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My family emigrated to Australia from Holland after World War II, 
ostensibly to provide a better future for my five siblings and myself. 
We settled in Corrimal, one of the northern suburbs of Wollongong, 
primarily because of its proximity to the steel works in neighbouring 
Port Kembla, which was the employment Mecca for migrant workers.  

My primary school education was by the Sisters of Joseph - the order 
founded by St. Mary McKillop. The Sisters encouraged excellence in 
scholarship and conducted special sessions on Saturday mornings 
to prepare selected students for bursary examinations. I was one of 
those selected and won a bursary to attend Holy Cross College in Ryde, 
Sydney as a boarder. 

On attaining the Leaving Certificate in 1959 I was awarded a 
Commonwealth Scholarship - the brainchild and legacy of Prime 
Minister Robert Menzies. I studied Medicine at Sydney University and 
graduated MBBS in 1966. 

My formative years were spent at Sydney Hospital, the first and oldest 
hospital in Australia known as the Rum Hospital, notorious for being 
funded by the proceeds of the early colony’s illegal trade in spirits. My 
tenure as a medical registrar at Sydney Hospital was supported by a 
scholarship endowed by the Penfold family of Penfold wine fame, a 
fitting endowment for the Rum Hospital! I became a Member of the 
Royal Australasian College of Physicians by examination in 1969 and 
decided on advice from my mentor Dr. Allan McGuinness, Senior 
Physician at Sydney Hospital, to pursue a career in Haematology under 
the guidance of Professor Barry Firkin at the Clinical Research Unit at 
Royal Prince Alfred Hospital.

In the interim, Firkin moved to the Alfred Hospital in Melbourne as the 
Professor of Medicine at Monash Medical School. So newly married 
I moved to Melbourne to take up a position of Research Fellow in 
Clinical Haematology, a position made possible by a scholarship from 
the Alfred Hospital Research Fund. 

Whilst at the Alfred I met Dr. J B Wyngaarden, Chair of Medicine at 
Duke University in Durham, North Carolina, who came to the Alfred 
as Visiting Professor. He strongly advised me to take time out from the 
treadmill of vocational training and spend time in a research laboratory 
acquiring new skills. He recommended that I work with William (Bill) N 
Kelley who was at Duke and widely known for describing with others 
the inborn error of metabolism of the Lesch-Nyhan Syndrome, namely 
a deficiency of an enzyme of the purine salvage pathway - HGPRT.

Once again, I was fortunate to be awarded the Merck Sharp and 
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Dohme International Fellowship in Clinical Pharmacology, the second 
Australian to be the recipient of this prestigious scholarship. So with 
my wife Merle and newly born son Damien we moved to Durham, 
NC, to  join Bill Kelley in the Department of  Rheumatic and Genetic 
Diseases. It was like joining the United Nations with research fellows 
from all over the United States along with fellows from Canada, 
Mexico and Germany, all busily researching the basic biochemistry 
(enzyme purification and characterisation) of purine and pyrimidine 
metabolism. 

It was to be a most engaging, enjoyable and productive period in my 
career and encapsulated Wyngaarden’s advice to: “Do something 
outside clinical medicine and enjoy a time that will not come your 
way as you ascend the ladder of clinical or academic medicine.” This 
period of my career culminated in describing along with others the 
deficiency of the purine enzyme adenosine deaminase in patients with 
Severe Combined Immunodeficiency, delineated the heterogeneity of 
this enzyme in human tissue and why its deficiency results in such a 
profound disorder of immune function. This work was made possible 
by a scholarship from the National Science Foundation (US). 

During this exciting time I was offered positions at the National Institute 
of Health (Bethesda, Maryland) and at the University of Michigan, Ann 
Arbor, but I came back to Australia on another scholarship as a National 
Health and Medical Research Fellow at Monash University Department 
of Medicine at the Alfred Hospital. From that base I became the Director 
of Investigative Medicine at the Alfred, a Professor of Haematology at 
Monash and a senior attending Physician at the Alfred.

My research during this period was recognised by award of the Susman 
Prize of the Royal Australasian College of Physicians. 

Dr. Martin Van Der Weyden
Editor, Medical Journal of Australia

Dr. Martin Van Der Weyden

Martin Van Der Weyden has been the editor of the Medical Journal 
of Australia (MJA) for the past fifteen years. Over this time, he has 
earned a reputation as a passionate, quirky, and often controversial 
figure. His influence has most definitely been a transformational 
one, taking the MJA from near irrelevance (once irreverently 
nicknamed the ‘Blue Comic’) to being one of the top 20 general 
medical journals in the world and a key driver of change here in 
Australia. 

As we go to print, Dr Van Der Weyden is preparing to retire from his 
position as Editor, which will mark the end of an era in Australian 
medical publishing. The editors of the AMSJ invited him to share 
some of his life story and reflections at this fitting juncture. What 
follows is a short account of the making of one of Australia’s most 
interesting medical personalities.
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But what do I make of all this? Be prepared to spend time away from 
clinical medicine, pursue both science and clinical studies as each 
informs the other. Be prepared to accept the modest penury that is 
one’s stipend and, above all, value clinical networks and the advice of 
mentors. 

And where possible heed Wyngaarden’s advice: “Do something 
different!”

But as time went on, research offered no new challenges and the 
conservatism and dreariness of academia became progressively stifling 
and overbearing. Then in 1995, along came the opportunity to become 
the Editor of The Medical Journal of Australia… And as they say: the 
rest is history.

Duke University (reproduced with permission)

For some further reflections on Dr Van Der Weyden’s time at the 
MJA, the editors would direct readers to an article by Melissa 
Sweet published online in early 2010.
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