
VALE DR DR GRETNA WESTE AM (1917-2006) 

Gretna Margaret Wes te w a s born on 
5 Sep tember 1917 in Dumfr ies , Sco t land . Her 
parents were Austra l ian but her father , a 
chemis t , was work ing as a chemis t in a 
muni t ions factory. Dumfr ies is about 30 km 
f rom Gre tna G r e e n , hence her g iven name . A t 
age two she c a m e to Austra l ia l iving in Surrey 
Hil ls. The fami ly wen t on f requent camp ing 
hol idays where she deve loped her l i fet ime 
passion to be a botanist. A t the age of f ive she 
made her first visit to Wi lsons Promontory 
which w a s to become another l i fet ime pass ion. 

Af ter matr iculat ing f rom high schoo l , wi th an 
emphas is on Engl ish and French , Gre tna went 
to Me lbourne Universi ty to do a sc ience 
degree . She graduated B.Sc. (Hon. ) in 1938 
wi th f irst c lass honours , exhib i t ions and a 
Howit t natural history scholarsh ip . A s a 
measure of her intel l igence it is interest ing that 
Gre tna cons idered Professor Leeper the best 
lecturer she ever had . Gre tna then jo ined the 
Forests Commiss ion of Vic tor ia as a plant 
pathologist ; however on start ing she found she 
was being paid as a temporary typist the only 
rate avai lable for a w o m a n . An appea l to the 
Publ ic Serv ice Board was of no avail and she 
cont inued to be emp loyed as a tempora ry 
typist. Whi le there she comple ted a M.Sc. in 
1939 at Me lbourne Universi ty. Her work , at 
C S I R O Forest Products , focussed on format ion 
of compress ion wood and other growth 
s t resses in living hardwood t rees. S h e then 
s topped work in 1942 to raise a fami ly , a son 
and two daughters . 

Gretna 's husband w a s ill for a long per iod of 
t ime caus ing f inancial hardship. F rom 1955 to 
1960 Gre tna w a s biology teacher at F i rbank 
Church of Eng land Gir ls ' G r a m m a r Schoo l in 
Me lbourne . She w a s an inspirat ional but 
demand ing teacher . 

In 1960 she returned to Me lbourne Universi ty 
as Co-ord ina tor in Botany. In the Depar tment 
of Botany she enro l led to do a Ph .D . part t ime 
under the superv is ion of Dr L.D. Th rower . T h e 
P h . D . w a s confer red in 1968 for her thesis 
t i t led A study of the biology of Ophiobolus 
graminis. Gre tna w a s very proud that Professor 
S .D . Garret t w a s one of the examiners . T h e 
thesis w a s innovat ive in several ways . Gre tna 



w a s the first person to demonst ra te infect ion 
of whea t roots by s ingle ascospores of wha t is 
now Gaeumanomyces graminis (Sacc. ) Arx & 
D . L (Magnapo thaceae) , an impor tant 
pa thogen of cereals in Aust ra l ia and mos t parts 
of the wor ld . She a lso demons t ra ted presence 
of di f ferent var iet ies of the pa thogen speci f ic 
to part icular cereal host gene ra . She w a s made 
senior lecturer in 1974 and Reader in 1980. 
Af ter retir ing in 1982, Gre tna cont inued on as 
Sen ior Assoc ia te in the School of Botany. In 
1983 she w a s awarded a D.Sc. by publ icat ions 
by Me lbourne Universi ty. 

Af ter comple t ing her P h . D . , Gretna became 
involved in s tudies of Phytophthora cinnamomi 
Rands and of the ef fects of the pa thogen on 
communi t ies of nat ive plants in V ic tor ia . S h e 
ass is ted Gordon Bea ton , an enthus iast ic 
ama teu r mycologis t , in his s tud ies of 
d i scomyce te fungi result ing in descr ipt ion of a 
number of new taxa . T h e s tud ies of 
Phytophthora became an interest for the rest 
of her life. Dur ing these studies she superv ised 
numerous post g raduate s tudents and 
co l laborated wi th o ther researchers in the 
Forests Commiss ion of V ic tor ia , and at Deak in 
and La T robe Univers i t ies. She w a s a s t rong 
and ef fect ive leader and an inspirat ional 
teacher and wou ld of ten host d inners in her 
home invit ing researchers and their s tudents in 
an a t tempt to build relat ionships and enhance 
the research effort. 

T h e Four th Internat ional Congress of Plant 
Patho logy was held in Me lbourne in 1983 ; 
Gre tna w a s Cha i rman o f the Organ is ing 
Commi t t ee . Gretna w a s m a d e a m e m b e r of the 
Order of Austral ia in 1989 , an honorary 
m e m b e r o f the Aust ra las ian Plant Patho logy 
Soc ie ty in 1992, and m a d e Patron of the 
Aust ra las ian Mycologica l Soc ie ty in 1999, a 
posi t ion she held unti l her dea th . 

Gre tna w a s a de te rmined bushwalker for all 
her l ife. S h e had two hip rep lacements and at 
82 b roke an ank le wh i le bushwa lk ing . The 
doctor t reat ing her sa id s h e wou ld not wa lk 
again but he ser iously underes t imated Gre tna 's 
determinat ion and reso lve. A t 83 she wa lked to 
the Inca Tra i l , c l imbed D e a d W o m a n ' s Pass at 
4 ,200 met res and reached Machu Picchu in 
Peru . Ear l ier she had c l imbed Mt Ki l imanjaro in 
Kenya . 

Gre tna passed away at K ingston Beach near 
Hobar t on 30 Augus t 2006 aged 88 . She is 
surv ived by her th ree ch i ldren, six 
g randch i ld ren , one great grandchi ld and a host 
of researchers and f r iends w h o s e careers we re 
in s o m e way shaped by her contag ious 
en thus iasm for the Aust ra l ian bush , for 
r igorous sc ience, and for botany. Gre tna 's w a s 
a life tha t should be an inspirat ion to all of us. 
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