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Interview One

MB  Dr Burkitt, I'd like to review with you your e&y years and that means going
right back to your home in Ireland, to mother aathér. Perhaps you would talk
about that home, that Ireland, and that motherfaiiner.

DB  Well, I'm fortunate in that | can look back ohrest no unhappy situations in
my childhood. | mean the memories of my childhaod pretty well all happy.
Looking at children today, we lived very simply; were satisfied with very simple
things, whereas people today want all sorts of esipe gadgets. We lived out in the
country. We had to make our own electric light, asl to pump our own water and
as a consequence...| remember | was never allawvpdttenough water in the bath to
cover my legs, and that left a kind, almost a paokith me. | even feel a little bit
guilty sometimes in the Hilton Hotel if | put endugvater in the bath to cover my
legs. Now, my mother - | can never remember myh@ospeaking unkindly or
crossly to anybody. She was a very loving, vemtlge very understanding person
whom we had total confidence in. My father, | vedso very fond of. He’d probably
be a little bit harder to talk to. My mother wouldive been entirely driven by
intuition, as my wife would probably be. My fath&as highly intellectual, but on the
other hand a very humble man. He never, | thimkhaps appreciated how highly
intellectual he was. But my mother was a morelgesttaracter. My father was able
to argue with people: my mother couldn’t argue vattybody but she knew what she
stood for.

MB  Were your mother’s, Gwendoline’s, skills in homaking?

DB  Absolutely. In those days ladies didn't go éatwork. | mean, my mother
never went out to work. And | don’t ever remembeeing my father in the kitchen. |
mean, | suppose he may have done, but in thosewdaysd a maid and a cook to do
the work in the kitchen. But my father would repaverything; he was a handyman.
He would have no idea, an aesthetic idea, of beautynean my mother would
appreciate beautiful furniture or old furniture.y K&ther’'s main thought would be that
it was strong and he would tend to mend a Chippencizair which was loose with
some enormous iron bracket or something to make#dy. He wouldn’'t mind what
it looked like and | think I'm a little bit like tt. Olive provides all the beauty in our
home. I'm a little bit of a handyman. | can puyt a cupboard or a shelf or mend
things, but she provides all the beauty. | wowdglehno idea for the colour of a carpet
or the colour of curtains, or where to hang théupes or what colour went with what
colour.

MB  But this do it yourself approach of yours begdth father?
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DB | got from my father, | would think so. My fathtaught me to use tools and
that partly led me into surgery, but I still enjoging tools. We were brought up very
much in the country. We weren’'t in any way deperden artificially made
amusements, sort of you know leisure centres otharmgy Our fun was country
walks, camping on the islands of the lake.

MB  That's Loch Erne

DB Yes. We didn't enjoy parties. My brother anddre fairly self-sufficient just
going out on our bicycles. But we led a simple.lifAnd | suppose | was a slow
starter from the point of view of education to soeméent because, | think, when | was
about eleven | was only just about reading comlosas a slow starter in reading and
things. And we had our early education from a gogss. See we lived a way out in
the country. We went to school when we were somgtlike seven or eight, but to
begin with, we were taught at home. But it wasoantry simple home. | never
remember going into a restaurant for a meal perhaps | was almost in my late
teens. If we went out anywhere we’d bring a kettle’d gather sticks, we’d make a
fire, we’'d heat the kettle, we wouldn’t have a thes flask, we’d just boil the tea. So
compared to youngsters today it was simple but happumstances. My father had
been brought up in very considerable poverty. fetiser came from good ancestry but
my grandfather on my father's side deliberately tae Anglican Church, which in
those days was a strata above non-conformists th@rpoint of view of not only
income, of prestige and everything, and he for cemge reasons left the Anglican
Church and became a Presbyterian minister. Heelan Canada and he took a more
or less itinerant job in an utterly poverty strinkarea of western Ireland. | can
remember he had a corrugated iron church. Sonh@ne was very meagre and my
father and his family had to look after every petmyry and keep going at all. But
they all managed to educate themselves just wittd haork and | suppose
intelligence. One of them became senior enginedreoPunjab; one of them became
the resident, which almost corresponded to govemiopart of South India; one of
them became the first qualified surgeon in EasticAfrone of them became an
anthropologist in Guatemala. So they made they. wBut as a result | know that all
my life | have been too careful in the expenditofenoney. It was built into me that
to waste money and to waste time were both sinArd throughout life - my wife
will tell you - throughout life, we have tendeddo to third-rate pensions rather than
expensive hotels. So | get quite a kick now, ateqften happens, when we are both
invited to America and put up in some sort of fetar hotel and we just sign the bill
and there’s no sense of guilt because I'm not gpamy of the money.

