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Family’'s strong
emphasis on education
shaped lives of
mother/daughter

Continuing its profifes on RANZCO Members; in
tivls Isswe, RANZCO News talks to Sydney-based
maother and davghter ophthalmaologists, Dr Bharati
Banerjee and Dr Gayatri Banerjes, currently the
orly mother and davghter Fellows of the College.
They are profiled separately.

Dr Bharati Banerjee (Mother)

You have an intriguing background with what
sounds like a far-from-typical Family.

Yes, 1 was born and educated in northern India. I spent
my childhood during the Indian Independence Movement
and I come fram & medical family of freadom fighters
during the time of Gandhi. My family was very active
palitically and medically and bacame wall-known during
the tremendous struggle for Indian Independence,
during the times of non-vielent protest. Our home was
always filled with interesting people, great discussions,
and we were always encouraged to maintain a thirst for
knowledge, to work on iInCreasing our intellectual powers,
and to do our best for others, There was a culture of
education, equality, and debake,
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That sounds like a good legacy?

It was, and particularly influential for me was my parents’
maotta: Mo family can be called “educated’ unless the
fermales in the family are educated,

What made you choose the path of ophthalmology?

Since the age of three [ wanted to be a doctor, mothing
else, [ was still in my eardy tesns when my sisEers viseon
was compromisad with amblyopia, so | determined to be
an ophthalmologist, At that time in [ndia, it was unhe&and
of for women to do ephthalmology, but my parents
encourdged me,

Where did you do your training ¥

I did my Medical.Degree in Patna Bihar, in ane of India’s
oldest medical schoals, After an arranged marriage

we moved to London where my husband was studying.
My daughber was born befween my Part 1 and Part 2
ophthalmology exams, Medical retina was my field,
There was something particularly about this feld that
fascinated me and, later on, [ started to do a lot of work
with diabetic eve disease, Thers is a réal nead and 1
found I had an aptitude for ik,

Coming to Australia was another big move for you?

We moved to Australia in the early 1980, We thowght
Australia was a goeod place of opportunity and we've
never locked back. I worked at Sydney Eyve Hospital and
Westrmead Hospital, then maved to be an assoclate ima
group practica,

Australia was a different world to me; a very beawutiful,
fruitful world. It was hard at times but I love what [ do
and learnt a lot from my patients and my colleagues. |
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récdivied o lob of help from different ophthalmaolagists who
were a tremendous help when 1 armived in Australia: in
particular Or Graham Henry, Prol Frank Martin, and Cr
Peber Hopkins.

After a remarkable life journey and the challenges
that come with change, do you feel at home?

This is my third country, my third home. It was a
struggle initially when we first arrived = when you have
ma family backup. But our daughter settled into school
and then went on to medical school. She has been
abrodd ot during her training, but she has always called
Australia home, and we have a wondearful conmnection.

As for the future, 1 am still very much enjoying my work
and looking after my patients.

It sounds like you had very wise parents. ‘What mokto
wowld you pass o the next generation?

Mothing comes easy in life, you have to work for it

Dr Gayatri Banerjee (Daughter)

Your Mum has told us a bit about her childhood. In
what way has that influenced your path?

I look on Mum's background in many ways to have
shaped my current attitudes, and created my values and
influenced the way 1 see the world,

My family had a strong emphasis on education. My
[maternal] grandfather was a gquite a prominent freedom
fighter and politician in India and he firmly believed in
equality in education for women. That legacy filterad
dowen [0 benelit me, And while 1S not 50 extraordinary
for my generation, it was an extraordinary thing for
fernales of my mum’s generation bo accomplish what
she’s done. That's a powerful source of my inspiration.

Your father was also an inspiration to you.

Yes, my father was a surgeon and a GP. He loved
cammunicating with peaple and was unhsersally liked
and respected, because he genuinely cared about those
around him. One example was when [ had to do house
calls for some of his older patients when [ was deing a
locum for him., Houwse calls are almost unheard of these
days, but it helped to build my attitude towards patients,
and the way I relate to their concerns. It is the little

things that couwnt. I look back with pride ak what my
family instilled in me, and also much humility becaose |
realise what tremendous challenges they faced.

Do people assume you've had an easy journey
because your parents were doctors?

[ Ehink there can be the assumption that i your mother
iz an ophthalmologist vou'll have an easler path. But

it's certainly been challenging at times and e had to
prove mysalf over and over. I've actually done & double
Fellowship: 1 weant to Houston Texas, Oxford & Moorfields
Eye Hospital London and did my FRCOphth there, and
then I came back and did further training and FRANZCO
hare at Princé of Walas Hospital before returning to
Moorfields to do my sub-specialty Fellowship in Retina, 1
hawe just opened a subspecialty practice at Nepean Valley
Eye Surgeans, in Western Sydney,

Did your mum éver encourage you to do something
other than medicine or ophthalmalagy?

Mo, mot really. 1 have always wanbed to do medicine,
and ophthalmalogy in particular - it's something I really
have a passion for. Mum is inspirational - she taught me
about respect and courage, She also gives me a great
historical parspective of the way ophthalmology was

and the way its going to become, and [t helps to know
how you slot into the schame of things, 1 belicve it does
take a community to make an ophthalmobogist, and that
includes my patients, family, friends and teachers, and

[ am very grateful for the support and wisdom of my
collzagues.

What do you do when you're not working?

[ am very kKeen aboul the charity work I've been involved
with for the Fred Hollows Foundation in Cambodia.

we just returned from my seécond vigit there and was
heartened to see that out of three trainees this year,
they ook on two girls.  It's great they have female role
madels gedng to Cambodia and working with them, and
the girts are doing fantastically wall,

In a way it sounds like vou'ré carmying on your
grandparents’ motto about female education. Motloes
soem bo run in the family, what is yours?

Cne of my favouribe sayings is by US President Barack
Cbama's “fes we can®,
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