
  

I gave this slide presentation in memory of my friend 

and mentor Peter Dunn, who died 2 Feb 2021, to the 

British Society for the History of Paediatrics and Child 

Health in Salisbury on the 4 September 2021. The 

BSHPCH is one of many organisations Peter 

established. 

I also gave a version at the Paediatric Visiting Club  

meeting in Manchester, 12 September 2021  

 
Brent Taylor,  21 Sept 2021 

 
 

Peter was the father of perinatology and was closely associated with 
the foundation of this organisation, along with much else. 
 
It’s very good to see his wife Judy here in the audience. As Peter 
often said he couldn’t have achieved what he did without Judy. 
I also owe Judy a lot but particularly for providing access to much of 
the material for this talk. 
 
On the left is the photo used in his Guardian obituary 
 
Peter was a big man, tall and imposing.  
He was also a big man intellectually and a big man socially, with great 
organisational abilities. He was also a great conversationalist with 
clear, well-defined and well considered opinions on many subjects. 
 
 
Peter had selected this photograph for use in his obituaries. 
Younger, perhaps but rather severe. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This is the Peter I remember best - slightly eccentric, but witty, 
entertaining and hospitable. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Here is Peter 
leading the way, as 
he so often did, at 
the 1990 Overseas 
meeting of the PVC 
in Belgium. At the 
far left rear of the 
photo are fellow 
PVC members, 
Isobel and John 
Forfar from 
Edinburgh, then 
Jenny and Keith 
Dodd from Derby 
and Moira and Judy 
at the front with a 
host. 

 
On then to Peter’s legacy – what might 
future historians be interested in? 
 
I will briefly discuss Peter’s legacy initially 
under 3 broad headings: his central 
contribution to the great improvements 
seen in perinatal care; his contributions 
to neonatology and to paediatrics; and 
his rare ability to combine collegiality 
with independent thought. 
 

Peter introduced many of the fundamental innovations and developments which underlie much of 
the dramatic improvements seen over the last half century in the survival of pre-term (and term) 
babies - through his organisational, clinical and research abilities, and drive. Peter coined the term 
‘perinatal medicine’  in 1957 and pioneered the development of the specialty in the UK and 
internationally.  
The following selection only partly reflects the full breadth and depths of his contributions. 
1. Marked improvements in perinatal care - in the UK and internationally 
i The Perinatal Mortality Rate  - stillbirths and live-born infants dying in the first week – has fallen in 
England from 30 out of 1,000 births in 1965 to 6 in 1,000 in 2019. 
Largely due to Peter’s influence, newborn care emerged from its previous neglect to become a key 
specialty in paediatrics and child health; he promoted networks and effective teamwork between 
obstetricians, midwives, neonatal paediatricians, nurses and others. 
ii. The management of the 3rd stage of labour. Peter was strongly against over-intervention during 
labour, and emphasised the importance of the normal physiology and psychology of childbirth. 
iii. Screening for congenital anomalies. His research was wide-ranging and included the very early 
development of now near-universal effective neonatal screening. 
2. The development of neonatology and paediatrics 
i Specialisation. Peter was an early and good example of a subspecialist. He introduced neonatal 
intensive care in Bristol from 1968. Within three years neonatal mortality fell by 74%.  



ii Research, especially effective recording systems and standards of care.  Peter’s contributions to 
perinatal classification systems and setting standards of care were central. He led the establishment 
of regional neonatal networks. The perinatal mortality in his region of south-west England, moved 
from being the highest for any region in 1980 to the lowest in 1983. 
3. The benefits of collegiality and independent thought 
i. The establishment of the Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health. Peter was very influential 
in the development of the RCPCH. He also worked constructively, persuasively and effectively on 
many committees and advisory bodies – both national and International. 
ii. Ethics Peter helped prepare guidelines on many ethical aspects of human reproduction and 
women’s health. He acted to preserve the right of parents and doctors to make compassionate 
decisions regarding the withholding of medical care. 
iii. Support for victims of medical injustice. Another example of his independence of thought is 
Peter’s strong support for several colleagues subjected to professional medical injustice.  
He also developed a particular insight into Sir Francis Bacon. 
 

