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CELEBRATING 50 YEARS
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LAZARUS AO

PROFILE

A
S A STUDENT AT SYDNEY 

Boys High School in the 

1940s, Professor Leslie 

Lazarus excelled in mathematics 

and planned a “fall-back” career 

as an actuary if he didn’t win a 

scholarship to follow his true 

ambition: a degree in medicine at 

the University of Sydney. 

Born in 1929 in Sydney to 

British immigrants, Lazarus 

wanted a career that would 

o!er “a background in science, 

and involvement with people 

at the same time”. He won a 

coveted scholarship in 1947, 

and translating pure science into 

clinical medicine later became 

the core principle of the Garvan 

Institute, which Lazarus was 

instrumental in establishing. 

After graduating in 1953, he 

worked at St Vincent’s Hospital 

in Sydney, spending time in the 

Diabetes Clinic before taking up a 

two-year scholarship to Middlesex 

Hospital in London in 1960. 

#ere, he worked under renowned 

physician and endocrinologist 

Sir John Nabarro, who helped 

galvanise his commitment to 

applying research in the clinic.  

“He insisted all the research 

fellows worked both in the 

laboratory and in the wards,” says 

Lazarus. “I’ve followed through 

with that for the rest of my life.” 

Before 1960, there was no 

e!ective way of measuring 

hormones, such as insulin, in blood, 

so the diagnosis of many endocrine 

diseases was “just a clinical guess,” 

Lazarus says. #at changed when 

New York scientists Rosalyn Yalow 

and Solomon Berson developed a 

technique called radioimmunoassay. 

Scientists could then measure 

the underlying cause of diabetes, 

for example, revealing it could be 

one of two disorders – either a 

lack of insulin (type 1) or insulin 

resistance (type 2). Yalow received 

a Nobel Prize for the research in 

1977. (Berson died in 1972.)

Returning to Australia in 1962, 

Lazarus established Australia’s 

$rst endocrine laboratory 

at St Vincent’s. #e lab was 

incorporated into the newly 

founded Garvan Institute in 1963, 

and in 1964 Lazarus travelled to 

New York, on a grant from the 

NSW Cancer Council, to learn 

directly from Yalow and Berson.

He brought the new method 

back to Australia a month later, 

and used it in his research, 

particularly in the study of 

treatment options for women with 

hormone-dependent breast cancer. 

Lazarus was appointed co-

director of the Garvan in 1966, was 

sole director from 1969 to 1985, 

and executive director from 1985 

to 1990. In 1988 he was awarded 

an Order of Australia for services 

to medicine and medical research.

Professor Lazarus oversaw the 

Garvan’s growth into a large, diverse 

research organisation. “#e most 

rewarding factor was being able to 

combine laboratory work together 

with clinical work, and being able 

to develop a team of scientists, 

nurses, doctors and trainees to 

look after people,” he says.  

– Gemma Black

L
A

U
R

E
N

 T
R

O
M

P
P



  GARVAN 50-YEAR ANNIVERSARY 35www.garvan.org.au 

B
ORN IN NEWCASTLE,  

New South Wales, in 1939, 

Dr Margaret Stuart was 

just 11 when she told her parents 

she wanted to become a medical 

researcher – to understand how 

and why people get sick.

She doesn’t remember exactly 

where the desire came from, 

except perhaps a conversation 

with a friend’s father, who was 

an anaesthetist. “I can remember 

having spoken to him about 

how anaesthetics worked, and 

I thought, isn’t that exciting! 

You actually have a material that 

works at the subcellular level,” 

she says, adding with a laugh: 

“Not that I think I could say 

‘subcellular’ at that age.”

Moving to Sydney, Stuart 

attended Presbyterian Ladies’ 

College before graduating from the 

University of Sydney in 1960 with 

a Bachelor of Science, majoring in 

biochemistry and microbiology. 

She started at the St Vincent’s 

Hospital pathology department as 

a biochemist, and in 1962 joined 

Professor Leslie Lazarus to set 

up Australia’s $rst endocrinology 

laboratory; this was incorporated 

into the Garvan Institute when it 

was established in 1963.

Stuart then moved to London, 

working for two years at the 

Middlesex Hospital Medical School, 

and spent time researching in the 

U.S. and Canada. She returned to 

Garvan in 1966, where she would 

remain in various roles and as a 

leading biochemist until 1990.

In 1972, Stuart completed a 

masters degree on human growth 

hormones at the University of 

Sydney. #at same year, she 

travelled to Bangkok, #ailand, 

as a consultant for the World 

Health Organisation to establish a 

hormone immunoassay program 

and train local sta! to measure 

hormone levels in blood.

