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Professor Emeritus Nancy Millis AC, MBE, FAA, FTSE died on 29 September 2012 at the age of 
90. She was one of the first women to be appointed Professor at the University of Melbourne, had 
been President of the Australian Society for Microbiology and after her retirement was Chancellor 
at La Trobe University. Nancy introduced the teaching of Industrial Microbiology into Australia and 
by her research and involvement with various organizations promoted a continuing analysis of water 
utilization and the environment. She will also be remembered for her role, over twenty years, in 
guiding the committees responsible for overseeing the development of recombinant DNA research in 
Australia. Her tireless dedication to the service of others, her wit and her forthright approach endeared 
her to many. Nancy Millis was elected to the Australian Academy of Science in 2004 by Special 
Election in recognition of her conspicuous service to the cause of science with her outstanding career 
in Microbiology. This report chronicles some of the very significant and far-reaching contributions 
that Nancy made to the discipline of Microbiology and to the larger Australian community during her 
long and very productive life. 

 
 
 
 

Early Days 
Nancy Fanny Millis was born on 10 April 1922 to 
Annie Beryl Millis (née Ellis) and Frank Ormand 
Millis at the family home in the Melbourne sub- 
urb of Brighton. She was the fifth in a family of 
six children and had four brothers and one sister, 
Jean, who was nine years older than she. Frank, 
with three of his brothers and two of his sisters, 
ran a wholesale fruit business originally started 
by Nancy’s grandfather at the Western Markets 
in Melbourne. Both of Nancy’s parents held the 
view that the girls as well as the boys should 
be offered the opportunity of a good education. 
After primary school at Elwood, Nancy attended 
the Melbourne Church of England Girls’ Gram- 
mar School (also known as Merton Hall). Jean, 
her older sister, proceeded to the University of 
Melbourne where she attained a BSc degree and 
then a Master of Science specializing in Bio- 
chemistry. After Nancy had spent three years of 
schooling at Merton Hall, her father suffered a 
major heart attack and following a family con- 
ference it was decided that Nancy should leave 
school and take a course in a business college 
so that she could support herself if necessary. 
Consequently Nancy applied herself diligently 
to acquiring skills with the typewriter, short- 
hand and book-keeping. By her own account, 

 
 
 

this was not the happiest time of her life. She 
also studied for the Matriculation examination 
with night classes, completing the requirements 
after two years. Inspired by Jean’s  progress 
and enthusiasm for a career in science, Nancy 
decided to follow her example. However, when 
she sought to enrol for a BSc at the University 
of Melbourne, her application was rejected by 
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Figure 1. Nancy Millis (centre) picking fruit in her first university vacation. 
 
 

the Faculty of Science because their rules at that 
time demanded that Matriculation be taken in a 
single year. This might have discouraged a lesser 
person but with Jean’s encouragement, Nancy 
approached Professor Sam Wadham, Dean of 
Agricultural Science, seeking admission into the 
Agricultural Science course. Professor Wadham 
was obviously impressed with Nancy and offered 
her a place. In those days there was a major 
component of basic science in the Agricultural 
Science course and Nancy’s original intention 
when she enrolled in 1941 was to transfer to the 
BSc course after completing her first year. She so 
enjoyed the B.Agr.Sci. course, however, that she 
completed the full degree. During her course, 
she particularly enjoyed the second year, spent 
in residence at the Dookie Agricultural College, 
doing the rounds on horseback and leading an 
outdoor existence. This was the beginning of 
a life-long involvement with Agricultural Sci- 
ence and Agricultural Science students. (For a 
more detailed account of Nancy’s early years see 
Morrison [2010].) 

After completing her degree Nancy was 
invited by Dr Vic Skerman to undertake a Mas- 
ter’s degree in the University’s Department of 
Bacteriology, studying the effect of oxygen on 
the reduction of nitrate by a strain of Pseu- 
domonas isolated from the clay soils at the 
University’s Dookie campus (1, 2). With the 

financial assistance of an A. M. White Trust Fel- 
lowship, Nancy completed her Master’s degree 
in 1947. 

