Few of 
the members of the department of medicine had Southern sympathies. A mid-
western friend had to tell her disbelieving Southern high school history class 
that the South had lost the Civil War. A professor’s wife told me that ‘if a nigra 
sits down next to me in church I will leave’. Naively, I asked ‘What would 
Christ have done?’ She answered, ‘What has that got to do with it?’ She won 
that argument.
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John Kennedy had just been assassinated. We were in London when it happened 
and they called off the seminar put down for that evening. Our dinner companion, 
a coloured physician from the West Indies, said only: ‘I hope it was not a black 
man.’ Two days later at a rugby international at Cardiff Arms Park, the Welsh 
team wore black armbands for John Kennedy, the president of another country.

Some Southerners were happy that John Kennedy had been killed and that was 
hard to live with. The Kennedys helped define the generation for many like us.

You will remember that Bobby Kennedy was assassinated, too, on the West 
Coast while he was running for president. Later still, we saw footage of Robert 
Kennedy’s body being brought back across the United States from California 
to Massachusetts, by train. Ordinary men and women, family groups, were 
standing along the rail line with their hats off and their heads bowed—family 
tributes from middle America for a dead politician.

We drove through Mississippi one time on our way to New Orleans and asked 
a state patrolman how long it would take to reach the state border. He answered 
that it depended on where we were going and why we were in Mississippi! 
We told him quickly that we were passing through and then he helped us.

Our very Southern ‘patron’ had us for a mandatory dinner before we departed. 
His equally Southern daughter Cornelia (a daughter of the American Revolution) 
said to me words like: ‘Doctor Baume, do you not agree that races develop 
at different rates, and this is the time of the northern Europeans?’ The response 
was along the lines of ‘being Jewish, I have never subscribed to the theory of 
Aryan superiority’. She blushed deeply and extensively—she was wearing a 
strapless dress—and the evening was somewhat even more strained than it was 
always going to be.

There was a period in private medical practice as a consulting physician. 
That was a good time except that the pressure was unremitting and the busyness 
extraordinary. The patients were delightful.

Then into politics. 

That was accidental in that the ‘godfather’ in New South Wales convinced me to 
stand. Actually, the last seat to be determined was the final Senate seat in New 
South Wales. It took 35 days. By the way, that length of time is not all bad—
fairness of the result was improved by the slowness.

We were at a private dinner when my beloved mother-in-law phoned to tell 
me that the election was all over and that the final seat had been decided. 
The  Liberal Party never told me. When we got home from dinner, Jenny 
insisted that we phone the hostess to tell her what the telephone call had been 
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about. She happened to be the daughter of a senior senator and would not have 
forgiven me had the call not been made. Another senior senator asked me to see 
him before the election. He said: ‘Your job is to introduce people, move votes 
of thanks if asked to, and otherwise be quiet. Now, how do you take your tea?’

Canberra was something else again. There are skills associated with political life 
and it was necessary to learn these. The then prime minister had been unwell 
the year before and his eventual transfer to the correct specialist had involved 
me. So, in Canberra, there was at least one government person known to me. 
But there was advantage to the system to have another tame doctor in the house. 
So free medical practice continued—in a fashion.

Some stories might interest some of you.

The mail was delivered every hour and the attendant who delivered it, hour after 
hour, was clearly hypothyroid. It was also clear that his own doctor had missed 
the diagnosis (which is very easy to happen). So the problem was: what to do? 
Eventually he was asked to have a blood test, which confirmed the diagnosis 
and a letter was then written to his local doctor (who must have hated me for 
that letter). No response was ever received but the attendant clearly had been 
treated by the local doctor.

One night the chief attendant’s wife, who also worked in Parliament, saw me 
with a corneal ulcer. A local ophthalmologist saw her that evening, and all 
was well.

It was not only politicians you looked after. There are about 3,000 people 
in Parliament House each sitting day. Various people had various medical 
emergencies but mostly it was routine stuff: people forgot their medicines, girls 
wanted the contraceptive pill, and some politicians wanted a close watch kept 
on conditions that they did not want their colleagues to know about. So Labor 
politicians came to me. Liberal politicians went to a Labor doctor. There is an 
old political aphorism that states that your opponents in Parliament are the 
people on the other side, whereas your enemies are often those sitting behind, 
and around, you. 

There is another story that might interest you. One night Neal Blewett, then 
a political opponent and minister for health, phoned and asked me around for 
‘a  cup of tea and a talk’. He wanted to talk about the emerging epidemic of 
HIV/AIDS in Australia. He wanted to introduce a brave policy on this disease. 
Any action had to be bipartisan and free of party politics, if it was to go ahead. 

