Autumn Newsletter 2020
President’s Report

and working on several projects we hope will keep
COMA conscious and ready for action once Jane
has re-opened.
We have been having monthly Zoom COMA
Committee meetings which has been effective in
maintaining our links with each other with
oversight over finances and planning.

Philip Thomson
Like all of us, the COVID-19 shutdown has had a
major impact on our lives. None of us could have
anticipated the closure of our boarders, empty
streets, all air travel ceased, businesses going bust,
theatres deserted, national parks shut down and
cultural institutions with locked doors.
After our seminar; ‘The Witches’ Cauldron ‘,
scheduled for 21/3/20 was cancelled, Jane
Franklin Hall closed. When studies went ‘on line ‘,
most of the Tassie students moved home and
overseas students went into isolation. With Jane
in ‘lock-down ‘, COMA activities ceased.
We are hopeful the seminar will be re-scheduled
for Sat 29/8/20. All our speakers are happy to give
their talks once it is safe to gather.
Liz, Philip and our volunteers have been working
from home. We are having weekly Zoom meetings

We are hopeful we will emerge in a good position
to attract visits to the museum, have our brochure
completed, a website up and going and be able to
re-commence our guided tours.

Curator’s Report

Liz Bondfield
I am writing this report ‘working from home’,
which in our case means my husband is with our
young daughter in the lounge room and I can hear
the sweet sounds of ABC Kids Listen echoing up
the hallway as they make lunch and do school
work.
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Having to cancel our seminar was hard, but since then I’ve had time to work with Philip, Annabel and our
volunteers to begin to work out how COMA can ‘come back’. One key to our success when we re-open will
be you! The support and good-will of our Friends and volunteers are essential, and we hope we will be able
to offer you the ‘Witches’ Cauldron’ rescheduled in Spring – if it turns out that that isn’t possible, we will try
our hand at an online ‘webinar’ which we hope you will still be able to attend from the comfort of your own
homes.
As well as our newsletter, we will keep publishing shorter pieces on our Facebook page and highlights from
our collection.
We are planning to continue our hands-on work with the collection when Jane Franklin Hall is open again
to visitors. Because we can access our COMA files remotely, I am able to work bit by bit on a project to get
our old c 2008 database ready to transfer onto a new online system. If you ever wanted to check out an ivory
and tortoiseshell kit for 19th century eye surgery, or admire the ingenuity of 1950s GPs and anaesthetists,
then this will make you very happy.
Our volunteers Sophia Avery and Avon Li have not been idle either. Sophia has been crucial in developing a
new website for us, and Sophia and Avon have continued to research and write short pieces for our
Facebook page and newsletter.
An example of Avon’s work will be included in our next newsletter.
Thank you to our Friends and volunteers for your support – we literally couldn’t do it without you.

Mystery object pop quiz:
What might ‘Orchic Extract’ and ‘Monkey Gland Transplants’ have had in common in the
1930s?

…Give up? Turn to page 4 for the answer.
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Donations
•

A painting of St John’s
hospital and a St John’s
wooden ward sign donated
by Mr Richard McKercher,
ex nursing student from St
John’s.

•

Five
impressive
handwritten
Gould
family
indentures
have
been
donated By Mrs Rosemary
Butler. She is the great
granddaughter of Henry
Thomas
Gould
who
established the pharmacy in
Hobart in the 1881 which
still dispenses medications.
This
donation
was
facilitated by Ralph Tapping
and augments St John’s
Hospital and Pharmacy
items
in
COMA.

•

Donation by Mrs Marjorie
Brennan of items from her
husband Dr John Brennan’s
medical practice in the
Bothwell
area.
These
include
various
drugs,
glassware, syringes, needles
and small books. Some of
the objects are from the
1920’s suggesting they were
used by a predecessor of the
Brennans.

•

Five ENT (ear, nose and
throat) surgical instruments
donated by eminent Sydney
ENT surgeon, Mr Henley
Harrison.

Sketches of April 2020 Items donated by Mr. Henley Harrison.

Thank you to all of our donors your support is greatly appreciated.
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Guided Tours

Pop Quiz Answer!

We have had guided tours for the Order of
Australia recipients and a group of emergency
physicians in November. We have received very
positive feedback regarding these events.
We have had guided to cancel a number of
scheduled guided tours . One has re-booked for
April next year.
After we re-open, we will contact interested
groups and publicize they are available .