In 1948 she accepted a position with Aus- 
tralia’s Department of External Affairs to go 
to New Guinea, which was then an Australian 
dependency, to study the agricultural practices 
of the native women. However, before this study 
was properly underway Nancy was stricken with 
a major and life-threatening intestinal infection. 
Emergency surgery in New Guinea followed by 
an airlift to Brisbane and then to Melbourne, cou- 
pled with the use of the only recently available 
antibiotics Streptomycin and Penicillin followed 
by many months of careful nursing were required 
to restore her health. When she eventually did 
recover she had no wish to return to New Guinea 
and looked elsewhere for her next major chal- 
lenge. In 1949 she chanced upon an advertise- 
ment for a Boots Research Scholarship to study 
for a PhD at Long Ashton Agricultural Field Sta- 
tion at the University of Bristol in England. She 
sent off an application and with the help of a 
small inheritance left to her by an aunt booked 
her passage to England. Fortunately her appli- 
cation for the scholarship was successful and 
the University accepted her as a candidate for a 
PhD. She was offered three possible projects and 
decided to work on micro-organisms involved in 
the spoilage of cider. Three years later she had 
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successfully completed her degree and acquired 
a fine palate for cider and the beginning of a life- 
long interest in fermentation and all of its various 
products (3, 4). 

 
 

Melbourne 1953–62 
On her return to Melbourne Nancy looked to 
Kraft Foods and the Carlton and United Brew- 
ery as possible employers. To her dismay she 
found that she was not male enough for one 
and too qualified for the other. Fortunately, 
when she contacted Professor Syd Rubbo of the 
Department of Bacteriology at the University of 
Melbourne to seek advice on possible job oppor- 
tunities, he lost no time in offering her a position 
as Senior Demonstrator which, a year later, was 
changed to a Lectureship position. Then in 1954 
Rubbo encouraged Nancy to apply for a Ful- 
bright Fellowship to take an early sabbatical 
leave in the USA, in the laboratories of Marvin 
J. Johnson at the University of Wisconsin. 

At the time, Johnson was studying the new 
fermentation processes being developed for the 
efficient production of penicillin. Nancy was 
granted the Fulbright and also received a schol- 
arship offered by the Association of University 
Women in Madison, Wisconsin. Her study leave 
reinforced and further extended her understand- 
ing and appreciation of the role of fermentation 
processes in the industrial application of micro- 
organisms. She was very popular in the labora- 
tory and made many friends while at Wisconsin. 
One student in particular, Jim Vavra, became a 
lifelong friend and in later years if Nancy was 
in the USA she would make a point of visiting 
Jim and his family, where she was always very 
warmly received. 

The training that Nancy received in Wiscon- 
sin was important for her future career, for as 
well as Syd Rubbo’s ability to appreciate the tal- 
ents of individuals, he had a grand vision for his 
department at the University of Melbourne. In 
addition to the existing teaching in Bacteriology 
and Immunology, he envisaged the introduction 
of specialized areas of Bacterial Physiology with 
Frank Gibson, Microbial Genetics with Bruce 
Holloway, Virology with David White and Indus- 
trial Microbiology with Nancy Millis. On her 
return to Melbourne, Nancy settled in to major 
teaching responsibilities, teaching Microbiology 
with Rose Mushin to the Agricultural Science 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 2. Nancy Millis examining colonies for 
citric acid production (early 1960s). 

 
students, and also teaching Science students and 
Dental Science students. At the same time, she 
started her own research on the isolation and 
study of mutant strains of Aspergillus niger that 
could be used for the production of citric acid. 
This involved the irradiation of Aspergillus and 
the testing of thousands of spores for enhanced 
citric acid production. The best producers were 
then studied for production under various growth 
conditions (5, 6) (see Fig. 2). 

Conditions in the Bacteriology Department 
were fairly basic in the late 1950s and Nancy’s 
laboratory in the basement was subject to flood- 
ing from time to time because of deficiencies in 
the plumbing. At these times, Nancy could be 
seen walking around on the duck-boards in her 
laboratory in a pair of large gum-boots that prob- 
ably started their life in Dookie.As she explained, 
the gum-boots both protected her feet and served 
to remind the Professor that the plumbing had not 
yet been fixed. 