MB  Denis, two things out of that; you’'ve mentiongou’ve brought your brother
into the story. Robin, we will name him. He hadimportant part in your early life.

DB  Robin and | were always, and still are, veryselto each other. He was of the
two of us, no doubt, the most promising. He watsebet work, he beat me at most
things, he was better at games, but as life pregte$ seem to have been given so
many more opportunities than he has. He’s hadlgnd and he ....we both turned
out as surgeons but he ought to have got the kratber than I. But | was given
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marvellous opportunities, which | never looked f@ut he is magnificent and | have
enormous regard for my brother.

MB  Where is he now?

DB  He’s outside Slough in Buckinghamshire, retiveith his family and has got
grandchildren as | have.

MB  Also in that part of the early story, you memga a surgeon in Africa, an
uncle.

DB  Yes my father’s...the brother next down the linemy father in age, Roland.
He started off in the bank after his rather toughringing and he then managed to do
medicine, became a qualified surgeon, went outdsafn to a tea plantation for a time
and then went to East Africa, | think, partly aé tinstigation of one of my mother’'s
brothers, Bob Hill. He was working in East Afribait he became somewhat of a
legend. You'll find him mentioned in Elspeth Huxle books and things. He was a
man of the highest moral principles, living in gt@mmunity with, as a we know from
Out of Africa, fairly lax morals. But he had no hesitation icking the governor or
anybody else off, if he did anything which he thbugyasn’t quite dead above board.
He was a man of great principles. We were alkt afoaid of him when we were boys.
But he was a competent surgeon and | think he aéirst qualified surgeon in East
Africa. But of course there are all kinds of exagged tales told about him now in
books of history, because tales tell in the grovangrow in the telling rather.

MB  He took your tonsils out and Robin’s.

DB | remember one afternoon - | suppose | was abewgn or eight - he asked me
to open my mouth and he put his finger down my ahr@and from that cursory
examination he decided that I'd be better withoyt tansils. And then he put his
finger down my brother’s throat and he decided Hedetter without his tonsils. So
he told my poor mother next morning to cover upgéttee and things in the drawing
room with a sheet, and we were told - it was awlfshonesty - that we were going for
a long journey and therefore we had to sleep inraridyet up too early, which was a
cheat. And we were both brought down; he gavettaesthetic. There was no nurse,
no anaesthetist, only himself. He gave us thesihagc; used the awful instrument
they used to have for guillotining tonsils in thake/s and took part of our tonsils out.
The operator never took them all out. Having doramy tonsils myself since, | look
back in horror at the risk of haemorrhage or amglalse that might happen, and there
would have been no facilities for getting out o goroblem at all. So that was my
first personal experience of surgery.

MB  Right. One of the other things that came oubwf early discussion today was
this Christian background to the home, which igyatrong. How did this influence
you as a boy? Did you take this on?

DB As a boy - I'm very glad looking back - my fathesed to read to us from the
Bible after breakfast every morning and then heatllthe family in prayer before we
started the day. And he, | think it was he, laygeérsuaded me to learn certain
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passages of scripture by heart and I'm very glathi®day that | did so, because you
can only learn by heart when you're young. Now{la passages of scripture that |
learnt by heart and still know are in the old Kid@mes version, though it must be
twenty five to thirty years since | myself used Kiag James version in my reading of
scripture. I've used more modern versions evecesinBut | am grateful for that
upbringing. It's something that's gone out. Alsou see we were brought up to a
custom when grace was said before meals and ia lprdfound effect on us. Though
| must say that it didn’t go very deep because weevbrought up as regular church
goers in the Church of Ireland, but | think whewdnt up to university if somebody
had asked me what my faith was, | might not have an these words but | think
basically it would have been that if you get bagdisnd confirmed and go to church
and go to communion, and lead a fairly decent lf@)'ve got about a sixty:forty
chance of getting to heaven in the end. | thiré thould have been about the thing.
It wasn't till | was at university that | met peepivho’d made a commitment in their
Christian life and had a sense of joy and assuramte something positive and
meaningful. So although we were exposed to thadn’'t sunk in very deeply. But
I’'m quite certain seeds were planted and | thinkgh - spiritual experiences - are
usually processes rather than crises. | mean afteve all talk about St Paul's
experience on the road to Damascus, but quite abljiavhen he saw the manner in
which Stephen behaved when he was being murdessbcawas planted in his heart,
because God said to him afterwards, ‘You're fightagainst the bricks.” So there
must have been bricks in his heart and | think thatseed was planted and on the
road to Damascus it broke through the soil becgogadon’t see the planted seed for
quite a long time. And | think seeds were plantethy life when | was young but to
some extent some of them broke through the soihwhieas a young man.

