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Good evening 

What a pleasure it is for me to be here with you this evening for 

such a significant event.  

Let me begin by expressing my congratulations to this year’s 

graduates on your academic achievement. 

This is your transition from secondary school and that makes it 

one of those significant moments in life, and I remember my 

transition well.  

In fact, and while it didn’t really occur to me at the time, that 

was the very last time the graduating class of 1979 was 

together in its totality.  

And while this year’s class have the social networking tools to 

remain connected in much easier ways than we did, your 

journeys in life - which until now have had a very common 

element - will inevitably diverge from this moment on. 
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And you never know where that divergence will take you. A 

couple of years ago the school organised a reunion for the Class 

of 1979, and for many of us that was the very first time we had 

caught up in 40 years.  

Lawyers, surgeons, architects, engineers, builders, managers, 

lots of fathers….some grandfathers…….all of us enthusiastically 

assessing and comparing the impact of 40 years of ageing, 

secretly hoping that time had been kinder on yourself than it 

had on others.  

Significantly less hair, quite a bit of mid-body overhang but all 

recognisable. For some that recognition was instantaneous, for 

others it was clear that the transformation had been 

considerable, but eventually you could put a name the face.  

And as we spent time together the memories came flooding 

back, even the individual mannerisms and the somewhat cruel 

but nonetheless humorous nick-names of the politically 

incorrect 1970s.  
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I have no doubt that in 40-years time you will remember this 

event, on this day, way back in 2021. But unlike me, I suggest 

you don’t let 40 years pass before you attend your first reunion. 

My journey at Blackfriars started in 1975. I grew up in Gawler – 

40km north of here - and believe it or not, back in the 1970s 

Blackfriars was the closest private boy’s school.  

So there were literally packs of us from Gawler and the 

surrounding rural areas that would cram into the early morning 

train for our daily 40km transit to Ovingham station before the 

hill hike. The Blackfriars boys pretty much commandeered the 

back carriage and looking back I can only feel pity for the naive 

commuter who stumbled in that carriage by mistake – they 

rarely did so twice. 

By no means affluent, my parents worked multiple jobs to 

support my education and it was pretty much the same for 

many of my school-mates from out North. I cannot thank my 

parents enough the sacrifices they made to ensure I had the 

opportunity to attend this wonderful school. Im sure you will be 
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similarly appreciative of the love and support you have received 

during your school years. So remember to say thanks 

occasionally, especially today. 

I’ve often reflected on what it was that made my time at 

Blackfriars so critical in my own development. It certainly 

wasn’t the location, nor was it the facilities, as good as they 

were, ….….and nor was it the occasional dancing lessons where 

we had the rare privilege of making fools of ourselves with the 

girls from St Dominic’s. All those things bring back fond 

memories, but they didn’t make the difference. 

So what did make the difference?   

Without doubt, it was the teachers and the prevailing culture of 

the school for educational excellence and egalitarianism – not 

just an acceptance of all, a genuine welcoming of all…..even a 

rough and rowdy Gawler boy such as me. The Dominican 

tradition was as impactful then as it is today. 



Blackfriars speech 
 

6 
 

Over 40 years later, I can still reel off the names of the teachers 

who inspired me, and I can still remember their lessons, some 

very vividly.  

Learning the basics of trigonometry with Brother Brendan and 

his very large ruler, the elegant physics of momentum with Doc 

Denton, the wonderment of chemical reactions with the 

effervescent Mr Kelly, who could conjure up the sort of 

explosions that modern OHS policies ruled out decades ago.  

And I recall debating deep philosophical concepts with the 

wonderful Father John Neill whose commitment to education 

never waned through his extraordinary life.  

These collective experiences all transformed what was a pretty 

much delinquent and wayward teenager into an inspired 

learner who a few years later found himself among the 

academy of one of the world’s greatest universities, the 

University of Manchester, where I was able to publish 

significant findings on how mathematics could be used to 
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better understand the human body and how it responded to 

medicines. 

I have no doubt that I became a scientist because of the 

encouragement I received at this school, by those teachers. 

I quite like thinking back to those sliding door moments in life. 

Where events of the day take you one way rather than the 

other. For me, Year 10, 1977, was my sliding door moment.  

During these, my most formative years, Blackfriars – or more 

specifically the teachers of Blackfriars, saw me right.  

Now, I learned very early in my career that a scientist should 

never waste the opportunity that a platform or podium 

provides. So please indulge me for a short moment – to talk a 

little science. 

When I commenced my own research studies back in the 

1980s, I worked on the area of molecular chirality in medicine. 

Those who studied chemistry will know what this means but in 

essence I was looking at how the spacial configuration of a 
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chemical - the way the atoms are distributed around each 

other, can determine whether it could be a beneficial medicine 

or a toxin. Minor difference in structure, major differences in 

properties.  

That led me, at the time, to immerse myself in learning about 

the career of the French chemist, biologist and microbiologist 

Louis Pasteur, who essentially discovered this field of 

chemistry. 