Pharmacy Display

Answer: They were pioneering form of male
hormone treatment.

The eye-catching display is in the process of
being installed in the new display cabinets.
It includes many surprising, life- saving and
game-changing medications. Visitors will
discover Poppers, Spanish fly, APC, Speed and the
little Blue pill. There are banned drugs like
barbiturates and thalidomide. It is possible
visitors may glow in the dark after viewing
Uranium Chloride !
We thank PDL ( Pharmacy Defence League ) for
donating the display cabinets and hope it has a
beneficial pharmacological response for visitors
without any side-effects !

With the discovery of hormones in the early
20th century, scientists attempted to
‘rejuvenate’ ageing millionaires through
grafting testicular tissue from monkeys.
There was widespread anxiety that
affluence and comfort was causing
‘degeneration’ and a ‘loss of virility’ or
‘femininity’ in Western society.

Volunteers
We offer interesting projects for our volunteers
who bring much knowledge and professionalism
to COMA. You will have noticed the flyer for ‘The
Witches Cauldron’ which created a great deal of
interest. Our new brochure has been produced by
our multi-talented team members.

‘Orchic Extract’ and ‘Ovarian Substance’
were early attempts to supplement
‘insufficiencies’ of male and female
hormones. The ‘extracts’ were mostly taken
from the testes and ovaries of cattle. Men
were prescribed testosterone for the ‘male
climacteric’ or for ‘vitality’ and women
prescribed oestrogen for ‘frigidity’ and
‘weight gain due to menopause.’
When we are open for visitors again you can
find out more in our new exhibition ‘Wonder
Drugs: or pharmacy vs. ‘the stresses of
modern civilisation’.
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Featured Article:

Paul Duncombe was a speaker at our last seminar: ‘Thrills, Spills and Pills: sexual equality,
education and birth control contributing to social change’ .
Paul is a graduate of UTAS with BA and then CPA . He joined FPA in 1976 and became its CEO
in 1985. This position he held until 2004. Paul saw massive improvements for the access of
women to contraception and medical advice with this state-wide service , now seeing
10,000 clients annually. He is the current EO of TADTAS, having served in that role since
2005.
If you are interested in learning more about Paul Duncombe’s History of Family Planning Association in
Tasmania visit: http://www.fpt.asn.au/about-us/ourhistory/?fbclid=IwAR3TgmRf3WQIMNbeCCKS5KYN50ndT6CDMJfAb_OWEYs0j9N4lXPxOYvwT-k

“Spills and pills: The battle to establish Family Planning in
Tasmania”
Article by ABC Journalist Georgie Burgess 21/09/2019
(This article is published with permission of Georgie)

Key points:
§

§

§

Family Planning's Paul Duncombe during the 1980s, with 'Roland' the
condom. (Picture supplied by Paul).

Family Planning
opened its doors in
Tasmania in 1973
but faced resistance
from the church
Contraceptives
were not to be
displayed in public;
now a phone call
will see condoms in
your mailbox in a
week
The Collection of
Medical Artefacts
features a variety of
eye-watering
contraceptive
methods from
history
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When Family Planning opened its doors
in Tasmania in 1973, it was illegal to
advertise contraceptives anywhere in
public.
Many doctors were not impressed by the
clinic operating on their turf, and there
was resistance from particular groups in
the community.
Paul Duncombe spent 20 years with the
organisation, and was there for the uphill
battle to get Family Planning established.
The clinic would provide unmarried
women
with
contraception,
a
breakthrough at the time.
"A lot of medical practitioners who were
around before Family Planning would not
provide contraception to single, young
women," Mr Duncombe said.
"And of course, they got pregnant.”
Family Planning was originally spruiked
as a place where married couples could
go and talk about the spacing of their
children.

Some of Family Planning's offerings.
(ABC Radio Hobart: Georgie Burgess)

"That was the public message; the private message was that it was an ok place to go to get
contraception and they didn't ask too many awkward questions," Mr Duncombe said.
As the organisation opened up across the state, he said some of its doctors faced personal
attacks, including one who was labelled a 'witch' for pushing for a north-west clinic.
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Getting community on side
By the time Family Planning services started
in Tasmania the pill had been around since
the 1960s.
Paul Duncombe dressed as 'Roland' the
condom in 1987.(Supplied: Paul Duncombe)
"If women were unmarried and didn't have
parental consent, it was difficult to get a
prescription," Mr Duncombe said.
"We wanted these young people who were
seeking contraception to be well-informed
so that they were making informed
decisions.
Paul Duncombe dressed as 'Roland' the condom
in 1987. (Picture supplied by Paul).