MB Denis | want to go back to those fairly youngagge because right at the
beginning you said you can’'t remember a really themight about those early days.
There was one time when you went first to the mapay school, to Porotora Royal
School, | think that you lost the sight of an ey@hat must have been a pretty
horrendous time.

DB It wasn’t nearly as horrendous I think for meitasas for my dear mother. As
far as | can remember, we were all throwing staatesach other at school and one
stone hit me in the glasses and it broke my glassdsome glass got into my eye. A
great worry for my family. And | was whipped off hospital in Belfast where | spent
quite several weeks. My mother stayed with m#hink | had three operations on my
eye and then they decided they'd better take it bmdgause in those days before
antibiotics and so on there was a risk if you had eye infected, that it might infect
the other and then you'd be blind. And so | logtege. Now, I didn’t think of it as
an enormous tragedy myself. | think my mother tdwof it more so. And it didn’t
really hamper me. | mean there was a time | wadlevhether it would affect my
surgery and so on but it didn’t, not noticeablyo I3n grateful that | have had good
sight in the eye | have got and that | didn’t gethbeyes infected and go blind. So it
was a bad time for my dear mother but | didn’t agpmte how bad it was. In fact, |
remember the compensation. My father gave metla team engine worked by a
little paraffin lamp and | thought that was a faigood compensation almost you see
for losing the eye.
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MB  Your father again - | just wanted to take yowka He is declared in some
texts ...in fact, you were showing me a book thatomhiiced him to a group of
scientists said to be the ten most distinguishistt Bcientists of the century or of the
nineteenth and twentieth century. He had thigéstein natural history that...

DB  Very much interested in natural history, paridely in birds. And I wish
looking back that | had copied him in it. He udedrap the birds. | can remember
watching him work. He used what we called the nsaé¢, a kind of a sieve you put
over the joint after the Sunday lunch to keep thes foff, and you put it outside the
house in a cold place. And he would prop this uih & stick and put some bread
crumbs underneath and then tie a bit of threadd BWeawould hide under a bush and
when the bird came in and pecked at the breadcrunabs/ould pull at the stick and
the thing would fall down. And then he’d ring thied with different combinations of
rings in his leg. He had to use mathematical coatimns because he was colour
blind, so he couldn’'t use different colours. Ain@n when his birds were found in
different parts, you see they told him. [ think Wwas the first person who studied
actually the distribution territories of robins,dahe showed that each pair of birds had
its own patrticular territory. And he would watdietbirds to see and define what the
territory actually was. And | have often thougimce, that my father's maps of birds
are not unlike the way | mapped cancer half a egriater. These go back to the
nineteen twenties. Yes, these are the originalsmap

MB | think he wrote about robin territory.

DB He wrote a lot and in fact what amazed us was e never thought of what
he was doing as anything of particular interese ditl it very quietly; he wasn't the
kind of man who joined a lot of clubs and thingbhey made him a member of the
British Ornithological Union. The only time | eveemember him going away to
lecture was to Oxford. But after he died, Profedsack’ at Oxford was asked to
name, | think it was the seven people who had doast for British ornithology and
we were quite surprised to find that my dear fatwes chosen as one of the seven.
But he never pushed himself at all; he was justiatgnan. Now here is a piece out
of the local paper when he was called the birdnidtrioe.

MB Remarkable and what a career. This study oinsolivent on for many years.
A great work of dedication.

DB He also later on, he studied rooks and otheatsbwarblers and things. | still

have his binoculars. But he just loved watchingldi There was one occasion |
remember - he used to stand so still with his Ib&ldd watching animals and birds -
one time an owl came along and mistook him for st pad perched on his head.