Paster said  

‘Science knows no Country because knowledge belongs to 

humanity, and is the torch which illuminates the world.’  

Born a little under 200 years ago, Pasteur’s contribution to 

humanity were profound and through his studies of 

pasteurisation, sterilisation and immunisation he has arguably 

improved the quality of human life more than any other 

person.  



Blackfriars speech 
 

9 
 

Pasteur said that his success, in so many fields of endeavour, 

was due to his tenacity and his belief in careful, intense 

observation. And when things went wrong, he learned from it. 

In fact, one of Pasteur’s greatest discoveries came from a 

mistake in the laboratory.  

In 1854, Pasteur said,  

“In the fields of observation, chance favors only the prepared 

mind.” 

My take on his words, and my messages to the graduates this 

evening, are quite simple.  

Firstly, learn from your mistakes, they will be much more 

informative than reflecting on your accomplishments.  

And your resilience will be strengthened every time you 

persevere through difficulty.  Secondly, opportunity always 

present itself first to those who have an open and prepared 

mind.  
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You know, it is Pasteur’s discoveries, from hundreds of years 

ago, that have allowed today’s researchers to develop, test and 

have approved a range of extremely effective vaccines for 

COVID-19 in record time.  We are bearing witness to 

phenomenal work that defies what everyone had thought 

possible.  

Thank goodness for the scientists…….Pasteur would be proud of 

how they have put his discoveries into practice. 

I can only wonder what such an accomplished mind would think 

of the nonsense that finds its way into the words and posturing 

of many of our modern-day influencers, who give little respect 

for humanity’s responsibility for the custodianship of 

knowledge. 

You see knowledge is no fluke – it is built on the blood, sweat 

and tears of people who have in their own way strived to make 

a positive impact on our world.  

My final Quote from Louise Pasteur. 
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I am the most hesitating of men, the most fearful of committing 

myself when I lack evidence. But on the contrary, no 

consideration can keep me from defending what I hold as true 

when I can rely on solid scientific proof. 

Unfortunately, with modern means of communication, it is 

preposterously simple for people to offer opinion without 

evidence. So many uninformed voices.  

We have allowed information to be delivered to us through the 

money-making algorithms of social media companies that 

measure their significance by the hits they provide their 

advertisers rather than the honesty of their message.  

Humanity has been seriously diverted - temporarily I would 

argue - from its core obligation of passing knowledge, truth and 

wisdom to the next generation. Of course, this period of 

misinformation will pass and future generations will look back 

on it with bemusement.  
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Im confident in predicting this because I have so much faith in 

young people and continue to be amazed by their innovation, 

their commitment to social justice and fairness and their 

ambition to play their role in making this world a better place. 

These attributes are far, far greater than they were in my day 

and that should give us all great optimism.  

As an aside, I find it so frustrating to hear the negativity in the 

press and - worse still - that coming from the opportunistic 

mouths of politicians, who in their own uninformed ways are so 

critical of schooling, teaching and student performance. In my 

experience, in a university that has over 38,000 students from 

across Australia, the graduates of today are exceptional and 

while it is true that they have a different skill base to the 

graduates of the past, it is a far more impressive skill base.   

But while your schooling has done its job, the impetus for 

lifelong learning is greater today than it ever was and the 

necessity to distil truth and honesty increasing falls to the 

individual.   



Blackfriars speech 
 

13 
 

Graduates, your future is ahead of you. It’s your opportunity to 

make an impact on the world, in your own way. And if you are 

really fortunate, you will be in a position to inspire others.  

And always remember to thank those who have inspired you.    

Which brings me to my final point.  

This is my opportunity, to say, quite simply, thank you to this 

school and the teachers past and present, for what they did for 

me, for the thousands of fine young people they have inspired 

since my time, and for their commitment to those graduating 

today. 

Graduates, I have no doubt that the Blackfriars community has 

provided you with a foundation on which you can build your life 

and your career, but of course the final design is up to you. All I 

can ask is that from today, you strengthen - just that little bit 

more -  your conviction for deep and genuine learning. It’s the 

best investment you will ever make. 
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For those of you who will soon be sitting their final exams, my 

advice is to trust yourselves, trust the preparation that your 

teachers have provided, and use the opportunity to challenge 

yourself, not punish yourself. Sleep well, eat well and keep 

physically active – the mind works better when the body is 

prepared. 

And if for some reason you don’t achieve the grades you were 

striving for, or the ATAR you need for entering a particular 

degree, don’t become despondent. After 30 years in higher 

education, I can attest that is often those who pursue their 

goals despite early setbacks who become the most successful. 

Universities are only too willing to discuss the pathways and 

options available to you. Remember, keep an open mind and 

the opportunities will become evident. 

Whatever  your journey, I wish you every success, every joy and 

great fortune for the years to come.  
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And I hope that your experience at Blackfriars was as 

memorable and rewarding as mine was. After all, a quality 

education is a gift that endures beyond all others. 

Thank you. 


