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TO THE EDITOR: Somerset Maugham
noted, “At a dinner party one should eat
wisely but not too well, and talk well but not
too wisely”.1

Your recent column lamenting the disap-
pearance of doctors’ dining and common
rooms2 precipitated a flood of warm memo-
ries of, in my case, St Vincent’s Hospital in
Melbourne in the 1960s, 1970s and early
1980s.

Now based in the Latrobe Valley, Victoria, I
have witnessed first-hand, over almost 20
years, much grievous political and social
engineering — the abject failure of the first
“privatisation” of a public hospital in Victoria
and, in the custom-designed “greenfields”
hospital, the near-complete lack of provision
of facilities for consultant medical staff, lead-
ing to their fleeting meeting in corridors and
carparks. It is unlikely that C P Snow had this
in mind when he wrote of “corridors of
power”.3

Contemporary medical staff are indeed an
amorphous lot. The clinical white coat is but
a memory, and often the only way to recog-
nise a doctor, usually dressed in a manner
that would suggest forthcoming involvement
in a “Clean up Australia” gathering, is the
fashionably appropriate half-noose stetho-
scope, which, akin to a saint’s halo, confers
immediate status on the bearer.

Lae-nnec (my italics), who invented the
stethoscope in 1819, had surely not foreseen
the commercial potential of his epochal
invention.

1 Maugham WS. A writerís notebook.London: Hein-
emann, 1949.

2 Van Der Weyden MB. Breaking bread together
[From the Editorís Desk]. Med J Aust 2004; 181:
465.

3 Snow CP. Homecomings. London: Macmillan,
1956. ❏
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TO THE EDITOR: Your recent experience in
a staff cafeteria1 is clearly anecdotal, as are my
own. I believe, however, the balance needs to
be redressed.

There is little point in campaigning for
“return of the doctors’ common dining
room”, as, at least in the public sector, there
are no funds available for this campaign. I
have been very impressed with the camarade-
rie that exists in the staff cafeteria at Dande-
nong Hospital, Southern Health, because
medical care is now a team approach and I
have the opportunity to meet with medical
students, interns, house medical officers, reg-
istrars, nurses and administrators, either over
a cup of coffee provided free by the Health
Service, or a meal. The staff cafeteria has been
a meeting place for the team, engendering a
team approach to medical care which, I
believe, is appropriate to champion for the
future of healthcare delivery in Australia.

1 Van Der Weyden MB. Breaking bread together [From
the Editor’s Desk]. Med J Aust 2004; 181: 465. ❏
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Correction
Re: “Doctors in the Pacific”, by Watters D A K and Scott D F in the 6/20 December
2004 issue of the Journal (Med J Aust 2004; 181: 597-601). The photo on page 599
was incorrectly ascribed “courtesy of Carolyn Bennett”. It should have read “courtesy
of Carolyn Beckett”. ❏
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