MB He was also a pretty good engineer.
DB He was a very good engineer. And he was ageogl mathematician because

my dear mother kept certain things and we stillhasme of them, but she kept the
telegram and | still have it that was sent ...l amhswe whether it was sent to her or

' David Lack FRS (1910-1973), Director, Edward Giragtitute of Field Ornithology, Oxford.
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both. In those days it was a competitive exam asbyoung engineers to try and get
what you call a county surveyor’s job in chargeabfthe roads in the country. And
then the person who was first on the list got irst thoice of the counties available.
And | remember the words of the telegram, it just sBurkitt easily first. Steadman
second’. And so he had the first choice and hsel@ounty Fermanagh, where | was
born and brought up.

MB  Where he built a lot of roads.

DB  That's right. And I think, but | maybe wrongtHink he was the first man to
bring tarmacadam on roads in Ireland.

MB  Denis, | want to go to back to school days ndWwe’ve had the early part and
you didn’t stay at Porotora after the accident.

DB No | didn't.
MB  You went elsewhere. You went to Wales, | think.

DB | imagine my mother made that decision rathemtimy father. How she
learned about the school | don’'t know. My brothad | were sent | think to a very
good new small prep school near Holyhead in Hdbnid with a total school number
- the pupils in the school - of twenty two so tleayn’'t have had many classes. | can
only remember there being the headmaster and drer ataster. And | spent |
suppose three years there between the ages ohaadeourteen.

MB  What was the school called Denis.

DB (?) House [Tre-Arddur Bay]. They went in forfarly tough outdoor life.
You see we wore short trousers the whole year rodNeé wore white sweaters and
trousers the whole year round and we were not altbwmdoors other than during
school. We were meant to stay out in the cold evdrere was frost and even in the
middle of the winter we had to start every mornwigh a cold bath. Well, | don’t
remember thinking that we were badly done by. inkhhat | learnt a lot. We were
with a small crowd and | was never intellectuallytstanding. The only thing |
remember getting a prize for at school was phomgrawhich became an enormous
asset to me later on in my research life becaus@ad able to illustrate my own
publications and then to illustrate my own lectuaesl so on. And also to recall,
when | was doing cancer chemotherapy, | was ablee¢ord accurately what was
going on and so on. So photography was alwaysbayhand it started when | was
young. | had a camera that cost eleven shilliagdp. 2 Brownie and that lasted me
until ...when | lost my eye when | was eleven a falealthy uncle gave me a 1A
Kodak. Now that was way up the scale | think itswabout one pound fifty or
something enormous you see. And | used that angdar after | qualified. In fact, |
brought it out to Africa with me and gave it to African friend. After my first house
job | saved up money and I, for the enormous expamedof five pounds, | bought a
Zeiss Icon and | carried that with me all through fwe years in the Army and all
through when | come to later my trip out to Mardwasind back. Out to Uganda, | used
it in my first tour in Uganda and | still have it.
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MB  When you finished the experience in Wales, thagher strict outdoor
education - it sounds rather severe - you werthiéariore comfortable climes of Dean
Close in Cheltenham. Was that an interesting pesfdife?

DB  Well, | don't know that | ever really enjoyedhgml. | never excelled in
anything in school. | think | was reasonably happywpent four years there. It was
very restricted compared to school life now. |ereence remember during my four
years there being allowed to go into a shop ootdgvn town, unless you were going
with somebody. It was strict but | am sure | leéarhot.

MB  Did any members of staff influence you particlyathat you can look back
on?

DB Yes. | remember a man called Horsefield, withhwge moustache, who

influenced me because he was a man of very higitiptes. He was one of the

school chaplains. The headmaster didn’t impresveng much. | hardly even ever

met him. It is a very good school now. | haverbasked back many times since to
lecture to the biology students and to preach énctapel at Dean Close. | look upon
the school now as an excellent school, much bdti@n when | was there half a
century ago or more.

MB Denis we are going to take you along now to tle&t step, to university, to
Trinity College Dublin and the decision to do amgieeering degree.

DB  Well, | went up to university - now let's fachi¢ - with very little sense of
identity, very little sense of direction, very litsense of purpose and very shy, very
shy indeed. And | did engineering | suppose bezanyg father was an engineer. |
couldn’t have said | was strongly committed to But looking back, | think | was
amongst the least promising guys in my freshmam. ydow what interests me is, |
went up to college in '29; exactly fifty years latbe university gave me the highest
honour, the honorary fellowship, | think, that omlge other living doctor has. Now
the thing is why should the least promising chaghm year get this. And to me the
important thing is that | got a sense of directichnd the tendency today is to think
that if a chap has a high 1Q he is going to do mléous things in the world. A high
IQ might be useful, but without a sense of direttivithout stickability, without
reliability, without getting on with your colleagsiean 1Q by itself can lead nowhere.
And it was during my first year in college that étga specific meaningful and
Christian commitment. And praying about my futugast felt more and more that |
should be a doctor. All | can say is that it bor®@n me and it was a great problem. |
remember the great problem telling my parents tmedhey had laid out so much
money to put me through the engineering school,ldratl spent a year and | did not
know how to find an opportunity to tell them. htember going out for a long drive
with my father and mother, he was laying out sonegv rmoads, and | felt that
somewhere on the drive | would be able to tell theAnd | got home and | hadn’t
picked up courage. | just blurted it out duringpper, ‘I feel | want to give up
engineering and take up medicine.” And they acakfteit was a bit of a shock to
them but they totally accepted it.
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MB A particular shock to father.