 
1963–72 
In  1963,  Nancy  took  a  second  period  of 
study leave that was greatly to influence her 
subsequent career. First of all she went to the 
USA to attend a course in General Microbi- 
ology given by Professor C. B. Van Neil at 
Stanford University’s Hopkins Marine Station. 
Van Neil was part of a long line of distinguished 
microbiologists going back through Kluyver and 
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Beijerinck and Winogradsky to Louis Pasteur. 
His course provided a detailed history of the 
development of Microbiology and an extensive 
analysis of the many and various chemical reac- 
tions that were carried out by microbes. He was 
an exceptional teacher and accepted a small num- 
ber of graduates from Microbiology and other 
disciplines into his course each year. Nancy’s col- 
leagues Frank Gibson and Jim Pittard had also 
been fortunate enough to attend this course and 
so Van Neil greatly influenced the subsequent 
teaching of General Bacteriology at the Univer- 
sity of Melbourne. Nancy’s own teaching and 
research in later years were clearly influenced 
by his quite inspirational course. 

At the end of the course Nancy went to Japan 
where she had arranged to spend the rest of her 
sabbatical at the Institute for Applied Micro- 
biology at the University of Tokyo, working 
with Professor Shuichi Aiba. Her intention was 
to gain new knowledge about the continuous 
culture of micro-organisms from a centre with 
a well-deserved international reputation in this 
specialized field. The Japan visit was exceed- 
ingly challenging for Nancy because, although 
she was treated with a great deal of respect, 
no one seemed to know how to treat a single 
woman and her attempts to get down to work 
were largely frustrated. Years later she recounted 
in an interview (Morrison [2001]) that she was 
contemplating writing to Syd Rubbo and asking 
him to call her back to Melbourne when fortu- 
nately Professor Arthur Humphrey arrived from 
the USA, also to spend a sabbatical year. Nancy 
and Arthur got on together very well and soon the 
two of them with Professor Aiba were planning 
and giving a course on Biochemical Engineer- 
ing to the graduate students at Tokyo University. 
It was one of the first such courses ever given 
and on her return to Melbourne, Nancy collated 
the lectures to produce the textbook Biochemical 
Engineering published by Academic Press, Inc. 
in 1965 with Suichi Aiba, Arthur E. Humphrey 
and Nancy F. Millis as authors. A second edi- 
tion was published in 1973 and is still in use as 
a major reference book. 

Back in Melbourne, in the newly rehoused 
and renamed Microbiology Department, Nancy 
continued her studies on nutrient cycling in the 
mangroves of Victoria’s Western Port Bay that 
she had started in 1961. At the same time, in 
collaboration with Professor Frank Hird and his 

student Nick Hoogenraad in Biochemistry and 
Ian Holmes in Microbiology, she was involved in 
a study of bacteriophages in the rumen of sheep 
(7). In subsequent years one of her students, 
Wendel Iverson, was to expand these studies to 
include bacteriocins and to analyse the role of 
lysogeny and lysis and their effects on the Strep- 
tococcus bovis populations in the rumen (12, 13, 
14, 15, 16). 

In 1968 Nancy went to work with Professor 
S. J. Pirt of Queen Elizabeth College, London, 
studying the ability of selected micro-organisms 
to utilize hydrocarbons such as hexanes. Back 
in Melbourne, a graduate student, Trevor Trust, 
significantly extended this work (8, 9, 10, 11). 

After Rose Mushin’s retirement, Nancy 
assumed the full responsibility for teaching the 
Agricultural Science students, which she contin- 
ued to do to great acclaim for many years. In 
addition, she designed and taught a course in 
Industrial Microbiology for third-year Science 
students, one of the first courses in Biotechnol- 
ogy to be offered in Australia. She also intro- 
duced this topic into the Chemical Engineering 
course at Melbourne. 

In 1968 Nancy was promoted to Reader. 
Outside the Department she was already active 
in many important causes. In 1967 she com- 
menced what was to be fourteen years of service 
on various committees of the recently devel- 
oped Victoria Institute of Colleges, then under 
the direction of Phillip Law. For much of this 
time she was the University of Melbourne’s 
representative on the Council of the Institute. 
Between 1964 and 1967 she was National Sec- 
retary for the recently formed Australian Society 
of Microbiology and in 1969–70 was Presi- 
dent of the Victorian branch of the Society. In 
1969 she became the Australian representative 
on the United Nations International Develop- 
ment Organisation (UNIDO) and in 1972 was 
appointed an assessor for the National Associa- 
tion of Testing Authorities (NATA). 

