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his narrow failure to be elected Chancellor in opposition to Oliver Gillard in 1978 was

the result of machinations among influential Freemasons: at the time, he explained the
result by quipping that 'a piece of masonry fell on me'.

But, at this stage of my search for him, my sense is of a man who was emotionally
scarred and, until his late 50s, often unhappy. He compensated for his inability to
express and receive intimacy by prodigious work, by conversation which invariably
focussed on the external, and by making people laugh. His jocularity may well have
been a defensive strategy learnt early in life. Like many successful men - and not just
in those days - he compartmentalised his life, only very rarely making himself
vulnerable by exposing his inner demons to friends.

His family had taught him more than the virtues of hard work; the large dinner
table was also the place to practice 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. Moreover, he was certain that his older brother Reg was, as he put it, his
'mother's little darling'. Indeed, his sister Biddy's first memory ofhim is ofhim taunting
his mother that she was forcing him from the weekly bath so that Reg could have the
rest of the hot water (she recalls, too, a naked Roy leaping through the window and
running for dear life). This sibling rivalry was to find its ultimate expression in a decade
of animosity during the long battle over the dismissal of Sydney Sparkes Orr. Only
late in life were they reconciled. They are buried alongside each other in Ulverstone
cemetery so that, quipped a relative, they can keep arguing.

Wright's self-imposed exile across Bass Strait in 1925 distanced him from the
presence of a mother of whom he was immensely fond. Similarly, he was particularly
attached to his sisters, particularly Dora, who went to live in the United States after her
marriage to his college friend Leslie Osborn. Her return on holiday in 1953 was evidently
a time of delight, but one of the four sisters was missing from the reunion (see Figure
6). In the late 1920s, after the death of their parents, Phyllis had suffered what we
would today term a nervous breakdown; she fled Tasmania on a ship bound for England
but, on the urging of his family, Roy, who was still a student, intercepted her at
Melbourne and took the steps to have her institutionalised. When asked about her, in
1988, he passed quickly over this tragedy by referring to her as a schizophrenic, and
we cannot know whether this desperately sad story has some relationship to his later
interest in psychology or the difficulties he had in confronting emotional demands.

Certainly, the most controversial and intractable dimension ofWright's personality
concerns his attitudes to women and to sexuality. Soon after young Roy arrived at
Queen's in 1925, his penchant for jokes about reproduction began to attract criticism.
In August 1926, Roy - by now universally known as "Pansy" - told one such joke as
he attempted to win votes in the University's 'ugly man' competition, attracting the
barbed remark of the Farrago editor that:
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His subsequent remarks made us wish that the Medical School would

rid themselves of the delusion that the rest of the University think
maternity is a screamingly funny joke' .31

Wright's legendary status as a ribald jokerhas meant that some of the stories ascribed
to him are almost certainly apocryphal. It is true, however, that many of his most
remembered quips concerned reproductive organs. Sometimes these were quick and
acerbic, as when conducting a clinic on venereal diseases: when his young patient
infonned him that he must have caught his infection from a toilet seat, Wright is said
to have retorted 'That's a strange place to make love!'. At 'other times his repartee was
quick but suggestive of his discomfort ·about reproduction in particular: when asked
during a debate in the mid-1960s whether a suitable University response to the miniskirt
craze would be a code of dress for women, he demurred but confessed that 'every time
I tum around from the blackboard I get the feeling I've just been born'. Occasionally,
too, the hilarity men found in his rasping jocularity must have been lost on the butt of
his jokes. On one occasion he asked a female student in a lecture 'Which part of the
male body swells to ten times in normal size when aroused?'. When the desperately
embarrassed young woman finally blurted out 'The penis, Professor', he shook his
head and turned to the rest of the theatre. Finally, a male student offered the pupil as
the answer; 'Correct', replied Wright, then, turning to the red-faced woman, 'and you're
going to be very disappointed on your wedding night'.

