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Collison, Jeanne
(1929 - 2006)

Born 19290408, Mosman New South Wales Australia

Died 20060513

Occupation Anaesthetist, Medical researcher, Surgeon

Summary

At the age of 27, Jeanne Collison was responsible for developing the first Australian heart-lung machine and leading a team
of seven male doctors through the first successful open-heart surgery in the southern hemisphere.

Details

The daughter of Albert Collison, a master builder, and his wife Beatrice, Jeanne was born in Mosman and educated there at
Killarney School. She later attended the Sydney Church of England Girls Grammar School (SCEGGS) in Darlinghurst, where
– according to Tony Stephens, who wrote Collison’s obituary in the Sydney Morning Herald – ‘the headmistress advised her
not to bother with medicine because she would never make the grade’.

At the age of sixteen, Collison was playing the pipe organ at North Sydney Baptist Church where she met her future husband
Neville York, then a twenty-year-old World War II RAAF pilot. Collison graduated with honours from Sydney University in
1952. York, too, became a student of medicine and the two were married in 1955.

According to Stephens, the death of young children from heart failure drove Collison to become a pioneer in heart bypass
anaesthesia in Australia. In 1952, with Helen Windon, she became the first female trainee anaesthetist at the Royal Prince
Alfred Hospital, Sydney. She joined the cardiac research team at the Baker Institute in Melbourne in 1956, and the following
year, built the first heart-lung machine at Melbourne’s Alfred Hospital using PVC tubing and other materials after a colleague
sent from the United States a rough sketch of an American design on airmail paper.

In 1957, Collison returned to Sydney where she established a cardiopulmonary bypass department at the Royal Prince
Alfred. Twenty years later she established another at Westmead. In midlife she obtained her pilot’s licence, flying with her
husband and her son, Simon. Stephens tells us that Collison and York’s marriage was ‘a 50-year personal and professional
partnership of immense happiness, marred only by the accidental death of their only child, Simon, at 18’.

Jeanne Collison passed away in 2006, just eight days after she was awarded the Order of Australia at Government House.
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