 
 

1973–82 
Nancy’s research on the metabolism of diffi- 
cult substrates continued. Her student Neville 
Tudrozen studied the breakdown of a-pinene and 
by selecting mutants identified two new interme- 
diates in the metabolic pathway (23). Another 
student, Tom Mason, carried out a number of 
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Figure 3. Nancy Millis lecturing at a UNESCO Regional Meeting, 1986. 
 
 

studies on the growth kinetics of yeast growing 
on hexadecanes (17, 18, 19). 

Nancy also continued with her water studies, 
providing a report in 1975 with John Bauld on 
nutrient cycling in Port Phillip Bay and another 
on the role of bacteria in nitrogen cycling in the 
Bay’s Werribee zone, both for Victoria’s Min- 
istry for Conservation. In the same year, she 
prepared a report on swimming and public health 
for the Environmental Protection Authority and 
another review with H. Smith on heavy metals 
and nutrient cycling by bacteria. 

In 1974 she commenced many years of 
service with various committees of UNESCO. 
In 1974 she was the Australian Observer on 
Regional Cooperation in Basic Science in South 
East Asia, while in 1975 she was appointed 
a member of the National Commission for 
UNESCO. She became the National Point of 
Contact for the Microbiological Network in 
Basic Sciences in South East Asia and in 1981 
presented a postgraduate course for the Micro- 
biological Network (Fig. 3). 

From 1981 to 1987 Nancy  was  a  mem- 
ber of the Australian Academy of Science’s 
National Committee for Microbiology and in 
1982 she joined the Board of Fairfield Hospital, 
Melbourne’s specialized hospital for infectious 
diseases. In 1977 she received an MBE. The 
same  year  she  was  elected  a  Fellow  of  the 

Australian Academy of Technological Sciences 
and Engineering (FTSE). 

Nancy was President of the Australian Soci- 
ety for Microbiology, 1978–80, and gave the 
Society’s Rubbo Oration in 1982. Also in 1982 
she was appointed to a Personal Chair at the Uni- 
versity of Melbourne, one of the first women to 
be so acknowledged by the University. 

 
 

Recombinant DNA and Genetically 
Modified Organisms (GMOs) 
In 1972 scientists in the USA reported an exper- 
iment designed to join two unrelated molecules 
of DNA together by a method called homopoly- 
mer tailing. The two molecules that were to be 
joined were genomes of SV40 (a mammalian 
virus) and lambda (a bacteriophage). Although 
SV40 was a virus that had been used experimen- 
tally in laboratories for years, there was some 
concern that in nature it might be oncogenic. 
A number of scientists raised concerns about the 
proposed experiment along the lines that perhaps 
the new DNA molecule might have the capacity 
both to cause cancer and to successfully infect 
bacteria that could then infect people. In 1974 a 
group of American scientists called for a mora- 
torium on further experiments until the possible 
implications of the research could be discussed 
at an international meeting. By this time other 
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scientists had discovered restriction enzymes 
and much more effective methods for creating 
recombinant molecules. An international meet- 
ing was held at Asilomar, California in February 
1975. The Australian Academy of Science sent 
two representatives, Dr Jim Peacock and Pro- 
fessor Jim Pittard. Professor Bruce Holloway 
also attended from Australia. Over four days the 
meeting agreed on guidelines for biological and 
physical containment that would ensure that any 
research would be carried out safely. Although 
the risks were at this time entirely hypothetical, 
a cautious approach was adopted by the scien- 
tific community and required by some sections 
of the community. 

After receiving a report on the Asilomar 
meeting, the Australian Academy of Science 
set up a  standing  committee,  the  Academy 
of Science Committee on Recombinant DNA 
(ASCORD), with Professor Gordon Ada as 
chairman. For the next five years this commit- 
tee oversaw the introduction of guidelines for 
small-scale contained work and the creation of 
institutional bio-safety committees, and nego- 
tiated with heads of universities and research 
organizations to ensure that the guidelines would 
be followed. 