Through the 1950s Wright was the preferred after-dinner speaker at medical student
dinners. An ability to 'tell a good story' was admired in male medical circles, and
"Pansy" was unsurpassed. A feminist perspective would suggest that his love of ribaldry
legitimised a set of assumptions about women that continues to be manifested in
hospitals and the distinctively masculinist structures of institutionalised medicine.32

And yet, to a person, his women colleagues - who comprised a remarkably high
proportion of the staffofhis Department - are indignant at the suggestion that he was
ever anything other than fair, courteous and supportive. He was an active supporter of
campaigns for child-care facilities on campus, as he was of colleagues who wished to
broaden the Medicine curriculum by including material on human sexuality.33

Like his male colleagues, the women Wright worked with recall him in tenns of
unreserved affection and respect. None of them, however, would claim that they were
his confidantes. Early in his life, Wright had learned the lesson of toughing things out,
of responding to the absence of the women he loved by knuckling down to hard work
and by sporadic, intent drinking. However, the walls which he had erected between
work and home after his marriage to Judy in 1935 came tumbling down twenty years
later when Meriel Wilmot, the love of his life whom he had met in 1941, departed for
England. Though he managed to restore this relationship by taking leave to follow
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Meriel to London, his inability to communicate with his family on his return was to

cause prolonged pain. His children - young Judy and Doug - had never understood
how their parents could have left them behind, in separate states, when they went to
England in 1937 (see Figure 7). Now their father's latest trip to London was to be the
end of their family life fo:r; on his return, he was simply unable to explain to his wife or
children that he was not coming back to the house.

The decade after 1954 was the most difficult time of Wright's life, when he lived
through a protracted and contested divorce aggravated by a continuing inability to
reconcile his behaviour to those closest to him. His unhappiness was reflected perhaps
in virtual chain-smoking ofhis companionable 'Craven A's' and drinking, as one close
friend puts it, at 'Gargantuan' levels: of '3d light, 4d dark' at Jimmy Watson's, with
whisky and brandy in the evening. By the early 1960s, Wright was a larger-than-life,
but occasionally dishevelled, figure on campus. Only from 1964, after his marriage to
Meriel, could it be said that he had found stability and contentment in his private life,
and he began to take greater care of his body (see Figure 8).

There are, of course, particular difficulties in writing of the 'private life' and
motivations of any individual, particular when, as in Wright's case, he very rarely
spoke openly about his insecurities and anxieties. It is tempting, for example, to link
the great crisis in his marriage with his reaction to the news that Sydney Sparkes Orr
- whom he had known and not much liked during Orr's time at Melbourne - had
been dismissed by the University ofTasmania. Juxtapositions which may be suggestive
can degenerate into glibness if forced into causality. 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.
In approach it is an essay which is influenced by several recent studies distinguished
by their alertness to particularities of the biographical encounter. Among them are
Janet Malcolm's intriguing discussion ofSylvia Plath and Ted Hughes, Richard Holmes'
wanderings with Robert Louis Stevenson, Mary Wollstonecraft and others, and several
biographies, such as David Marr on Patrick White and Andrew Motion on Philip
Larkin.34

This biography will inevitably also draw, for comparative purposes, upon
biographies of particular medical figures. Richard Lovell's biography of Lord Moran
was able to draw on more extensive personal papers than the biographer of Wright,
important as are the Wright papers in the University of Melbourne Archives. Unlike
Christopher Sexton's study of Sir Macfarlane Burnet, it cannot rely directly on
interviews with the subject, though there are valuable records of interviews made by
others. However, whatever their strengths, both biographies are limited by being
essentially detailed narratives ofpublic achievements. In contrast, Michael Bliss's study
of the Canadian Nobel-prize winner, Frederick Banting, one of the inventors of insulin,
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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 mode1.35

This is a biography will will seek to facilitate an understanding of the outstanding
figure in a medical school which produced some 5,000 doctors during his teaching
life, people who still dominate the profession in Victoria and Tasmania. It will enable
these people to understand their own professional socialisation within a wider context.
It will also seek to make the significance of world-class scientific research accessible
to a wider readership, while linking Wright's scientific discourse to the history of
citizenship, civil liberties and education. Finally, it will show the value of a biographical
approach linking private and public life in a way which helps to understand a
controversial, brilliant man, one of the most remarkable Australians of this century.

Above all I want it to follow the injunction "Pansy" issued to new university
students at Orientation Week in 1957: 'Whatever you do, whether you do it well or do
it badly, do it brilliantly. Avoid mediocrity on all accounts'.
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Figures 1 and 2 are reproduced with the permission ofWright's sister,
Mrs May (Biddy") Crisp; figure 3 is from Don Watson, Brian Fitzpatrick: A
Radical Life, Sydney, 1979, p. 18; figures 4, 6 and 7 are reproduced with the
permission o/Wright's daughter, Ms Judy Brady; figures 5 and 8 with the
permission 0/Mrs Meriel Wilmot-Wright.
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