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James Spence Medallist, 1988
Professor Otto Wolff

The James Spence Medal was presented to Profes-
sor Otto Wolff on 13 April 1988. Professor John
Forfar, President of the British Paediatric Associa-
tion, gave the following citation:

Professor Otto Wolff

When formally asked to record his profession Otto
Wolff does not do so in academic or scientific terms
but merely writes 'paediatrician'. That has always
been his primary aim-to be a good doctor of
children-and in achieving that aim he has surely
been immensely successful. A letter written to him
in appreciation of a period he had spent in another
university centre as visiting professor exemplified so
much of Otto the paediatrician. It said 'We shall
always remember your extreme courtesy to the
children which was an example to us all'.

Qualifying in Cambridge in 1943 Otto became
Lecturer in the Department of Child Health in
Birmingham in 1951, remaining there for 14 years
and finishing as Reader under the late Professor Sir
Douglas Hubble. In 1965 he was appointed to
succeed Sir Alan Moncrieff as Nuffield Professor at
the Institute of Child Health in the University of
London and occupied that leading position in
paediatrics for 20 years.

In research Otto has made his mark in several
fields. His first paper to the BPA was on menin-
gitis. The problem of childhood obesity had been
little researched when his interest in it was aroused.
It formed the subject of his MD thesis and has
remained an important interest of his throughout his
career. He was probably the first paediatrician in
Britain to set up a clinic for obese children.
From obesity he turned to the study of plasma

lipids. With Harold Salt as his biochemical partner
he pioneered the techniques of lipoprotein electro-
phoresis establishing the value of this even before
the Frederickson classification was announced. He
also explored the role of lipid disturbance in
childhood as a precursor of coronary artery disease
and his recognition in 1960 of the rare condition of
abetalipoproteinaemia led to important work on
vitamin E metabolism.

Inheriting a large clinic of children with phenylke-
tonuria from his predecessor at Great Ormond
Street and later becoming Chairman of the MRC/
DHSS PKU Register Otto guided much of the
research which emanated from that Register. His
coordinating role enabled the group which he
headed to establish management principles for PKU
and to show how successful treatment could be. The
need for long term follow up which characterised
this work was a principle which he also successfully
promoted in other fields.
The studies on PKU and plasma lipoproteins

exemplified much of Otto's ability to influence and
inspire others and, when they showed academic
aptitude or inclination, to support them in their
research. He also recognised the importance of
developing specialised units in a centre such as
Great Ormond Street and the outstanding work
done there in the fields of gastroenterology, meta-
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bolic disease, and tropical paediatrics was the direct
result of his initiatives.

Otto is perhaps at his happiest when dealing with
patients. Those who have worked closest with him
recognise what a superb clinician he is and how good
at talking with children and parents. From his
earliest days he has seen the need to involve himself
in the emotional as well as the physical aspects of
childhood problems and he has enjoyed the closest
collaboration with child psychiatrists and psychol-
ogists.
Whether among undergraduates in Birmingham

or postgraduates in London Otto believes in teach-
ing by example. His emphasis is on how to take a
history, deal with parents and children, and use the
literature. Regarding the latter one of his junior
colleagues was heard to comment, 'We have to
move fast if we are to get the appropriate reference
before the Professor'.
Some professors are men of culture, many tradi-

tionally have their idiosyncrasies. Otto matches up
to both of these professorial criteria. His culture is
the culture of the musician and he is a dedicated
pianist. Wherever he goes he either seeks out a
piano or a group of enquiring men struggling with a
piano are seen seeking Otto. He and his wife Jill are
excellent hosts but those who have travelled with
Otto have learned that his hospitality is not confined
to his home. Be it the early hours of the morning in
some foreign part or at the nadir of blood sugar on a
long British Railways journey Otto can be relied
upon to produce a flask of coffee and to unwrap that
Otto Wolff specialty, the marmalade sandwich.

Otto has chaired many important committees.
Unsought, and by him unexpected, many honours
have come his way. He has been the President of the
British Paediatric Association, he was awarded the
Dawson Williams Prize of the BMA, the Harding
award by Action Research for the Crippled Child,
and the medal of the Association Franqaise pour la
Depistage et la Prevention des Maladies Metaboli-

ques et des Handicaps de l'Enfant. He has been
made an honorary member of numerous foreign
paediatric associations. He was created CBE in
1985.

In honour of one who has amply fulfilled the
criteria for the Spence Medal by his outstanding
contributions to the advancement and clarification
of paediatric knowledge the British Paediatric Asso-
ciation presents to Otto Wolff its highest award, the
Spence Medal.
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Professor A A Moncrieff
Professor R A McCance
Sir F Macfarlane Burnet
Professor L S Penrose
Dr Cicely D Williams
Professor R R A Coombs
Dr Mary D Sheridan
Dr D W Winnicott
Dr G S Dawes
Professor D V Hubble
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Dr R C Mac Keith
Professor C A Clarke
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Dr D M T Gairdner
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Professor J 0 Forfar
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Professor J P M Tizard
Professor J L Emery
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