At the end of this time the Academy appointed 
another committee, under the chairmanship of 
Professor Frank Fenner, to review recombinant 
DNA research in Australia and to make rec- 
ommendations about future directions. Nancy 
Millis was an important member of this com- 
mittee and so began her more than twenty-year 
involvement with the introduction and gover- 
nance of recombinant DNA research in Aus- 
tralia. The Fenner committee recommended the 
formation of a new government committee to 
carry on the work of ASCORD, the Recombinant 
DNA Monitoring Committee (RDMC). Nancy 
was appointed Chair of this new committee. As 
we shall see, she then went on to chair very effec- 
tively its successor, the Genetic Manipulation 
Advisory Committee (GMAC) and to become 
an important public figure in the introduction of 
this technology in Australia. 

 
 

1983–92 
Although Nancy formally retired halfway 
through this period, there was no slowing of pace 
or reduction in the breadth of her activities. 

With funding from the Coal Corporation of 
Victoria, Nancy investigated the ability of mixed 
populations of bacteria to degrade phenols pol- 
luting the wastewater produced from coal lique- 
faction processes (28). She also continued with 
studies on sewage disposal and with S. Y. Ip 
proposed and validated an activated sludge treat- 
ment in which aerobic and anaerobic phases 
were alternated with consequent improvements 
in efficiency and economy (26). Her extensive 
knowledge of nutrient cycling in sediments and 
water was acknowledged when she was invited to 
write reviews on this and related topics (22, 27). 

In 1983 she became a member of the Interim 
Council for the Institute of Fresh Water Studies 
and in 1985 a member of the Australian Water 
Research Advisory Council. In 1989 she became 
chair of the Science Advisory Committee of 
the Murray Darling Freshwater Research Cen- 
tre (MDFRC) and a member of the Board of the 
Centre. In 1990 she also became a member of the 
Board of the body responsible for Melbourne’s 
water supply and sewerage, the Melbourne and 
Metropolitan Board of Works, and a member of 
a panel reviewing trade wastes for that organiza- 
tion. In 1992 she became a member of the panel 
reviewing Australian drinking water standards 
and also a member of the management com- 
mittee of CSIRO’s Port Phillip Bay Environment 
Study for Melbourne Water. 

Nancy officially retired in 1987 and became 
Professor Emeritus at the University of Mel- 
bourne, although you would have been excused 
if you hadn’t noticed. She continued to be the 
first to arrive in the Department and to be seen 
hard at work in her office for a number of years 
to come. 

On her retirement Nancy was made an Hon- 
orary Life Member of the Australian Society for 
Microbiology and in 1990 was appointed a Com- 
panion of the Order of Australia (AC) for her 
service to science, particularly in the field of 
microbiology and its application to industry. 

In 1988, after an internal review, the Recom- 
binant DNA Monitoring Committee was recon- 
stituted as the Genetic Manipulation Advisory 
Committee (GMAC), again with Nancy as Chair. 
There were four subcommittees: the scientific 
subcommittee, the planned release subcommit- 
tee, the large-scale subcommittee and the public 
liaison subcommittee. As Chair, Nancy was a 
member  of  all  four.  She  continued  to  work 
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Figure 4. Nancy Millis as Chancellor at La Trobe 
University, 2005 (courtesy La Trobe University). 

 
assiduously to ensure effective and practical 
guidelines until GMAC was replaced in 2001. 

In 1992 Nancy was invited by La Trobe Uni- 
versity to become its Chancellor, a position she 
held until 2006 during which time she presented 
degrees and diplomas to an estimated 30,000 
graduates (Fig. 4). 

 
1992–2003 
During this period Nancy continued with her 
various roles that encompassed a wide range 
of interests. One important task, which took 
up a great deal of time and energy, related to 
the committees responsible for overseeing the 
continuing introduction of the new genetic tech- 
nologies into Australia. As Chair of GMAC, 
Nancy was closely involved in the further devel- 
opment and application of guidelines specifying 
conditions for the use of genetic manipulation 
techniques in industry and agriculture. Nancy’s 
intimate knowledge of both industrial and agri- 
cultural practices was of critical importance in 
the framing of responsible but at the same time 
sensible practices. She was also the public face 
of the committee, giving many radio interviews, 
talking to reporters from the national and rural 
press, addressing a number of public groups, and 
also addressing meetings in the USA, Malaysia, 

New Zealand the Federal Republic of Germany 
as well as in Australia. 

