
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Biomed work a boon 
for the battlefield 

Simon McCarthy 
Course graduated from: BSc majoring in 
Chemistry  

Year of graduation: 1981 

Job: Chief Scientist at HemCon Medical 
Technologies     

Career: Senior Scientist Oregon Medical Laser 
Center, Scientist CSIRO Division of Chemicals 
and Polymers 

Reflection: “The most beautiful thing we can 
experience is the mysterious. It is the source of 
all true art and science.” Albert Einstein 

 

 “Undergraduate study 
allowed me to build up skills 
– something that may seem 
dull at the time – but which 
were essential to high level 

learning later.” 

When Simon McCarthy left Monash in the late eighties 

he could never have foreseen that he’d live in the 

United States and develop a revolutionary product 

helping wounded soldiers in battlefields around the 

world. 

McCarthy is the Chief Scientist at HemCon Medical 

Technologies, an Oregon-based medical device 

company developing amongst other things novel 

wound treatments. 

He came to the position via a few lucky breaks, 

friendship and love, and a keen scientific mind. 

A ‘lost sheep’ as an undergraduate 

McCarthy, the brother of alumnus, winemaker Kevin, 

was a “lost sheep” in terms of direction during his 

undergraduate years at Monash. He studied a mixture 

of subjects in first year and graduated in 1981 with a 

major in chemistry, his real interest. 

Studying his PhD on polymers was “intoxicating”. 

McCarthy loved working in the lab, often well into the 

night, and the camaraderie shared by staff and 

students. He was taking time off after his PhD and 

visiting a friend from Monash at CSIRO one day when 

he was invited in to an impromptu interview. A week 

later he was offered a post-doctoral position in the 

CSIRO Division of Chemistry and Polymers. 

“I landed on my feet,” says McCarthy. “It was the Rolls 

Royce of scientific labs.” 

Biomedical testing ‘a great time’  

Developing a new biomedical material, a flexible 

biostable coating for pacemakers and heart valves, 

came as a highlight of McCarthy’s 10 years at CSIRO. 

McCarthy was part of a team of five who developed 

ElastEon, conducting physical testing and scale-up. 

“For a young scientist it was a great opportunity and a 

great time,” he says. 

ElastEon was licensed to a British company for 20 

mllion pounds.  

McCarthy married Karen MacMurdy in 2000 and took 

up a position at the Oregon Medical Laser Centre at 

the Providence St Vincent Medical Centre.  

An entrepreneurial cardiologist there, Kenton Gregory, 

asked him to investigate “an unusual and rather 

miraculous” material.  

McCarthy found that freeze phase-separated chitosan, 

extracted from shellfish and other organisms, “stops just 

about every form of bleeding that you could imagine”. 

The US army was interested; within two-and-a-half years 

HemCon chitosan dressings were being distributed to 

battlefields and were saving lives. 

Bandages go worldwide 

HemCon was founded in 2001 and by 2005 was 

manufacturing half a million HemCon Bandages 

annually. The dressings are now used by civilians and in 

hospitals, dental surgeries and clinical settings. 

McCarthy is working on the development of advanced 

haemostatic surgical products and small diameter 

synthetic blood vessels that are intended to improve the 

practice of medicine globally. 

  