A brief life summary: 
Born: 23 June 1929 

Father: Naughton Dunn (orthopaedic surgeon) 

Mother: Ethel nee Jackson (ex-Voluntary Aid Detachment Nurse) 

Education: West House School (Edgbaston, 1937-42), Marlborough College 1942-47, Cambridge   

         University (St John’s 1947-50 – clinical training in Birmingham and Dublin; MB, BChir 1953) 

National Service: 1955-57: MO to 2nd King Edward’s Own Goorhka Rifles in Malaya 

Early training: 1958-63 Birmingham and South Warwickshire: Dobstet RCOG, DCH 

Bristol: Research Fellow 1963, Fulbright Scholar (UCSF)1966/7, Consultant Senior Lecturer 1968, 

    Reader 1978, personal chair 1987; retired from clinical work 1988 age 59, as          

    Emeritus Professor of Perinatal Medicine and Senior Research Fellow.                     

Later qualifications: MD 1969, MRCP(L) by-law 117 1974, FRCP 1979, FRCOG ad eundem 1983,  

         FRCPCH (Hon) 1996. 

Died: 2 February 2021 

 
On the left, Peter as a baby with his parents and oldest sister.  On the right with his family, enjoying 
a privileged upper middle-class life in the 1930s, a life he described as idyllic, in their lovely home, 
Metchley Abbey in Harborne, Birmingham, with five or so servants, beautiful gardens and a field 
with two ponies – who went on holiday to Scotland with the family. 



 
On the left, Peter at a 1930s family beach party. Right, with his three older sisters Jean, Stella and 
Beryl. Unfortunately all three died of breast cancer in their thirties or early forties, subsequently 
confirmed in the next generation as due to a BRCA gene. 

 
Peter’s father was a notable orthopaedic surgeon who died after 
a short illness age 55 from ‘liver problems’ after a short illness, 
but there was no post-mortem. In retrospect he might have had 
BRCA-related carcinoma of the pancreas.  

 
 
This portrait in army uniform 
was painted just after the first 
world war by a soldier whose 
badly war damaged arm Norton 
Dunn had successful restored.  
 
Peter was 10 when his father 
died.  
 
 
 
 
 

Two of Peter’s leather-bound volumes (right), produced in his retirement, are  
about Naughton Dunn. Peter was always highly competitive and this seems to 
be a familial tendency. Peter and Judy’s oldest son Robert told me that he too 
is very competitive and always competed strongly with his father at games 
and sports. Nearly the last time he saw him alive, Peter gave Robert a sheet of 
paper with a list of dates and ages comparing Naughton and Peter and what 
each had achieved by various ages. So, Peter was perhaps still competing with 
his father 80 years on. The competitiveness wasn’t primarily to put the 
adversary down, but to win – to succeed. And Peter was always a very 
gracious loser if he didn’t win, e.g., at chess or golf. 



On the left Peter is assisting his father – Judy thinks it’s perhaps the only time Peter did anything in 
a garden. The right photo shows Peter learning how to play chess with his uncle. You can see Peter 
and his father’s intense concentration. 
 

  
 

There is a strong Scottish connection – here is Peter in kilt and sporran, possibly near the family 
base at Glen Lyon, Perthshire, and on the right with an earlier girlfriend.  
 

Interests: (outside medicine) 
Archaeology and history (especially Tudor and Jacobean),  

photography, chess, golf, sailing, fly-fishing,  

countryside and hill-walking.  

Earlier – A keen skier, squash, badminton & tennis player 
 

On the right is Peter at the bottom of a boat; although a 
keen sailor, Judy says he was prone to sea-sickness 



Here is Peter (4th from left, back 
row) at Cambridge with members 
of The Beer Club, one of the many 
clubs and organisations which 
Peter established.  
 
His organisations always had 
written constitutions and written 
rules – which Peter set.  
 