The reconstituted GMAC was quite large 
with representatives from a number of agencies. 
This sometimes made it difficult for the com- 
mittee to stay focused on the matter in hand. 
Nancy’s willingness to listen, coupled with an 
impatience for those who strayed too far from 
the topic under discussion and a sharp wit that 
actively dissuaded such behaviour, ensured that 
for the most part GMAC worked very effectively. 
In 1999, however, the Australian Government, 
having decided to legislate in this area, set up 
the Interim Office of the Gene Technology Reg- 
ulator to effect the transition. This involved the 
recasting of all guidelines in a style suitable for 
legislation. During this process, Nancy and other 
members of GMAC worked extremely hard with 
the Interim Gene Technology Regulator to make 
sure that the intent of the guidelines already 
developed was preserved and not corrupted by 
the reformatting. In 2001 the Office of the Gene 
Technology Regulator was established. Nancy 
joined the new Gene Technology Advisory Com- 
mittee (GTTAC) and remained a member for the 
next three years. 

Nancy’s other major involvement at this time 
was with various water authorities. She contin- 
ued as a member of the management committee 
for CSIRO’s Port Phillip Bay Environment Study. 
From 1993 to 2005 she was a member of the 
Board of the Cooperative Research Centre for 
Freshwater Ecology and between 1995 and 2008 
she was chair of the Board of the CRC for Water 
Quality and Treatment. In 1994 she was a mem- 
ber of an independent panel reporting to the 
Victorian Department of Planning and Develop- 
ment on the Environmental Effects Statement on 
Dredging of the Port of Geelong. Between 1995 
and 1997 she was adviser on the management 
of lagoons at the Werribee Treatment Plant for 
Melbourne’s sewage, a member of the Board of 
Melbourne Parks and Waterways, and a member 
of the scientific advisory committee for Parks 
Victoria. She was also chair of the environment 
committee for Parks Victoria, 1998–2007, while 
between 1995 and 2001 she was an advisor to 
Parks Victoria on the development of Karkarook 
Park. Between 2000 and 2002 she chaired the 
Water Strategy for the Greater Melbourne Area. 

This was also a time for recognition. In 
1991 the Nancy Millis Award for postgraduates 
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in Agriculture was established by the Victo- 
rian Department of Agriculture. In 1992 Nancy 
received the Achievers Award from Australia 
Day Victoria and a Service Award from the Aus- 
tralian Water and Wastewater Association, and in 
the same year, the Millis Oration was established 
by Australia’s biotechnology industry organiza- 
tion AusBiotech. In 1993 Nancy received the 
degree of DSc (honoris causa) from the Uni- 
versity of Melbourne and was made a Fellow 
of that University’s St Hilda’s College, having 
previously been made a Fellow of University 
College in 1987. In 1999 the Nancy Millis Lec- 
ture was established by La Trobe University and 
in the same year Nancy was made an Honorary 
Life Member of the Royal Agricultural Soci- 
ety of Victoria. In 2002 she was one of five 
Australian scientists honoured in Australia Post’s 
‘Australian Legends’ postage stamp series. She 
was also made an Honorary Life Member of 
AusBiotech. 

 

2003–12 
During this last decade Nancy continued her 
work as a member of the board for the CRC 
for Freshwater Ecology. She also continued as 
Chair of the Board for the CRC for Water Quality 
and Treatment and in 2009 was appointed to the 
Research Advisory Committee of Water Qual- 
ity Research Australia, Inc. During 2007 Nancy 
chaired the Environment Advisory Committee 
for Parks Victoria and in 2008 became Chair of 
the Science Advisory Committee, a position she 
held until 2012. As previously mentioned, she 
continued as Chancellor at La Trobe University 
until the end of 2006. For much of this decade she 
was on the Council of the Royal Society of Vic- 
toria and until 2012 was a member of the Food 
Safety Council of the Victorian Government’s 
Department of Health. 

In 2004 she was elected a Fellow of the Aus- 
tralian Academy of Science by special election 
‘for her conspicuous service to the cause of 
science with her outstanding career in Micro- 
biology’. She later served as  a  member  of 
the Academy’s Sectional Committee 6 (Plant 
and Microbial Sciences) and subsequently the 
new Sectional Committee 13 (Immunology and 
Microbiology). 

