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EARLY LIFE

• Sir James Barrett was born in 1862 in South Melbourne.

• Matriculated age 15, Graduated (M.B., Ch.B.) in 1882. 

• Worked as RMO at The Melbourne Hospital for 2 years. 

• Travelled to London, attaining FRCS in 1887. 



THE WAR

• At the outbreak of WWI , Sir JWB enlisted and was deployed on 

board the Kyarra, arriving in Egypt in early 1915

• Sir JWB was posted at the 1st Australian General Hospital in 

Heliopolis as registrar and oculist. 

• Sir JWB who was already secretary of the Australian Red cross, 

became executive officer of the region. 

• By June 1915, he rose to ADMS of the Australian forces

• His close relationship with the DMS Major General Ford and 

irregular promotion to ADMS stirred controversy and jealousy.

• Diary entries correspondence from Argyle and Springthorpe 

instigated and investigation into operation of the 1st AGH.



THE WAR

• The 1st AGH was relocated from Heliopolis and Sir JWB was recalled home.

• Instead he arranged to be invalided to London on two months of sick leave.

• Through his influence, he was redeployed as consultant aurist to the Egypt 

Expeditionary force and by 1917 became president of the invaliding and 

classification boards for most of Egypt

• Sir JWB became involved in the British Red Cross and YMCA locally. 

• His son Captain Keith Barrett was killed on the western front in 1917.

• Barrett was awarded KBE, CB and Order of the Nile medal for his service. 



RESEARCH AND PUBLICATION

• During his spell in London, Sir JWB published over 17 papers and contributed 

significantly to the understanding of the anatomy of the mammalian retina.

• Sir JWB published broadly and prolifically : “ Typhoid fever in Victoria”, " Two 

Cases of Neurofibromata " , " Hydatid Disease in Victoria." , ” The cause of the first 

heart sound” , “The nature of the movement of the cardiac muscle”, “ Liernur

system of sewage, “a new microtome”, “The velocity of accommodation” and  “The 

use of homatropine”

• He is credited with co-authoring a paper alongside Lang on “Convergent 

Strabismus” , which predated Worth’s work by 15 years. 



MEDICAL LEADERSHIP

• Sir JWB was the founding secretary of the Medical Student’s 

Society in 1880

• Helped found the Royal Australasian College of surgeons in 

1927

• Was elected President of the BMA Victorian chapter in 1901 

and again in 1930. 

• Was elected President of the BMA in 1936

• Founded the Ophthalmological Society of Australia and served 

as its first president in 1939

• Promoted chemical and physical prophylaxis of venereal 

disease despite some opposition .



UNIVERSITY OF MELBOURNE

• Sir JWB was appointed lecturer of physiology of the special senses 

in 1897

• Was elected to the university council in 1901 

• Played a large role in the introduction of professional and 

vocational courses such as dentistry, engineering and agriculture

• Became vice-chancellor in 1931, deputy chancellor in 1934 and 

chancellor in 1935

• Oversaw the introduction of clinical chairs under the faculty of 

medicine



VICTORIAN BUSH NURSING ASSOCIATION

• Along with his sister Edith, Sir JWB helped found the Bush nursing 

association

• Provided nursing and midwifery services in rural communities then 

regarded as greater than 20 miles from the city. 

• Over 12,500 people were treated at these centres in 1935, providing 

care at 1/5th of the cost of public hospitals. 

• By 1945, there were sixty seven bush nursing hospitals and 15 

nursing centres.

• A large proportion of regional and rural hospitals began as bush 

nursing hospitals.



CULTURE AND POLITICS

• Upon return from the War in 1919, Sir Barrett ran for election in the 

Victorian parliament as a liberal in the seat of Toorak

• He was resoundingly defeated by Dr Argyle

• Barrett made major contributions in promoting Orchestra music in 

Melbourne

• Following the war, Sir Barrett helped form the University 

Conservatorium Symphony Orchestra.

• He later worked with Sir Heinze to merge into the Melbourne Symphony 

Orchestra. 



SOCIAL CAUSES

• Sir Barrett became a household name in Melbourne 

following the war. 

• He gave several lectures to the public on various topics 

concerning the empire, the war and civic society.

• Regularly wrote opinion pieces in the Argus 

• Sir JWB convened the National Parks association of 

Victoria in 1908, and was one of the earliest proponents 

of the protection of Wilson’s promontory from cattle 

grazing. 

• Sir JWB helped form the Victorian Town Planning and 

Parks Association and was its first president in 1914.

• Helped found the Flinders golf club