He promised to deliver the Labor Party if I could deliver my parties. It was 
possible to deliver the Liberal and National parties—we had plenty of other 
things to attack the Government on—and he did deliver the Labor Party. So the 
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Bill went through in a bipartisan fashion and the Australian approach to HIV/
AIDS became the envy of the world, and many lives were lengthened. As part 
of that package, we had a Parliamentary Liaison Group on AIDS, which allowed 
those who needed to froth at the mouth to do so. During that period there was 
also time as whip and as a minister for four portfolios.

But those of you who speak Latin will know the phrase: ‘Sic transit gloria mundi.’

In 1987 it was necessary to resign from the Opposition front bench on a matter of 
principle. The resignation was to allow me to support a Bill for equal employment 
opportunity for women in some Commonwealth authorities. The  story is as 
follows: about two years earlier, with the authority of the joint opposition 
parties, I had called for exactly the Bill that emerged in 1987. But the balance of 
power in the Opposition had altered in the two years. John Howard was under 
attack from the ‘Joh for prime minister’ people and the National Party was being 
urged to cut its ties with the Liberals and a conservative tide was waxing. John 
Howard was desperate, but he chose support for the National Party over support 
for me. Resignation was honourable and inevitable and painful. That Bill for 
equal opportunity needed enthusiastic and vigorous support then and always. 
It needed my support—and it got it. Resignation was also 48 hours before my 
preselection was due. A colleague and friend in New South Wales was told 
what had happened and said simply: ‘damage control starts now.’ When the 
particular Bill came to a vote, eight Liberal senators (out of 32) crossed the floor 
to support that Bill.

So much for the official party position. Another story about that. Reg Withers 
called me in one day and asked what was going to happen with the vote. 
I assured him that I would speak and vote for the Bill. He said simply ‘you will 
not be alone’. The press got wind of it all and went to see Withers, who said 
disingenuously, ‘I would rather be stupidly consistent than consistently stupid’. 
That episode is not even a footnote to history now. But at the time it was very 
public, very painful and very significant for us.

The third career was as professor of community medicine at the University of 
New South Wales. That only lasted 10 years because retirement was called for at 
the age of 65. Teaching young medical students—they were bright as buttons. 
During that time there were a lot of inquiries for the Government, and  all 
proceeds, then about a third of a million dollars, went as a gift to my school for 
physical improvements.
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The inquiries included a reform of the drug licensing system in Australia, all 
of which was accepted. Interestingly, there had been seven previous inquiries 
with very similar recommendations, none of which had ever been implemented. 
So the question—a political question—became: ‘why has that been so?’ It was 
the correct answer to that question that allowed change to occur.

A former rugby international was then appointed. He explained his remit 
as being ‘to implement Baume’. There were other inquiries—into disability 
employment, into veterans’ compensation, and into the surgical workforce. 
The last inquiry almost led to lynching, and popularity was not high with other 
inquiries. For example, a note from Bruce Ruxton after the veterans’ inquiry 
said words like ‘you called your report “A Fair Go”. How could you? I shall 
not forget.’

In the surgical workforce inquiry the figures used were derived from those 
given by the College of Surgeons to the minister for health just a year before. 
The college criticised me, inter alia, saying these figures were wrong! When it 
was pointed out to the college that not many women were applying to become 
surgeons, the college replied that it was not its fault that women did not want 
to join them.

Four former students, all surgeons, came to our home to set me right. They told 
me that things were awful and then told me that nothing must change. Jenny 
listened in covertly to that exchange and could not believe what she had heard.

During the time at the University of New South Wales, The Australian National 
University appointed me Chancellor. A fourth career.

The employing university was not sure how to deal with this appointment, 
but when it was made clear that the appointment to The Australian National 
University would go ahead regardless, the employing university gave way. 
It was the best job we ever had. And it was possible to meet some great people, 
like Desmond Tutu, Nelson Mandela and the Dalai Lama.

The chancellorship lasted 11 years (the longest tenure ever at that university) 
and came to an end in 2006 only when my hearing worsened more and more. 
The greatest day ever was giving an honorary degree to Nelson Mandela. 
There  were workmen on a building next door cheering. There were crowd-
control barriers. There were police and press. There were drummers playing 
African drums to welcome him. Everyone was smiling and happy. And Nelson 
Mandela was wonderful. Invictus, indeed! Did you know that when he left 
Robben Island, some of the guards were in tears? 
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Nelson Mandela’s feet had been so badly beaten by bastinado that he could not 
process and was brought in by a short route by the pro-chancellor. Jenny sat next 
to your former local member who was then high commissioner to South Africa. 
He leaned over to Jenny and told her ‘you are in the presence of greatness’. 
The Woden Youth Choir sang N’kosi Sikelele Afrika so well (in three languages) 
that Mandela shook every one of them by the hand after the event. He signed 
a wall and perspex has been placed over that signature.

Now for retirement. And family. And bowls here. But that, Mr President, 
is a story for another time.
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