A rule maker perhaps, in 
preference to being a rule taker.  
 
He much preferred things done 
the correct way – his way.  

 
Peter enjoyed international travel. This is the 
motor cycle that he travelled around Europe on 
in the early 1950s - and probably the clothing 
that he wore – suit and tie, but no crash helmet.  
 
He continued to lead a somewhat nineteenth- 
century gentleman’s life, with his club and 
multiple outside activities. He has been 
described as a rare case of the successfully-
married bachelor. 
 
 
 
One might have expected Peter’s politics to be 
fairly firmly Conservative, but he had real 
socialist tendencies, although he did admit to 
voting for Margaret Thatcher – but only one 
time.  
 
This photo was taken during a trip to Cuba in 
1975, probably overlooking the Port of Havana 
and possibly on top of a communist party 
building.  
 
Peter seems to making a distinctly socialist 
gesture. 
 
 
 
  



Peter married Judy Lunt, a 19-year- old Great Ormond Street  nurse in July 1961; he was 12 years 
older. The right photo shows that he realised what a treasure he had obtained. Peter often said 
that he would have achieved only a very small fraction of what he did, if he hadn’t had Judy’s love 
and care. They would have been married 60 years this last July. 
 

Judy did everything for him - he could just about 
manage to boil water to make a cup of tea - so he was 
able to spend more time on his writing and clinical 
work and national and international activities. 
 
Peter and Judy had three children, Robert, John and 
Sara, seen on the left in the 1980s and below at Peter’s 
90th birthday party – with the grand-children and 
partners in the right-hand photo.  
 
Peter’s T-shirt reads “Not dead yet”. 

  
 

I worked with Peter in Bristol from 1981 to 1984. He very kindly took me under his wing when I 
arrived from a small provincial town in a distant colony, as a naive and rather over-confident re-
immigrant - into the rather cut-throat world of Bristol paediatrics and academia  -  which Peter had 
been dealing with, largely successfully, for the previous 18 years. Moira and I became good friends 
with Peter and Judy, with frequent contact and holidays together most years since. 



Below is the 90-volume library Peter prepared in his retirement, which includes the two volumes I 
showed on Peter’s father – all beautifully leather-bound. 

 
It’s worth looking on the shelf above – as Pete left it: a beer mug, a photo of Churchill, blades from 
his rowing days and no less than three roosters, presumably gifts. Who was seen as Head Rooster - 
top of the pecking order? 
 
Peter described himself as somewhat obsessive at keeping notes and records; an understatement 
perhaps – he kept every letter he ever received and copies of the letters he sent and also made 
voluminous notes. Many of these are included in this collection. 
 
A word about his method of recording things: Peter was not a technological whiz. Much of his 
output was handwritten, then typed out by Gill, his wholly admirable secretary.  
He never conquered the keyboard or even the dictaphone - preferring later to have a secretary take 
shorthand while he eloquently dictated - while walking constantly to and fro or perhaps round a 
table. He walked a lot especially while reflecting, inside and outside - including a 40 minute circuit 
around their village every day, preferably on his own to clarify his thoughts, until shortly before he 
died. The circuit passed a shop where he would often purchase a packet of his favourite Mr 
Kipling’s cakes, which he would hide in his office and eat, fondly believing that Judy was unaware of 
this sin; unfortunately his tidy nature and lack of household understanding, meant he always left 
the empty wrappings in his rubbish bin. 



Some of the grouped volumes we will see shortly, but the list below is a sample of what the 90-
volume collection tells us about Peter’s achievements and activities. He: 
 

• Organised 54 conferences, plenary sessions and workshops 

• Gave 767 invited lectures in 49 countries 

• Honours included: 

o Gold Medal of the British Orthopaedic Association 1986 

o James Spence Medal RCPCH 2001 

• Served on many committees and working parties in UK & internationally 

• Advised governments and organisations such as the British Council & WHO 

including on how to improve appropriate perinatal care in developing countries 

• Prepared c.150 reports on perinatal matters 
 

Some details: 
On the left, are reports - for the 
WHO and perinatal audits and 
surveys 
 
Below far left is volume 1 of the 
Archives of the BSHPCH 1998-2008. 
Subsequent volumes are awaited 
from subsequent secretaries and/or 
chairmen. Next is a collected volume 
containing the 108 splendidly 
scholarly  ‘Perinatal Lessons from 
the Past’ which Peter published, 
mainly in Archives of Disease in 
Childhood, then two other volumes 
on medical history and biography.  
 

