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Emeritus Professor RichardWorthington (Dick)  Smithells MD, FRCP,FRCPEd.

Dick was born on 12th.July 1924 and died after a long battle with Prostatic Cancer on13th.June and he leaves a very  major gap in international paediatric science.

He was educated at Rugby School and St.Thomas’s  Medical School where he commenced his medical career and after some time at Guy’s Hospital he took up a Lectureship in the Department of Child Health in the University of Liverpool and  became Consultant Paediatrician  and Medical Superintendent at Alder Hey Hospital.

In 1968 he was appointed to the Professorship and became head of the Department of Paediatrics and Child Health at Leeds where his Great Uncle and Grandfather had been Professors of Chemistry. His father too was a Leeds Graduate. Then for many years he worked at Leeds General Infirmary where he established a range of specialties in aspects of Paediatrics and he set up the first Genetic counselling service in Yorkshire.

While he was at Liverpool, he began his lifelong research interest in the prevention of disease and in particular the congenital  malformations such as those associated with Thalidomide. Of major importance was the pioneering research into the possible links between poor nutrition and vitamin deficiency and conditions such as spina  bifida and other malformations of the spine and brain. His studies and a series of publications demonstrated the importance of  vitamin supplements in the prevention of these conditions. The excellence of his work led to a  series of  prestigious national and international awards including the Harding Award and ,in 1992, the James Spence Medal which is the premier award  of  the British Paediatric Association. This was followed in 2000 by the Kennedy Foundation International Award for his work on the role of Folic acid  in preventing neural tube defects. He also demonstrated the value of rubella vaccination  and this reduced the incidence of handicapped  babies of mothers who had german measles in pregnancy

During his time in Liverpool, the epidemic of babies with severe deformities became apparent as a product of Thalidomide and he developed a special unit to support these children and for the rest of his life he was involved in their care and support. In particular, he played an important part in the struggle to  secure compensation for  the “Thalidomide children” and he became a pillar of the Thalidomide Trust which was founded in 1974. Over the years he was devoted to the care of the afflicted and the promotion of research  in Britain and other countries. These included Germany from whence the drug came and he was in communication with such experts as Professor Marquand who was  the leader of the team which first encountered the Thalidomide menace.

The Trust was served  wonderfully by Dick as a Trustee for many years and he cared very much for the beneficiaries, many of whom he had known from their infancy and he was revered by the victims and by their parents. His kindly and outgoing personality endeared him to colleagues and also to the sick and deformed to whom he dedicated his life. An excellent and much admired teacher, Professor Smithells was the author of a very successful textbook on Paediatrics which is now in its seventh edition. A colleague of his described him very aptly as being an  “immense influence for good within his city, his profession and in the international field where he was an outstanding yet gentle leader”

Dick was not a withdrawn figure and he was respected and loved by all who came into contact with him.  He married Joy in1948 and they delighted in their five children and their 11 grandchildren. His passing is a loss to medicine, the country and his cohort of friends and his loving family.

A Memorial  Service is to be held in October in Leeds.

