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The value of 
opportunity
History of the Peter MacCallum Cancer Institute
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 ‘tHE WAY we think socially is so much 
about choice: “I have a right to ... go 
here, go there, study, not study”, but 
when this disease comes ...’

‘This disease’ is cancer and 
60 years ago surgery and radiation were the only 
treatment choices available. Both were radical, 
potentially dangerous and painful. At the time, 
infectious diseases were reducing in virulence and 
frequency, and people were becoming healthier 
so living longer. This provided an opportunity 
for cell-based diseases like cancer to materialise 
more frequently. Cancer was becoming the new 
scourge and the medical and scientifi c world had 
no choice but to tackle full-on ‘the big C’, as it was 
fearfully known.

In Australia, there was the Government’s 
Cancer Advisory Committee of 1928; 10 annual 
Cancer Conferences during the 1930s; cancer 
research was underway in Victoria at the Baker 
Institute, Walter and Eliza Hall Institute and The 
University of Melbourne; and the establishment 
of the Anti-Cancer Council of Victoria in 1935. This 
was a solid cancer campaign, but was it durable 
and was it making inroads? 

In 1943, visiting UK doctors Edith and Ralston 
Paterson, the doyens of cancer research 
and medicine, were invited by the Victorian 
Government to study the way cancer was 
managed in that State. They advocated ‘a single 
central institute’ for as much radiotherapy 
and surgery as possible, with a department 
dedicated to research. Victoria accepted these 
expert recommendations gratefully and six years 
later in 1949, Dr Peter MacCallum, a leading 
Victorian pathologist with a keen interest in 
cancer, opened Australia’s fi rst dedicated cancer 
institute in central Melbourne. His ethos was: 
‘Nothing but the best is good enough for cancer’. 
He knew there was no choice if cancer was to 
be beaten. A dedicated specialist hospital with 
a substantial concentration of cancer patients 
would provide medical, surgical and nursing staff  
opportunities to develop untold expertise, while 
the opportunities for scientists with large patient 
cohorts, samples and data would ensure the 
most comprehensive and signifi cant research.

‘It was the fi rst time I realised that physical 
space was not so important as the intellectual 
capital that was inside the physical space.’

Medical physics, the application of radioactive 
substances, was soon joined by the biological 
sciences with the opening at Peter Mac of the 
fi rst Radiobiological Research Unit in Australia. 
The advent of chemotherapeutic drugs in the 
late 1950s and the blossoming of the Peter 

Mac biological research laboratories during the 
1960s and 1970s led scientists and doctors to 
believe ‘tissue was the issue’, not whole tumours. 
Eventually the very heart and soul of cancerous 
cells became the focus as cancer genomics 
and genetics programs evolved to understand 
and then to predict and control the origins, 
mechanisms and behaviours of maverick cells.

Treatment opportunities at the Peter Mac 
still include radiotherapy and surgery, but 
nowadays with 3D images showing real-time 
metabolic activity, and in Australia’s fi nest 
21st century laparoscopic theatre. Targeted 
therapeutic drugs, with or without radiation, 
will eventually enable genetic and metabolic 
manipulation. The goal is opportunistic drugs 
that accommodate an individual patient’s 
biological and genetic make-up.

Maybe it was inevitable that a missionary zeal 
would permeate the Peter Mac when there was 
only cancer and its manifestations to focus on. 
The opportunities to be found in a dedicated 
specialist hospital have been pursued with wide-
ranging creativity, far-reaching collaborations 
and through an ‘osmosis of ideas’ between 
researchers and medical staff , providing the ‘best’ 
that Dr Peter MacCallum wanted 60 years ago. 

Today there are opportunities for treatment 
and care that we couldn't have dreamt about not 
so long ago, but those working at the Peter Mac 
don’t want any choice at all – ‘part of our job is to 
make ourselves obsolete and no one would be 
more delighted than us if that could happen.’

Our History, published in April 2009, provides 
a snapshot of Melbourne’s Peter MacCallum 
Cancer Institute’s fi rst 60 years based on 
oral history interviews and an extensive 
photographic archive. For a copy of Our History 
or more information, contact Anne Rahilly at 
anne.rahilly@petermac.org.James Farrell is the longest standing patient at 

Peter Mac, fi rst presenting with lip and neck cancer 
in the 1950s. He is reading the 60th anniversary 

history with the Peter Mac’s youngest patient.


