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Professor John A Davis

The James Spence Medal was presented to
Professor John Davis on the 18th April 1991.
Professor Dame June Lloyd, President of the
British Paediatric Association, gave the follow-
ing citation.

Professor John Davis
Imagine yourself a paediatric registrar. It is now
7 pm and you are walking home. You were up
most of last night. It is cold and it is raining.
Your professor is also on his way home. He
stops. 'You will get terribly wet' he says kindly
'Let me give you a lift'. You would like to be
able to accept but he has forgotten that today he
is riding his bicycle.

This story, variously embellished, has been
told on many occasions to illustrate John Davis'
intense concern for others while at the same
time demonstrating his absentmindedness
and disregard of mundane practical matters.
Had John been driving his car, however, our
registrar might have had even more cause for
anxiety. John has been reported to score alpha
plus for dash and elan when behind the wheel
but a flat gamma for anticipation of impending
disaster or ability to reach his intended destina-
tion. Fortunately the James Spence Medal, of
which John Davis is the 31st recipient, is not
given for driving abilities or navigational skills.
It recognises outstanding contributions to the
advancement or clarification of paediatric
knowledge and in these areas there can be no
doubt about John's skills and pre-eminence.
John Allen Davis started his career with a

London University Gold Medal, one of a very
few paediatricians to have achieved this rare
distinction. Shortly after graduation he did his
stint in the army serving in Germany, and then
came back to St Mary's to lay the foundations of
his paediatric training. This took him from the
wards of Paddington Green Children's Hospital
over to the USA and to Boston; on his return,
and even more importantly, he ventured out
into the community around St Mary's where he
contributed very greatly to that hospital's
famous Home Care Scheme. It was in Padding-
ton too that John came under the influence of

Donald Winnicott, a great pioneer and leader in
child psychiatry and himself a James Spence
Medallist in 1968.
Many paediatricians have started their

research career as Nuffield Research Fellows in
Oxford. John is one of that band and he has
made major contributions to our understanding
of apnoea in the neonatal period, as well as in
other aspects of newborn physiology. As a
senior lecturer and subsequently reader at the
Hammersmith Hospital he was a driving force
behind the early development of neonatal inten-
sive care. From the very beginning his contribu-
tions extended far beyond the physical difficul-
ties of the sick infant in the cot and embraced
the feeling of the family and the ethical issues
facing family and staff alike. Everyone should
read or reread his chapter on care of the new-
born in the book he edited on ethical issues in
neonatal intensive care. There he reminds us
that 'whatever is done should be done with what
"The book which Professor Davis jointly edited is Parent-Babv
Attachment in Premature Infants.
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Davis

can only be called reverence'. As Professor of
Child Health in Manchester, where he enriched
the life of that medical school over 12 important
years, and then as Foundation Professor of
Paediatrics in Cambridge, his influence spread
even wider-always bringing ethics and philo-
sophy as well as science to the bedside and
expressing his ideas to a wider audience in the
correspondence columns of journals and news-
papers.
Within our Association John made his mark

at an early stage; he became an Honor-
ary Assistant Secretary in 1965, quickly moved
to be Secretary of the Academic Board when
that was founded in 1967, and later became the
Board's Chairman. Out of office his wise
counsels have continued and there can be few
issues about which our files will not contain a
letter from John Davis-with always a nugget of
gold to be discovered once his dense and rather
difficult handwriting had been deciphered. But
if his handwriting is sometimes impossible to
comprehend his speech certainly is not. As a
lecturer John has few equals. I will always
remember an hour long lecture on lipody-
strophy that held the audience spellbound and
was delivered without a note and with relatively
few slides. When I congratulated him after-
wards he said 'If you can't talk without having

mastered your script you shouldn't be speak-
ing'. Those who have learnt most from John,
however, will agree with Angela Rumbold,
Minister of State at the Home Office, who
recently wrote that she learnt more at her
parents' dinner table than from her numerous
schools. The table that John and Madeline kept
in the kitchen of their home was where
John's best teaching was done.

I cannot end without mention of what is
probably his major and most enduring contribu-
tion to the science of our subject. His editorship
with John Dobbing of that great book The
Scientific Foundations of Paediatrics will always
serve to remind us of his place in the develop-
ment of our discipline. The preface to the first
edition tells us that the book is-and I quote
'dedicated to R A McCance, Ronald MacKeith,
Mary Sheridan and Donald Winnicott-all of
them James Spence Medallists of the British
Paediatric Association who, in their several
ways, have been responsible for reminding
British paediatricians that their primary con-
cern should be with growth and development
and its relationship to medical practice'.

In joining this distinguished band John Davis
reminds us above all that growth and develop-
ment concerns not only the body but also the
mind and the spirit.

John Spence Medallists

1960 Professor A A Moncrieff
1961 Professor R A McCance
1963 Sir F Macfarlane Burnet
1964 Professor L S Penrose
1965 Dr Cicely D Williams
1967 Professor R R A Coombs
1968 Dr Mary Sheridan

Dr D W Winnicott
1969 Dr G S Dawes
1970 Professor D V Hubble
1971 Dr W W Payne
1972 Dr R C MacKeith
1973 Professor C A Clarke
1974 Dr J Bowlby
1976 Dr D M T Gairdner

1977 Professor R S Illingworth
1978 Professor S D M Court
1979 Professor K W Cross
1980 Professor J M Tanner
1981 Dr Elsie M Widdowson
1982 Dr D MacCarthy
1983 Professor J 0 Forfar
1984 Dr J W B Douglas
1985 Dr N S Gordon
1986 Sir Peter Tizard
1987 Professor J L Emery

Dr F J W Miller
1988 Professor 0 H Wolff
1989 Professor D C Morley
1990 Professor L B Strang
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