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in the United States including 

Bascom Palmer in Miami, Harvey 

Lincoff in New York, Johns Hop-

kins and Ed Okun in St Louis, 

Missouri.  

One of the most innovative 

surgeons, Paul Cibis, had re-

cently died young, during his 

forties. John never met Cibis, 

but was able to examine the 

patients who had been operated 

upon by him using the first 

hand held vitreous cutter and 

silicone oil to repair some very 

difficult detachments.  

John was so impressed with 

his work that he brought the 

entire stock of Cibisõ unused 

silicone oil back with him to 

Cambridge so that he could 

develop its use.  

Soon after his return to 

Cambridge the Royal Common-

wealth Society for the Blind (now 

Sight Savers International) of-

fered John the opportunity to 

work in Enugu in SE Nigeria 

caring for patients after the 

Biafran War.  

Treating his patients surgi-

cally first required him to re -

build the operating theatre at 

the hospital to which he was 

attached and travelling to many 

villages with his driver to exam-

ine patients. Whilst there he 

developed viral encephalitis 

which he treated with locally 

brewed òStaró beer. This severe 

illness was not enough to stop 

him and as soon as he felt well 

enough he insisted on being 

carried to his clinics on a chair. 

He was made an honorary Chief 

by the community he served ð of 

his many honours, one of which 

he was particularly proud.  

John Scott believed that every-

thing was possible in surgery 

and dedicated his life to the 

repair and understanding of 

difficult retinal detachments, a 

condition that had previously 

been deemed untreatable and 

irreversibly blinding.  

His interest in retinal de-

tachment surgery started at the 

Western Eye Hospital in London, 

while working with Gregory 

Keith. John subsequently com-

pleted his ophthalmic training at 

Moorfields Eye Hospital London. 

His expertise, interest and for-

ward thinking about the causes 

and possible therapies for the 

various forms of retinal detach-

ment led him to become a pro-

tégé of Mr Lorimer Fison who 

recommended him to be ap-

pointed as a consultant at 

Addenbrookeõs in 1967 at the 

age of 31.  

A condition of his ap-

pointment was that he spent a 

period of time in the USA 

observing those who were 

advancing the treatment of 

retinal problems. For three 

months he travelled around 

various centres of excellence 

Mr John D Scott FRCS FRCOphth (1936 -  2013)  

 

ò...the harmony he 

made in the oper-

ating room during 

the day and in the 

concert hall in the 

evening. ά 
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May 2012: Charity bike ride by Annie McNinch, Stickler specialist nurse, 

from Lands End to John OõGroats to raise money for Help for Heroes  

Back in Cambridge, John es-

tablished a national and in-

ternational reputation for 

managing all aspects of reti-

nal disease and within two 

years had described and pub-

lished the first report on 

òopen skiesó vitrectomy for 

the late complications of dia-

betic retinopathy. He became 

particularly expert in the 

management of retinal de-

tachment repair for patients 

on whom others had tried and 

abandoned hope or were 

deemed inoperable from the 

outset.  

Giant retinal tears, partic-

ularly those occurring in chil-

dren and young adults with 

Sticklerõs syndrome, were 

especially difficult to manage 

because the retina, being torn 

through most (if not all) of its 

360° circumference, tends to 

collapse under the influence 

of gravity to lie in a heap at 

the back of the eye.  

John solved this by per-

suading Mackayõs Ironmon-

gers in East Road, Cambridge 

to make him a special operat-

ing table which could allow 

him to operate on the patient 

upside down. Then, fully 

scrubbed, gowned and gloved 

he lay on a mechanicõs trolley 

beneath the suspended pa-

tient, operating from under-

neath using gravity to unfold 

the collapsed retina allowing 

it to be reattached.  

John also utilised his en-

gineering and clock - making 

skills to design and modify 

many vitreoretinal instru-

ments, perhaps the finest 

being the automated diabetic 

delamination scissors which 

he developed in collaboration 

with Rudolph Kloti from Zur-

ich and Heinz Oertli.  

He travelled and lectured 

widely in Australia, India, the 

United States, Pakistan, Ku-

wait, Egypt and many other 

countries. He was awarded  

the Duke Elder medal from 

the Royal College of Ophthal-

mologists and was made 

Fellow Honoris Causi a few 

months before he became ill.  

He also was awarded the 

Charamis Medal from the Eu-

ropean Society of Ophthalmol-

ogists and  the Herman Wacker 

Prize from the Club Jules Gon-

in, a prize which is awarded to 

the individual who has contrib-

uted the most significant ad-

vances in the treatment and 

understanding of vitreoretinal 

disorders. John was the first 

UK surgeon to receive this 

award, the highest accolade in 

vitreoretinal surgery.  

 Not only was he a superb 

retinal surgeon and teacher, 

whose sessions brought many 

from the surrounding area and 

from London, he was also a 

highly competent violinist, a 

clockmaker and a pilot, but to 

the end he retained his abiding 

interest in ophthalmology.  

òWe have lost an icon in the field of vitreoretinal surgery.  

 

John Scott was a creative and profoundly insightful surgeon 

who through independent thinking and careful observations, 

developed the foundations for the use of silicone oil in 

vitreoretinal surgery. He taught the ophthalmic community 

about the dreadful consequences of Stickler's syndrome.  

 

His skills as a surgeon and compassion for his patients made 

him a truly remarkable physician.ó 

  

Prof Stanley Chang  

Professor and Chairman of Ophthalmology  

Columbia University, New York  

ô...he always referred to his team as òmy other familyóéõ 

Late on a Sunday evening after 

seeing all the patients pre -

operatively for Monday  

Royal Commonwealth Society 

working in Enugu, SE Nigeria  

March 2009: Opening of the Cambridge Eye Unit, Addenbrookeõs 

Sailing with Peter Watson in the 

Mediterranean  


