THIS YEAR’S ALLISON LECTURER   

Professor Victor Dubowitz, Emeritus Professor of Paediatrics, Imperial College, Hammersmith Hospital, London.

Professor Dubowitz tells me that there are a number of important milestones for him in the coming year. [For paediatricians of course everything is a milestone]. It is the 50th year since he qualified in Medicine at the University of Cape Town, his 15th year as founding Editor of Neuromuscular Disorders, 10th year as foundation President of the World Muscle Society, and most importantly, the 47th year since he saw his first case of muscular dystrophy in 1957 at Queen Mary’s Hospital for Children, Carshalton Surrey. 

This important milestone in his academic career, was entirely fortuitous when he did a three week locum house office post to cover an Australian registrar, off to a youth festival in Moscow. The Australian gave him details of the acute wards and emergency services and also some of the longstay wards, such as the polio ward, with quite a number of children on ventilators following the 1956 epidemic, the rheumatic fever ward, and also the muscular dystrophy ward, should one of the boys have pneumonia, but no need to go otherwise. Having never heard of muscular dystrophy, let alone seen a case, he was there the following morning. And, as they say, the rest is history.

He was appointed to the substantive SHO post at Queen Mary’s some weeks later, completed an MD thesis on Muscular Dystrophy in Childhood for the University of Cape Down in 1960, and a PhD on Histochemistry of Developing and Diseased Muscle in the University of Sheffield in 1965.

He was so enthused by the histochemical research with Professor Pearse at Hammersmith, concurrent with his clinical post at Queen Mary’s, that he almost became a Pathologist. But after a year as Lecturer in Clinical Pathology at Queen Square he missed the contact with patients and the continuity of investigation and research from the patient through the lab.

After 11 years in the Department of Pediatrics in Sheffield with Ronald Illingworth, including a year at the Muscle Institute and Cornell Medical College in New York, studying the effects of cross-innervation on the histochemistry of fast and slow muscle in animals, he was appointed in 1972 to the Chair of Paediatrics at the Royal Postgraduate Medical School at Hammersmith, and helped to establish the muscle laboratories in 1975, with a centre grant from the American Muscular Dystrophy Association.

Following his retirement in 1996 he continued to take an active interest in the neuromuscular field through the World Muscle Society and its annual congress, the Journal, and a monthly consultative clinic, and has also actively supported the efforts of the European Neuromuscular Centre [ENMC] in Holland, promoting collaborative research through their weekend workshops. 

He has written or co-authored 8 books, and is currently working on a third edition of both his Muscle Disorders and Muscle Biopsy books. He has published some 400 papers in peer-reviewed journals.

His main hobby, apart from travel and photography, is sculpture, and those of you in London in July might pop into the annual art exhibition at the Royal college of Physicians, to see his latest work, carved from a burr of wood, entitled “Tokolosh; Spirit of Elsevier”. If you wish to know what a Tokolosh is, you will need to ask him, speak to a South African, or visit Google.
