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Growing up in a 1950s Brisbane outer suburb had its moments but, 
as a sixteen year old, there did seem to be at least the possibility of 
more challenging alternatives! I read constantly: Hemingway, Sartre, 
Steinbeck, Dostoyevsky, Zola, Camus, Huxley - Aldous the novelist - not 
his elder brother Julian, the scientist and later UNESCO head.  Books 
are transforming. Reading After Many a Summer Dies the Swan, Eyeless 
in Gaza and Brave New World put me in touch with ideas that Aldous 
presumably drew from his experience as a member of England’s great 
scientific/humanist family including his grandfather Thomas Henry 
Huxley, defender of ‘The Origin of the Species’ and pioneer marine 
biologist.

Books, and the classical music my mother played constantly as part 
of her escape into technique and beauty, should have taught me that 
there is a more sophisticated culture that is accessible to anyone who 
cares to make the effort but, at sixteen, I didn’t fully understand how to 
reach for that.  My parents left school at age fifteen, and about the only 
people I knew who had any higher education were my secondary school 
teachers, the local doctors and dentist. I reckoned I needed a decent 
job and, though I knew I could write reasonably well, that seemed too 
risky. Also, my interest in biological research had been piqued, first by 
Aldous Huxley, then by my much older cousin, Ralph Doherty, the co-
discoverer of the Ross River virus, who had a distinguished research 
career in viral epidemiology, becoming Director of the Queensland 
Institute of Medical Research and ending his career as medical Dean, 
then Pro-Vice Chancellor at the University of Queensland. 

Being totally naïve and with the minimal empathy that afflicts many 
adolescent males, I reckoned that I did not want to be a medical doctor. 
The thought of spending my life around sick people had no appeal! Of 
course, I now realise that is also true for many medical professionals: I 
could have been a pathologist or an orthopedic surgeon! So, wanting 
to work on infectious disease, I chose veterinary science, though with 
the idea of doing research on food-producing animals rather than 
being on the “caring” side of dog and cat medicine. Greater sympathy 
comes with age and, looking back, I have the sense that life as a medical 
cardiologist or neurologist could well have been fulfilling. Would I have 
ever done anything substantial in science? Who knows, we can only 
explore one possibility at a time! 

I spent nine years working as a veterinary researcher, first in Brisbane 
and later at the Moredun Institute in Edinburgh. There I completed 
a research PhD, the scientific “ticket,” working on a viral meningo-
encephalitis of sheep, and also became a competent neuropathologist. 
My scientific “home” was the British Neuropathology Society, and the 
first international scientific meeting I attended was on neuropathology, 
in Paris. A clear recollection is of the conference dinner in La 
Conciergerie, the forbidding stone palace that housed many “guests” 
of the revolution (including Marie Antoinette) before their terminal 
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“date’ with Madame La Guillotine. By the time of that evening in 1970, 
though, I’d escaped from the narrowness and parochialism of 1950’s 
Australia. Returning from the USA to Melbourne in 2002, I sometimes 
had the sense that John Howard was intent on taking us right back 
there! 

The price of liberty is eternal vigilance, and that’s as true in 
contemporary Australia as it has ever been anywhere!  Some doctors 
have always taken on the role of guardians of the public good. The 
Australian Greens’ leader Bob Brown was, for example, a medical 
practitioner.  For $10 you can be a student member of Doctors for the 
Environment, Australia. You may have missed it if you read only the 
Murdoch press, but the first eight months of 2010 rank with 1998 as 
the hottest globally on record.

In the late 1960’s, my Edinburgh research colleague, Hugh Reid and 
I made some novel observations on plasmablast localisation and 
antibody production in the brains of the infected sheep we were 
studying. That boosted an interest in immunity I had contracted from 
one of my university teachers, the eminent parasitologist J.F.A. Sprent, 
and from reading books by Macfarlane Burnet, the iconic Melbourne 
medical scientist who shared the 1960 Nobel Prize with Peter Medawar 
for defining the concept of immunological tolerance.

Due to return to Australia to take a senior position working on virus 
pathogenesis in the CSIRO Division of Animal Health Laboratories in 
Parkville, Melbourne, I went to a meeting of the Metchnikoff Club, an 
Edinburgh immunology discussion group, and heard the London cancer 
researcher, Mel Greaves, talk about his interest in T cell mediated 
immunity.  Fascinated, though knowing little about it, I wrote to my 
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Prof. Peter Doherty won the Nobel Prize in Medicine in 1996 with 
his colleague Rolf Zinkernagel for the discovery of the interaction 
between T cells and the major histocompatibility complex (MHC). 
He was named Australian of the Year in 1997. He continues to make 
major contributions to immunology research, specifically in the 
area of influenza. The editors of the AMSJ asked Prof. Doherty to 
share some of the details of his journey leading up to his renowned 
immunological discoveries.
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Back in 1974, Zinkernagel and I became well known overnight in the 
field of immunology and, apart from being an advocate for public 
education and evidence based reality and publishing a couple of “lay” 
books on science, that’s been my professional path for the past 35 
years. Rolf recently retired after a distinguished career and I’m still 
working, on influenza, and writing another book. If you’re interested, 
you can read about how it all played out in my autobiography [1] 
and 1996 Nobel Lecture on the Nobel e-Museum Website, [2] in The 
Beginner’s Guide to Winning the Nobel Prize [3] and in Challenged by 
Complexity: My 20th century in immunology. [4] 

The most important point I’d make to you as medical students is: keep 
your mind open to new ideas and novel possibilities. Have the courage 
to follow the main chance! We make career decisions very early, but 
we can only hope that we will continue to mature and change. Maybe 
it will suit you to follow a well-trodden path, and there are many fine 
paths in the medical tradition. Maybe you will find another passion. Life 
is an adventure though, as that great Australian Malcolm Fraser once 
remarked: “Life isn’t meant to be easy.” Those who deny that reality 
are likely to end up being relaxed, comfortable, dull and indifferent to 
the suffering of others. But then you’re medical students and, even if 
you don’t know it yet, you’ve already rejected that kind of minimal, 
self-obsessed existence.

future boss at the CSIRO, Eric French, and suggested that I should 
maybe take another year or two to learn about cellular immunity. I had 
been talking earlier to Cedric Mims, then the doyen of those interested 
in viral pathogenesis, and he’d told me a little about the T cell work 
that was in progress in the John Curtin School of Medical Research 
at the Australian National University.  Eric agreed that I should go to 
the ANU for a while, and the JCSMR Microbiology Department Head, 
Gordon Ada, organised a two-year postdoctoral fellowship for me to 
work with Cedric. By the time I got there, Mims had accepted the 
Chair of Microbiology at London’s Guy’s Hospital Medical School and I 
essentially inherited his laboratory.

In Canberra, I stopped being a veterinary researcher and became an 
MD, a mouse doctor. That’s where I teamed up with Rolf Zinkernagel, 
a Basel medical graduate, and we made the discovery that was to 
earn us the Nobel Prize some 23 years later. I’m the first person with 
a veterinary training to have enjoyed that distinction. Journalists 
sometimes ask, “Did you start out with the idea of winning a Nobel 
Prize?” The obvious reply has to be, “I would need to have been pretty 
stupid to train as a vet if that’s where I thought I was heading!” In fact, 
those who set out to win a Nobel often end up being more than a little 
mad! Since 1901, fewer than 200 people have been awarded the Nobel 
Prize for Physiology or Medicine. Even for great scientists, the odds are 
pretty low and many miss out, including several prominent Australians. 
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