DB  Yes, | think so, but he never objected. Nowgeohgot a sense of direction, a
sense of purpose, a sense of identity, from thehbmgan to run near the top of my
class. My IQ wasn't altered, but | knew where Iswgoing and | really enjoyed my

time in university. My time at school ...it was aljht, but | really enjoyed my years

at university. | made deep friends for the firstd. | felt a sense of purpose and | felt
that 1 was going somewhere and | enjoyed my wdrkworked hard and | suppose |

did fairly well.

MB  Denis you talked about the Christian impact hattfirst year. That was the
Room 40 effect in a way?

DB  Yes, it was, yes.
MB  Can we just mention that because that was &reigl fulcrum moment.

DB It was. There was a group of deeply committéulisTians who used to meet
together once a week and try to bring others in getdwvell known outside speakers
and so on. | remember after a cross-country rigtl@v student asked me if | would
like to come along, and | said ‘Okay’. Either thenat a subsequent time, | can't
remember, another student asked me where | st@od fhe point of view of my
Christian faith. | didn’'t really know how to answel had never met anybody who
had any concrete feelings about it and that setwadl, | assume | weighed in with
these chaps for the next five years. Now the ést@mng thing is - | am going to jump
ahead for the moment. Earlier this year | was éskebe one of the speakers at the
one hundred and fiftieth anniversary of the fougdai my old teaching hospital. |
think | was the only former student who was askedpeak. There were certain other
speakers. And at that time No 40 had been cord/@nte the guest accommodation
and as an honorary fellow | am entitled to freecawmodation. | had never taken it
up, but | took it up on that occasion. So you itaagine living again over fifty years
later in No 40...well, the memories came floodiagh

MB It must have been a tremendous time. This gawvethe transition, this room
40 transition, gave you a very practical view ofi€imanity.

DB Yes. It made me much more narrow in my vievathwould be now. There

were all kinds of things that | cut out of my lif@hich | would do quite happily now.

But looking back, when you are young | think itaiggood thing to stand up and be
counted for something. | mean youngsters tendotdogextremes whether they are
politically or religiously or whatever. So thastood up to be counted. And there
were lots of things then that | wouldn’t do nowmeéan | have grown | hope. But |
am very grateful that | was given a sense at lehshe need to stand up and be
counted and to let people know which side of theeéeyou are on. And it held me
good for most of my life because when | got ouAMfoca and got involved in research
work. | suppose the reason why more good - | thiak not biased in saying this - |
think more good medical research came out of ouveusity, in medical school at

Makerere, than any other in tropical Africa. Anthink that was largely because we
got on with each other as colleagues. You se&jigdack at the medical school, the
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people who’'d gone out not just to do a career ométkke money, but because of a
sense of Christian commitment: there was our demare was also our professor of
anatomy, our professor of medicine, our professgragcology, our professor of
paediatrics and so on. We had people who were ¢ideahio a job over and above
what they made out of it. And | well remember gpia the airport at Entebbe to meet
the professor of surgery from Ibadan in West Afri¢asaid to him, ‘Will, what in the
world has brought you all the way across Africaée us? ' And he said, ‘We are told
that you guys get on with each other. None ofasathd I've come over here to find
out how you do it.” Now | think personal relatidmgs are far more important in any
project, research or otherwise, than individualigess who can stand out like a sore
thumb because they don’t get on with their collesguSo right through life | owe an
enormous amount to my colleagues and those whoeimnded me and supported me
and helped me.

MB  So out of Christian commitment came an enornaasunt of fellowship.
DB  That's right it did.

MB  Denis, | am going back to Trinity, which is obuisly very important to you;
those years in qualifying in medicine, obviouslyryaelifferent to medical school
nowadays.