"That was quite forward-thinking for the
time."

Family Planning knew it would face resistance from church groups and when a committee
was set up to oversee its establishment, a Catholic priest and two right-to-life doctors were
invited to sit in.
"Imagine herding those cats," Mr Duncombe said.
Professor Colin Wendell-Smith, a Professor of Anatomy, worked with church groups to get
them on side.
"He wrote to the Archbishop of Hobart and said he was on the same side of the church, which
was to reduce the number of abortions," Mr Duncombe said.
"But he was doing it by providing contraception."
Word soon got around that Family Planning could offer birth control, not just advice for
families.
"The network amongst young people that would spread the word, just word of mouth, was
quite incredible."
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AIDS crisis a turning point
When Mr Duncombe
started
there
was
legislation in place to
prohibit the display of
contraceptives in any
public view.

Hold still, this might pinch a bit

"HIV AIDS had come onto
the scene [and] the only
panacea people had was
[the] use of condoms —
and
a
piece
of
government legislation
was preventing people
from
displaying
condoms," he said.
"It was just incredible."

Family Planning fought the legislation and it was eventually repealed.
"We advertised the fact that condoms were available at the front desk at clinics," he said.
"We asked people to come and arrest us but they never did. We broke the law every day."
Mr Duncombe said attitudes slowly began to change during the mid-1980s.
"Anyone alive at that time would remember the grim reaper ads saturating the TV," he said.
"The public got their education from those advertisements."
Today, anyone can send an SMS to a Family Planning number and they will be mailed
condoms within a week.
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Contraception trends
Mr Duncombe's reflections will form part of a seminar hosted this weekend by Collection of
Medical Artefacts Tasmania on sexual equality, education, and birth control.
Tasmanian doctor Philip Thomson was a GP for 40 years and is president of the Collection
of Medical Artefacts (COMA).
COMA is a collection of hundreds of historical medical implements, medicines, and gadgets.

An enema was once used as a birth control measure.
(ABC Radio Hobart: Georgie Burgess)
Within the collection are contraceptive trends from different eras such as enemas, IUDs,
diaphragm rings, and cervical pessaries.
Dr Thomson said there were still different trends throughout the world — Russia loves the
condom, Australia is big on the pill and in the United States, female sterilisation is the most
popular form of contraception.
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"There were all sorts of strange
ideas doctors had when I was
starting out," he said.
"A lot of doctors felt only
married women should have
access to contraception.
"When the pill came on the
market in the mid-60s a lot of
doctors were very judgemental
about who they prescribed the
pill to."

Tasmanian GP Philip Thomson is the president of the
Collection of Medical Artefacts.
(ABC Radio Hobart: Georgie Burgess)

But, he said it was during an era
when many doctors smoked —
something that does not
happen now.

Eye-watering devices
from the past
Among the intriguing devices in
the collection is a small ring
made of copper and silver from
the 1930s known as a
Graffenberg ring.
"It caused irritation to the lining
of the womb to prevent the
implantation of the embryo," he
said.
A Graffenberg Ring was used as a contraceptive from the
1920s.(ABC Radio Hobart: Georgie Burgess)

"They didn't have a string on
them so once they were in, they
were in."
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There is also a wishbone pessary
made of gold and several enema
devices.
"A lot of women used a vaginal
enema after intercourse," Dr
Thomson said.
"It has a rubber bulb which you
squeeze and use warm water; some
women would use a spermicide —
perhaps something found in the
house like baking soda or vinegar."
The collection also holds syringes
carved from bone for the same
purpose.

A gold 'wishbone' was to be used as a cervical
pessary.(ABC Radio Hobart: Georgie Burgess)

Dr Thomson said devices aside, coitus interruptus, or the withdrawal method, it is still used
widely around the world.
"It's not a reliable form of contraception," he advised.

COMA hopes you find this newsletter interesting and enjoyable. So many of us
have been affected by the current restrictions placed on many aspects of our lives.
We are looking forward to COMA resuming museum operations & activities. It
will be great to see Tassie buzzing with activity and Jane Franklin Hall full of
students. COMA will be in touch to let you know what we are doing and we will
be publishing our Winter Newsletter in a few months.
Wishing you happiness and good health during these difficult times.
The COMA Team.
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