In 2003 Nancy was awarded an LLD (hon- 
oris causa) by the University of Melbourne and 
in 2006 a DSc (honoris causa) from La Trobe 

University. In 2007 she was awarded a Clunies 
Ross Award for Lifetime Contribution by the 
Australian Academy of Technological Sciences 
and Engineering. 2007 saw the naming of the 
Nancy Millis Building at the Murray Darling 
Freshwater Research Centre at Albury/Wodonga 
and in 2009 the Royal Society of Victoria held a 
commemorative Millis Symposium. 

 
 

Her Legacy 
Over a very long and productive life Nancy’s 
influence was felt in many areas. She was well 
informed on a remarkably large number of topics 
and if she was not up to speed in any partic- 
ular area, she made it her business to correct 
this deficiency before speaking out. She had no 
time for bombast or ‘waffle’ and did not hesi- 
tate to let this be known. At the University of 
Melbourne she influenced many generations of 
students and as a teacher and mentor was a great 
example to staff and students alike. She was 
a true pioneer in her teaching. As one of the 
first women to be elected to a Personal Chair 
at Melbourne, she was a particularly powerful 
role model for young women contemplating their 
future careers in what seemed to many to be a 
male-dominated world. By her example Nancy 
showed that all things were possible. During her 
long period at the University of Melbourne she 
also served on a variety of Faculty and University 
committees. Her contributions were particularly 
valued in the University’s Patents and Scholar- 
ships and Fellowships Committees, and she was 
always deeply involved in discussions about edu- 
cation in various Faculty committees. She had a 
very positive view of life and life’s challenges 
and rarely complained, much preferring to get on 
with whatever needed to be done, either by fix- 
ing the problem or finding another way. Her wide 
knowledge of microbiology and her willingness 
to engage with industry meant that she was con- 
stantly involved in offering insight and advice 
in cases where the activities of micro-organisms 
were causing havoc. Problems as unexpected as 
microbes destroying parts of a major highway 
between Melbourne and Sydney or causing the 
blocking of drains at the new Arts Centre in Mel- 
bourne were challenges that she readily accepted 
and subsequently solved. She also found time for 
involvement with both St Hilda’s College and 
University College and education was always a 
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major priority for her. With Adrienne Clarke she 
helped establish a scheme at the University of 
Melbourne to enable women academics to return 
to work part-time after the career interruptions 
that they often encounter. 

Outside the University Nancy was in high 
demand. She was intelligent, extremely con- 
scientious, fair in her judgements and, with a 
mixture of humour and toughness, an excellent 
Chairperson. It is not surprising that so many dif- 
ferent organizations sought her out and retained 
her services for so long. She was extremely gen- 
erous with her time and labour and society in 
general owes her a great debt of gratitude. As 
detailed above, her contributions were not unno- 
ticed, with a variety of laboratories, buildings, 
lectures and even a micro-organism now bearing 
her name. 

Nancy frequently travelled to exotic places. 
For many years until a couple of years before her 
death, she and her sister Jean used to travel to all 
parts of the world as chaperones for the Chamber 
Strings of Melbourne. Before the time of Pol Pot 
she visited the Temples at Ankor Wat. She visited 
Central Australia before it was fashionable to do 
so, and took every opportunity to travel to places 
like WesternAustralia to see the wildflowers. She 
would also recall with enthusiasm time spent in 
her early years with friends and colleagues study- 
ing plants on the Bogong High Plains in Victoria. 
Just a few years ago, notwithstanding some age- 
related frailties but with characteristic resolve, 
she made the trip to Petra, in Jordan, one of the 
marvels of the world that she wanted to see at 
first hand. 

Nancy’s early training in Agricultural Sci- 
ence had helped to promote a very active interest 
in plants and the natural environment. She was 
a keen gardener and from time to time would 
leave collections of garden produce in the tea- 
room of the Microbiology Department. She also 
enjoyed what some would call the finer aspects 
of life. She was a judge for cider at the Royal 
Melbourne Show for many years, a very active 
member of the wine-tasting panel of the Univer- 
sity of Melbourne staff club, University House, 
and the brewer of an excellent drop of mead. 

Nancy died on 29 September 2012, a short 
time after a car accident. She will be missed by 
many and each one will retain their own special 
memories. Her life and achievements remain an 
inspiration for many today and into the future. 
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