DB  Oh my word, yes.
MB Do you have a few memories of Trinity in thoseys?

DB  Oh yes, because you see none of the residditieks had a toilet in them.
You had to walk across the square at night to get toilet. You might have a
chamber in your room or something. The only wéd&l on was a standpipe outside
the door. We lived | suppose ...whilst | was theérey built baths, there had never
been baths before. | mean once a week or onceraglat you paid so much and you
went in and had a bath. But you see | have oftaedcent years stayed in residential
accommodation at scientific conferences, Oxford elsdwhere - there was one here
connected with Burkitt's lymphoma only last yeand of course the accommodation
iIs marvellous compared to what we had. But we 'tidnind, because you only
complained if you had known something much bet¥ou see the first house we had
in Africa, we only had a bucket as a toilet, andtfe bath the water was just carried
in an old petrol drum and poured in, and no eledight and so on. But we didn’t
mind; everyone else was the same. And it is vasy @ life to go up, much harder to
go down. So it was, | suppose, rough in many ways there was much more
discipline than there is now. We weren't allowedoi the evening meal without
wearing gowns and of course the idea of attendilegtare without a tie would have
been absolutely taboo. But you see things havagdth | think students are much
brighter now. They are trained much better. hkhihat doctors come out college
with a far better training. But the total univéyspopulation when | was there was
twelve hundred; it is probably now about six thowdsa And there were only two
women in our year out of almost a hundred studembtegreas now there would be
about fifty per cent. So a lot of things have eth But | was taught badly looking
back. We were far too inbred; every professor arasld Trinity man. There was no
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cross-fertilisation. We were taught badly andimkh qualified really very ignorant. |
expected to know everything when | qualified butofirse | didn’t. | look back with
nothing but gratitude to my time at Trinity, therrfmative years of my life and |
enjoyed it in every way.

MB  Were there any particular figures who influeng@di? | mean, you went into
surgery. | was going to ask you about the tramsitand the decision to go into
surgery.

DB | really went into surgery after | graduatedfelt, and perhaps | feel now that
when you are a student your aim ought to be to ¢@oa doctor, not begin from your
first year to be a neurosurgeon. So | didn’t dbtuswitch on to surgery, it may have
been at the back of my mind, but it really wasraftgualified. From the point of view
of particular people ... mean we had a very goad sery famous professor of
anatomy called Andy Frank Dixon. Now we had anoteacher of anatomy called C
P Martin, who had a shell injury in the First WolNdar, he used to wear a hat. |
visited St John’s Newfoundland about two or threarg ago and stayed with his son,
who is now a consultant physician at St John’s.wNbis interesting that he, his
father, C P Martin, was one of the people who fashdwe were talking about No 40
- and it was started by people who, mostly, who beadn through the First World
War. There was C P Martin, then there was a feltalled Patrick Dixon, who was
the son of our professor of anatomy, who eventuaéint out as a missionary to the
Congo and died out there, and two or three otharl it is nice now later on to come
and visit another generation in those families.

MB  Terrific.
DB  You qualified easily?

DB Yes. | was second in my year in my hospitalnega | think | was perhaps
third over all, something like. | mean | was sorheve near the top in any case.

MB  And then you started to do house jobs and moverdal a bit.

DB  Well, | knew | would have to do house jobs andas offered one in Chester
by an old Trinity man and | accepted it. | rememgeing over for an interview. |
enormously enjoyed that six months in Chester.edlised how little | knew. |
remember well, | thought now when | am alone orualtg and supposing somebody
comes in having taken some poison, | should kndwha& antidotes for different
poisons and | wrote them down on a card to be reddyave never had to use one
since. | realised how little | knew. | used tinthwhen | was a final year student |
would know everything when | qualified. But | leara lot and it was exciting. |
mean, | began to do my first bit of surgery anaso | mean | did job after job until |
did my fellowship and then went full time into sary.

MB Right. And eventually you arrived in Plymoutithich was going to have an
important influence.
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DB | qualified in '35 after doing jobs in generalrgery and ear nose and throats
and another one in general surgery. | went up diddthe Edinburgh FRCS
[Fellowship of the Royal College of Surgeons], whiowvas fortunate in getting first
shot. And then not knowing what to do | went ahg’s surgeon for five months. |
went to Manchuria and back with almost nothing ¢ lait with time to think, time to
read, time to ponder and so on. And then | wenvrddo Plymouth which |
enormously enjoyed. The war broke out...

