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James Spence Medallist, 1978

Seymour Donald Mayneord Court

Donald Court was educated at Adams' Grammar
School, Wem, Shropshire and took his medical
training at Birmingham University. After house
appointments at the Hospital for Sick Children,
Great Ormond Street and Westminster Hospital,
London, he worked during the second world war as
a physician in the Emergency Medical Service. After
the war he moved to Newcastle upon Tyne, working
at first under Spence as Reader in Child Health, and
then after Spence's death in 1954, succeeding him in
the chair to become the first James Spence Professor
of Child Health.*
He retired from the chair in 1972 and was elected

Emeritus Professor of Child Health in the University
of Newcastle upon Tyne. From 1973 to 1976 he was
President of the British Paediatric Association, being
the first to occupy that position for a 3-year term.
During this time he was also chairman of the Child
Health Services Committee, which in 1976 reported
its extensive inquiry with important advice on the
future planning of child health services in England
and Wales in two volumes entitled Fitfor the Future.

In presenting the James Spence Medal to Professor
Court at this Annual General Meeting of the British
Paediatric Association at York on 14 April 1978,
the President, Professor Otto Wolff, spoke the
following citation.

'This year's James Spence Medallist is Donald Court,
and I shall say a few words about Donald. For the
sake of our guests I should explain that the Spence
Medal is the highest award our association can give,
and may add that when the executive and council
of our association considered whom we should
honour this year, only one name was seriously
considered, not because our association lacks
members of distinction as teachers, scientists, and
clinicians deserving this honour, but because we all
recognised that in Donald we have a man who, in
addition to having all these talents, is a leader and a
visionary whose vision, arising from compassion, is
nothing less than the physical, emotional, and
spiritual health of our children and their families.
*A memoir of Sir James Spence was written by Donald
Court as one of the Looking Back series of articles in Archives,
1975, 50, 85.

'During the 3 years of Donald's presidency he
succeeded, despite the great expansion in our mem-
bership, in fostering the spirit of friendship, and at
the same time he never allowed us to forget our
ultimate and greatest purpose to serve children. He
taught us to debate, without rancour, major issues
facing our association and the services we provide.
Donald has the gift of friendship and a deep and
sensitive understanding of the feelings, anxieties,
and aspirations of his friends, and he is always ready
generously to give practical help.

'James Spence would have approved of the choice
of our medallist. For many years they worked
together in Newcastle until 1954 when Spence died,
and a year later Donald succeeded him as head of
the department, with the title of James Spence
Professor of Child Health. Donald was the anony-
mous editor of the posthumous volume of Spence's
publication Purpose and Practice ofMedicine, a copy
of which I shall present to him, you may think
needlessly, in a moment, together with the medal.
Like James Spence, Donald is a superb and caring
clinician and a master of the delicate art of taking a
history.

'It would give a lopsided picture if, in these few
minutes, I concentrated on the greatness of the man
as a human being and failed to pay tribute to his
achievements as a scientist in the fields of respiratory
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disease and the epidemiology of disease in child-
hood. Growing up in Newcastle upon Tyne and
School Years in Newcastle upon Tyne are classics and
all of us who teach regard these books as essential
reference works which, unlike many such books, are
exciting to read and open up new vistas. Donald has
the gift of leadership and would, I know, want me to
mention that these books and the long-continued
research on which they are based are the work of the
Newcastle team.

'He has an amazing memory and the capacity for
taking endless trouble over detail without losing his
vision. His books Medical Care of Children and
Paediatrics in the 70s, written with Tony Jackson,
exemplify these gifts, and have become necessary
reading for all of us concerned with the improvement
of the child health services.
'He is a superb chairman, firm, patient, and

always fair-never losing sight of the ultimate aim,
with a wonderful control over his emotions. He does
not allow himself to lose his temper or even become
ruffled. One has to know Donald quite well to
identify the symptoms of minimal irritation, the
slightest shortening of the interval between the
remark, which would infuriate many of us beyond
control, and Donald's courteous comeback, possibly
accompanied by a faint colouring of the cheeks,
almost requiring a spectrophotometer for its
detection.

'For 3 years he presided over the meetings of the
Committee on the Child Health Services, and the
report Fit for the Future bears Donald's stamp on
every page-written in beautiful English, quite
unlike the ugly verbiage of many such reports-full
of compassion, clearly reasoned, and based on
much careful research. That its forward-looking
recommendations have only in part been accepted by
the profession and government is a disappointment
to many of us, but it is not unexpected that a
document of such vision is a decade or so ahead of its
time. The Court Report has achieved its main
purpose; to make the country, government, and the

profession more aware of the needs of children and
where we have let them down.
'What then are the sources of the man's greatness,

of his depth, his integrity, and humanity? I can only
make a few guesses, and you do not wish me to
discuss the relative contributions of his genes and the
environment: his Quaker religion and philosophy,
his love of poetry, particularly that of W. H. Auden,
of Italian and particularly Florentine painting, of
beautiful porcelain, his affection for young people
and his sensitive respect for their views, the peace of
mind he finds in nature and in working his garden-
this exciting mixture is still incomplete without the
ferment, the catalyst, provided by his family-and
particularly by Frances. Our association would like
me to say 'thank you' to you, Frances, for your many
kindnesses to our members, for your friendship to us
and for your intrinsic contribution to Donald's work
for children and, as Roy Meadow put it so charm-
ingly, for having lent Donald to us.
'And now, Donald, may I give you this year's

James Spence Medal.'

James 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 D. Sheridan

Dr D. W. Winnicott
1969 Dr G. S. Dawes
1970 Professor D. V. Hubble
1971 Dr W. W. Payne
1972 Dr R. C. Mac Keith
1973 Professor C. A. Clarke
1974 Dr J. Bowlby
1976 Dr D. M. T. Gairdner
1977 Professor R. S. Illingworth
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