As well as receiving her PhD 

from the University of New South 

Wales in 1982, the early 1980s 

was a period at the Garvan that 

Stuart recalls as a highlight of her 

research career. She led a team of 

Garvan scientists who collaborated 

with the CSIRO to apply a new 

cell-cloning technique to produce 

abundant supplies of antibodies 

for diagnostic purposes. #e Sydney 

Morning Herald described the 

work as “a biological coup of major 

importance”.

#e technique let researchers 

fuse antibody-producing cells 

from the spleen of a mouse with 

mouse cancer cells. #e resulting 

hybrid cells provided monoclonal 

antibodies with a number of 

potential applications, including, 

initially, diagnosing human 

infertility. #is research led to 

Stuart’s appointment as head of 

the Garvan’s new Biotechnology 

Resource group.

In 1990, Stuart joined Macquarie 

University’s school of biological 

sciences. She was awarded an Order 

of Australia Medal for her services 

to medical research in 2012. 

Of her quarter of a century at 

the Garvan, Stuart says, “I’ve seen 

some big changes, but I’ve also 

seen a continuum of the vision 

from those early days, the vision to 

apply science to the medical $eld, 

and always at the frontier level.” 

– Gemma Black
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CANCER DIVISION

P
ROFESSOR ROBERT 

Sutherland was born in 
Gore, on New Zealand’s 

South Island, on 18 July 1947. 
The son of a school teacher and 
World War II veteran, he went to 
Ashburton High School before 
graduating from the University 
of Canterbury with a Bachelor 
of Agricultural Science in 1968, 
followed by a Masters in 1970. 

He crossed the Tasman Sea to 
Australia aged 25, having won a 
scholarship to the John Curtin 
School of Medical Research at the 
Australian National University 
in Canberra, where he completed 
his PhD in 1974. He then took a 
postdoctoral research fellowship 
at the Faculté de Médecine Paris-
Sud in France, where he not only 
established a lifelong appreciation 
for fine wines, but also worked 
under renowned French 
biochemist and endocrinologist 
Étienne-Émile Baulieu.

Returning to Australia in  
1978, Sutherland spent the next 
seven years as a senior research 
fellow at the Ludwig Institute 
for Cancer Research, University 
of Sydney. In 1982 he married 
Cheryl Frewin, and in 1985 joined 
the Garvan Institute as head of 
the Cell Biology group, which 
became the Cancer division in 
1991. As director of the division 
for 27 years, Sutherland gained 
international renown for his 
work on hormone-dependent 
cancers, such as breast, prostate 
and ovarian cancers. In 1986, he 
demonstrated the mechanism 
behind the first targeted cancer 
therapy, called tamoxifen, an 

antagonist to oestrogen receptors 
found in breast tissue.  

In 2010, he received the NSW 
Premier’s Award for Outstanding 
Cancer Research and was also 
made an Officer of the Order of 
Australia “for distinguished service 
to medicine as an international 
contributor to the research of 
cancer, the development of 
Australia’s research capacity  
and through leadership roles  
in advisory bodies”. 

Sutherland mentored more 
than 50 postgraduate students 
in his career, including Professor 
Andrew Biankin, whose PhD 
Sutherland supervised from 
1999 to 2003. Biankin trained 
as a surgeon at St Vincent’s 
Hospital before his PhD, and 
went on to lead the Pancreatic 
Cancer group at the Garvan. He 
says among Sutherland’s most 
important contributions was his 

role as a pioneer and champion of 
translational medicine – integrating 
research science into medical 
practice. “He was paradigm-
changing and ahead of his time in 
much of his thinking,” Biankin says. 

This approach drove Sutherland’s 
establishment of The Kinghorn 
Cancer Centre, a joint facility  
of St Vincent’s Hospital in Sydney 
and the Garvan Institute. The 
centre was officially opened on  
28 August 2012, a little more than 
a month before Sutherland, who 
had dedicated his life and career 
to cancer research, sadly lost his 
personal battle with the disease.

Despite spending the latter part 
of his life in Australia, Professor 
Sutherland, a keen rugby fan, 
remained a dedicated supporter of 
the New Zealand All Blacks, and 
in his later years revived an early 
interest in racehorses.  
– Gemma Black
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The director of the 
Cancer division for 
27 years, Professor 

Sutherland also 
gained international 

renown for his own 
work on hormone-

dependent cancers.
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