MB  You were a resident house officer?

DB |was then ...a job that doesn’t exist now callesident surgical officer. Now
what it meant ...now you see there was no NHSal&be surgeons did their hospital
work free in exchange for what they got in privaterk. Somebody had to be there to
do the emergency work at night because the comssilithdn’t really want to do it. So
you were thrown in at the deep end to do all thergencies with very little training;
you had had some. And as far as | can rememberk t was always on duty. | don’t
remember having hours on and off because | wastihe RSO [resident surgical
officer] for the hospital. And | was able to goawfor a few hours from time to time,
but | thoroughly enjoyed it. It was exciting, ied the work and it was there that |
first met my dear wife, Olive.

MB  Tell me about Olive please. | have met Olivea bwould love you to talk
some more about this meeting.

DB  Well, we met in Plymouth but we didn’t get todm each other well. In those
days an RSO would never have been allowed to gwitluta nurse.

MB  Olive had come to study nursing?

DB  Yes. | first met her when she first had to h&ee arm seen to that had gone
septic from a vaccination. And | used to have daweha sort of sick parade for the
nurses as the RSO. It didn’t hit me. | got towrizer a little bit and it wasn’t until
after | left Plymouth and went to do another RSO ijo Barnsley with rather more
responsibility that we began to get close to eahbro And most of our courting was
done by post. And when | was in the army on feight hours leave - | would get
forty eight hours leave and | would go down to Rbytin and spend time with Olive.
It was a difficult time because of the war. Ocoasily, then she would be able to
come up and spend a few days somewhere | was polstaslild stay in a local hotel.
And then we were eventually married on forty hdeesse when | was one of the army
surgeons at the huge army hospital at Netley, érnileecbiggest army hospitals in the
world

MB  Was this in 19417
DB No, '41 | joined the army. But we didn’'t actlyagiet engaged | suppose until

early '43 - | used to go down to Olive - but we etmlly got engaged | think in
February '43.
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MB  Denis | am trying to get a few dates sortech& point, can I, because the war
actually started in 39, when you were in Plymouth?

DB Iwas in Plymouth then.
MB  Right.

DB | went up to Barnsley a year later. You seeradix months in Plymouth, my
job came to and end and | applied for another sixthis and wasn’t sure what to do,
but | felt it was the right thing to do. And it wéhe second six months at Plymouth
that | met Olive. Then | had to leave Plymoutk &wvent up to Barnsley again as an
RSO. | remember particularly, | was at Barnsleyw$heffield was blitzed because |
was able to see from my window in Barnsley. | &r§heffield was something like
fifteen miles away. But when | saw the glow of thening city and of course a big
step took place then, because it was then thdt inf@answer to thought, prayer and
reading, | felt that | shouldn’t just aim for a cfartable, cushy consultant job at
home, that | ought to go where the need was gredtarppose | felt rather like if you
see ten people carrying a log and there are nieeeod and one the other, and you
want to go and lend a hand, you go and join the ok&d so | felt very clearly at the
time that | should apply for work overseas and pliegal to the Colonial Office and
gave them my qualifications and my background aados. And | felt in all
conscience | should be open and frank and let thkeww that my Christian
commitment had a good deal to do with my applicatitcNow, strangely | think this
put them off. It shouldn’'t have done because d@ytbnly had looked at the records
they would find that most of the best people thagl bver had have been people who
had gone out with a sense of vocation. So theyetiime down on the excuse that
because | had lost an eye | wouldn’t be able toasgghing. Now what has always
given me great joy ever since is that when | didnewally got out to Africa, God
enabled me to see things that everybody else hsskenhi | was very glad they turned
me down, eventually. | was disappointed at thetim

MB  What was the date of being turned down Denis?
DB Itwasin 1941.
MB  Right.

DB And | can remember | was really desolate. | s#l remember because |
made a note of it. Two of the readings | read ynhible at that time - just at that time
| read about Moses and the children of Israel cgninthe Red Sea and the way was
completely blocked in front of them, and God saidvtoses, ‘Speak to the children of
Israel, that they go forward.” And how could thggyforward; they had the Red Sea in
front of them. And I felt | was going to go forvedaeven though the Colonial Office
had said ‘No’. Then | read another verse at tina¢ saying ‘Be of good cheer | have
caused this to happen’. So | was pleased that tbamgewould come out of it. The
war had been on at that time and | felt then tig@trthing for me to do was to
volunteer for the RAMC [Royal Army Medical CorpsEarlier on if you remember
there was a bit of a phoney war to begin with amelythad enough doctors. So |
volunteered for the RAMC and | was taken in, catgdg although | had lost an eye.
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I mean | had a good eye and | was fit. So | joittelarmy in '41. | was writing to
Olive at that time and | was sent for a long timegr a year, to the coast of Norfolk
with the field ambulance in case there should benaasion on the East Coast. | had
nothing medical to do at all. It was a bit borinigused to go for route marches and |
mean...