 
Immediately 
to the left 
here are 
four 
volumes 
containing 
the archives 
of the British 
Association 
of Perinatal 
Medicine – 
another 
organisation 
Peter 
established. 
 
 



 

 
 
These volumes 
contain Peter’s 
lectures in full, with 
a special edition for 
his professorial 
inaugural lecture 
which contains lots 
of photos and the 
menu for the 
associated dinner.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Here are details of the meetings Peter organised, all the 
references he wrote for junior – and some senior – colleagues 
and a version of his CV, with summary lists of his 
achievements and publications. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



On to a more detailed review of Peter’s Research output – contained in the 16 volumes below: 

 
He recorded 525 publications:, which“ includes Original Papers, Books, Chapters, Editorials, 
Abstracts and Correspondence but excludes reports”. 
 
I certainly haven’t read them all – only a very small fraction. There are some confusing items and 
my analysis needs confirmation, but I’ve attempted to divide them into what are fairly orthodox 
academic categories: 

• Original peer-reviewed papers:      50  
• Letters and correspondence:   61  
• Editorials, reviews, commentaries  78  
• Books edited or co-edited   19  
• Chapters     17  
• Conference proceedings   75  
• Abstracts     58  
• Other, obituaries etc    46  
• Medical history    121 

   (+ 123 Reports )  
 
The next table shows that a large majority of Peter’s publications were his alone – as sole author, 
with only a minority (the bracketed numbers) involving co-authors, often junior colleagues doing a 
research project. He never developed an ongoing research ‘team’ and sought few external grants to 
further his research. 

• Original peer-reviewed papers:      50 (23) 
• Letters and correspondence:   61 (14) 
• Editorials, reviews, commentaries  78 (5) 
• Books edited or coedited   19  
• Chapters     17 (2) 
• Conference proceedings   75 (6) 
• Abstracts     58 (5) 
• Other, obituaries etc    46  
• Medical history    121 (2) 

 
But it’s a phenomenal output; his commentaries, reviews and editorials were always accurate, wise 
and often inspiring. And many of his excellent talks are preserved in the various published 
conference proceedings.  



  Research ii: 
Peter is seen here, with John Watts, monitoring a 
preterm baby with Respiratory Distress 
Syndrome, who is being treated in a Gregory box 
which Peter introduced to the UK in 1971 and 
wrote several papers about. 
 

Peter was an excellent observer, recorder and 
synthesiser, but as I’ve intimated, not a ‘team’ 
researcher. He was also not enthusiastic about 
randomised controlled trials.  
 
To explain this a little… 
The decade he spent gaining an exceptionally 
wide experience in newborn care as paediatric 
registrar and research fellow led him to several 
new clinical approaches.  
 
Peter recorded all the clinical details of all the 

babies he saw, supplemented with many photographs – he had over 60,000 slides in his 
collection when he retired – many are still in one of his four studies at his home, Tramore.  
 
As a registrar/research fellow, each month he would analyse and audit his findings.  
Later he ‘mined’ this data to report on specific disorders and to assess the outcome of 
different interventions. 
 
Thus, he had audited and duly reported the outcome of his treatments – and so established 
‘proper management’ - with Dunn-documented benefit.  
 
This meant that he was not prepared in later years to undertake controlled trials which he 
felt exposed 50% of babies to no treatment or to poorer alternatives, rather than have 
them receive the ‘proper management’. 
 
But, from a robust scientific viewpoint, his research was only observational. Without 
randomised control clinical trials many of his therapeutic innovations failed to achieve 
widespread support, which was a deep disappointment to him. He said non-believers 
should do the randomised control trials if they wanted to. 
 
 



 
Here is his three-
volume MD thesis 
“Congenital Postural 
Deformities” and 
other publications on 
CDH (Congenital 
Dislocation of the 
Hip). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
Above are further papers on perinatal matters, including two volumes on ethical aspects of 
perinatal care 
  



Medico-legal: 
 

 
 
The above badly photographed picture (sorry), shows the volumes containing Peter’s medico-legal 
activity 
– the left-hand end comprises mainly missed CDH cases and the right is concerned with victims of 
medical injustice – including two (red) volumes on Peter’s involvement with the Bristol Heart 
Surgery Investigation. 
 
The brown volumes on the far right above,  
here on the right enlarged,  
include details of Peter’s involvement  
with the cases of Leonard Arthur, Wendy  
Savage and James Wisheart,  
the first two successfully exonerated of  
their charges, the last left somewhat  
in limbo. 
 

              
 
  



 
On the left are two volumes 
containing Peter’s favourite 
poems and selected essays 
and eight volumes of his 
personal memories, which 
would be very useful to any 
biographer. Judy tells me 
there are two volumes of 
these still to come. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There are also seven 
volumes of ‘Selected 
Writings’ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Here is a volume recording Peter’s ‘Battles in Retirement’, with two 
more on ‘The Struggle for the RCPCH’.  
 
The competitive urge continued perhaps. 
 
 
 
 



 A major enthusiasm in his retirement became Sir Francis Bacon,  
shown below: On the left, his statue in Gray’s Inn, on the right his funeral monument in St Albans 
and centre, in his prime as statesman, lawyer, politician, philosopher, scientist and writer. 
 

 
 
Peter’s researches led him to the conclusion that Sir Francis was the older son of Queen Elizabeth 
the First – the virgin queen.  
 
He also became convinced that Sir Francis was the true author of the works of William 
Shakespeare, incorrectly ascribed to a probably illiterate no-body and part-time actor, William 
Shagspur of Stratford. 
 

Peter summarised his Baconian research in this 
beautifully written and very persuasive booklet 
published in 2018.  
 

 
 
Here, with Judy, is the billiard table in Tramore - 
recently released from its burden of papers on Sir 
Francis Bacon – they have been packed up and moved 
to the top of the piano and an adjacent shelf. 

 
 
 
A few more photos to finish… 



 
Here is a view from the garden of Tramore 
– Peter and Judy’s lovely and ancient 
house in Henbury, showing the end 
Georgian veranda leading into one of the 
drawing rooms. This is not a typical Sunday 
afternoon-tea gathering but something 
grander – although Peter and Judy were 
always welcoming and generous hosts. 
 
 
 
This is a view showing more of the house – 
taken at the memorial celebration Judy 
organised in August 2021 for some of 
Peter’s medical friends. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Peter was usually taking the 
photograph rather than being 
photographed. On the left he is 
organising a group of English 
paediatricians in Oporto,  
resulting in a typically well-constructed 
photograph (right), with Nick and Jo 
Barnes; Chris and Kelly Verity; Mark 
and Judith Gardiner, Moira and me - 
with Judy, appropriately, centre-front. 
 

 
More photos with Peter – in Bristol, 
Oporto and in London 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
So, we have Peter Dunn – perinatologist and 
paediatrician – who was a boon to generations of 
children and their mothers.  
 
He was an indefatigable researcher, a great influencer 
and organiser, a prodigious recorder and writer… 
 and here he is as Captain of the ship.  
 
I think he was Great …  
 
 
 
 
 
 
… though he didn’t seem so impressed with Frederick the 
Great – or at least with his palace in Potsdam. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
He seemed happier here, with Chris 
Everard, Judy and Moira at the St 
Petersburg palace of perhaps a more 
appropriate namesake –  
 
Peter the Great. 
 
Our Peter had a great life, well lived. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The end… 