MB  Was the transition to the army an easy one?

DB  Yes, it wasn'’t too difficult. Fortunately, sied had my surgical qualification,
when civilian surgeons from different parts of tweintry went on leave, | was used as
a locum and | remember going to Addenbrookes in I@a&lge. | remember going to
Essex and this was all a nice relief from army woekause it gave me some surgery
at least. | mean after being in the field ambutafar | suppose a year or more, |
began to be sent to military hospitals. You seemwhwent to Netley | was in a
surgical unit and | was full time doing surgeryt buthe field ambulance | was doing
nothing. It was when at Netley that we arrangetiyeOand I, that we would get
married. Looking back, no member of my family wade to attend the wedding
because they lived in Ireland and they couldn’taggbss the channel. Somebody who
had been a house surgeon with me at Barnsley wdsestyman and | really had very
few friends even at the wedding. After the weddimgre where no taxis or cars. We
had to go away, we went by bus, we couldn’'t getat,sve had to strap hang and the
bus stopped two miles short of where we had boakkdtel for the night, so we had
to walk the last two miles and carry our luggagerd when we got there we found
they had forgotten about our booking, but they ngadao get a bit of food, some cold
ham or something like that. We were very muclowelso we were happy. And we
had two days walking around the countryside pickingeysuckle, which we pressed
and | think still have. Then not long after, weaaged then...I was due leave and
Olive was going to come to Ireland with me. Sheé haver met my parents; my
parents had never met her. And the very morniag ltivas due to go on leave with
Olive, | got my posting to go overseas. Now we badfew weeks together. Olive
fell in love with my parents and they fell in loher and we had no problems at all.
We had about three weeks just sort of rushing at@n tripping around the west of
Ireland, where | used to be as a boy.

MB  That must have been a terrific visit. A tewifamily rapport.

DB Yes, a lovely time. Then | went back to Englaamtd | knew | was under
orders to go overseas, but you never knew whemstgoing to happen. Every time |
met Olive, | might have a kind of suspicion thatweuldn’'t be meeting. When | last
met her at Reading, where she was staying witlpaents at the time, | had a kind of
a hunch that we wouldn’'t meet again. You werehdveed to tell anybody in those
days. | can remember saying goodbye to her atiRgatation, not realising that in
the years and decades to come, again and agaiagand we would say goodbye at
Reading station, because later on when we came foack Africa, we lived only a
few miles from Reading. But | soon got my ordess dverseas and although | was
the officer in charge of the draft | didn’t know are we were going to; we might have
been going to the Pole or we might have been goir®@puth Africa, we hadn'’t a clue,
you never knew. You just accepted it in those dadmad we got onto a troopship at
Glasgow and we were issued with pith helmets, assumed we weren’t going to the
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Pole. Now, we didn’t know then that we were sefagafor two and half years. You
always hope it was going to be next week or thekvedter during the war, but we did
actually spend the first two and half years of married life separated. We were able
to correspond of course, but we almost joined ugiragvo and half years later as
relative strangers. Olive would say that too,ihkh But it would have been far, far
harder to have that separation later on because ahean and women grow into each
other, separation is much harder than when youoafle loosely linked in, even
though you may happened to be married. Of colisane back then and | had a far
more interesting war. She was bombed; she was &dnmbPlymouth and she had a
hard time in many ways. | had so much interestexwitement seeing different parts
of the world. | mean there was all sorts of exoeat to it. But she really had a more
traumatic time than | had, and she hoped - | tkimk told you when you met her a few
weeks ago - she hoped that the army sending meeagwould get out of my system
the feeling | was being called to work overseasid Aknow it was a disappointment
to her when | just felt that | just had to go baeid work amongst under-privileged
people, in Uganda. | was working in Kenya in aitaiy hospital...

MB  Denis | am going to just halt there because veegning to have to go on to
another tape in a moment.

DB  Oh yes, great. How do you know that?
MB  Because | get signals.
DB Isee.

MB | hope that has been fascinating, because itfarase.
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