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Gulamabbas Juma (Zef) Ebrahim
Transformed maternal and paediatric care in Tanzania

Ebrahim was born in Tanga, Tanganyika 
(now Tanzania), the eighth of nine children. 
His father was a trader, who transported goods 
on foot from the port to the foothills of Mount 
Kilimanjaro. 

The family were not well off but recognised 
Ebrahim’s academic abilities and sent him to 
secondary school in Dar es Salaam. Football 
was one of his early and enduring passions. He 
was the first of his family to go to university, 
supported by his brothers and a loan from his 
community, and studied medicine in Pune, 
India, where he met his wife, Sundari.

After junior paediatrics posts in India, 
Ebrahim went to the United Kingdom and 
gained his membership qualifications for the 
Royal College of Physicians of Edinburgh and 
the Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons 
of Glasgow. He and his family left for Dar es 
Salaam in 1960 to pursue his dream of serving 
the poor people of Africa. There his paediatric 
qualifications were not recognised initially so 
he started work as a general clinical medical 
officer. In 1962, after the country gained 
independence, he was appointed consultant 
and for some years was the only paediatrician 
in the country.

He leaves his wife of 52 years, Sundari, and 
two daughters.
Anthony Costello, professor of international child health 
and director of UCL Institute for Global Health,  
London WC1N 1EH  
cihdcostello@gmail.com
Sundari Ebrahim, retired general practitioner,  
Farnham
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By the time he left Tanzania in 1970, 
Gulamabbas Juma (Zef) Ebrahim had created 
the first department of paediatrics in the 
country, at the new medical school in Dar es 
Salaam. It had innovations ahead of its time: 
community paediatric services for parts of 
the country that were accessible only on foot 
and the training of traditional midwives. The 
emphasis of Ebrahim’s work in Tanzania was 
to provide integrated care for mothers and 
children in rural community settings rather 
than in secondary care.

Grassroots not ivory towers
In 1966, when he worked from the boot of his 
car because he had no hospital office and the 
family’s quarters were cramped, Ebrahim wrote 
Practical Mother and Child Health in Developing 
Countries. It became one of the most popular 
texts for health workers in the developing world. 
The message was that healthcare should start at 
the grassroots level in communities—not in ivory 
towers—and this has spread to many countries, 
including “developed” ones, with healthcare 
provided to people in their everyday lives.

The book was initially published by 
Macmillan and the English Books at Low Cost 
subsidy scheme run by the British Council. 
Ebrahim also got subsidies from CAFOD 
and Teaching Aids at Low Cost, so his work 
was affordable in the developing world.  
(Much is available for nothing online:  
www.oxfordjournals.org/our_journals/tropej/
online/prac.html.)

In 1970 Ebrahim had been recruited by 
Professor Otto Wolff to the Institute of Child 
Health Tropical Child Health Unit in London 
as tutor on a new course for paediatricians 
in developing countries. The course was 
sponsored by Unicef and focused on concepts 
of maternal and child health services—that is, 
evidence based care in the community. He ran 
this course for many years, developing it into a 
diploma and then an MSc (master of science) 
degree course recognised by the University 
of London. The students on this course were 
senior paediatricians in their own countries, 
and Ebrahim’s teaching filtered down from the 
top to the basics of healthcare practice.

Ebrahim acted as consultant for many 
projects abroad, particularly in China, Saudi 

Arabia, and Brazil. He advised and lectured 
on the advantages and promotion of breast 
feeding; how to design, unify, and manage 
services for mothers and children in poor 
rural and urban settings; and the application 
of research in these settings. In Brazil he 
supported the Instituto Materno-Infantil 
de Pernambuco, a charity that provides 
healthcare services for mothers and children 
in the favelas (shanty towns). Over two decades 
he encouraged its evolution into a first class 
hospital and postgraduate medical school in 
Recife. He remained involved up to his death, 
writing its founder’s day speech, which was 
delivered on his behalf shortly after he died.

Baby milk action
Ebrahim was passionate about the value of 
breast feeding in Africa, where bottle fed babies 
regularly died as a result of contaminated and 
diluted milk. His book Breastfeeding: The 
Biological Option established his international 
reputation. Ebrahim was an expert witness 
in support of a campaign to encourage breast 
feeding worldwide, led by several developing 
world action groups. They highlighted the 
adverse effects of advertising and promoting 
infant formula (baby milk) on breast feeding 
and subsequent infant morbidity and mortality.

In the early 1990s, together with Professor 
Dick Jelliffe, Ebrahim revived the Journal of 
Tropical Pediatrics, which was struggling 
financially. Ebrahim was chief editor until his 
death, and his editorials were passionate with 
an evidence based approach.

Gulamabbas Juma Ebrahim, paediatrician  
(b 1932; q 1957, Pune, India), died on 28 March 
2012 from interstitial pulmonary fibrosis.
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Frank Russell joined the Royal Army 
Medical Corps after qualifying from 
Guy’s Hospital and served as a captain 
in the war in Africa, Italy, the Middle 
East, Greece, and Austria. In 1950 he 
was appointed as the first consultant 
anaesthetist in West Hartlepool, where 
he set up the anaesthetic services at 
Hartlepool General Hospital, Cameron 
Hospital, and St Hilda’s Hospital. After 
retiring in 1977 he continued to do 
occasional locums in various hospitals 
for the next five years. He enjoyed his 
retirement, playing golf, snooker, and 
bridge, and tending to his garden, and 
continued to live in Hartlepool until 
his death. He leaves his wife of 62 
years, Isabel; three children; and two 
grandchildren.
David Russell 
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Alan Eric Sensier

General practitioner Spennymoor, 
County Durham (b 1958;  
q Cambridge, Middlesex  
Hospital, 1982), died from 
subarachnoid haemorrhage on  
20 October 2011. 

Alan Eric Sensier moved to the northeast 
of England after qualifying. He took 
up partnership in the practice where 
he trained. He was a GP tutor and was 
involved in GP commissioning. When 
the surgery in which he worked burnt 
down 18 months before his death, he 
led the process that allowed the practice 
to resume work 40 hours later. He also 
led the process of reconstruction, only 
to fall ill on the day that the practice 
moved into the new surgery. He leaves 
his wife, Brenda, and three children.
Andrew Sanderson 
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David R Bowsher

Former reader in anatomy University 
of Liverpool, honorary consultant 
in pain management Walton Centre 
for Neurology and Neurosurgery 
(b 1925; q Cambridge 1950; MD, 
ScD, PhD; FRCPEd; FRCPath), died 
from disseminated cancer of the 
pancreas on 17 June 2011.
David R Bowsher started his career 
in anatomy but subsequently moved 
to experimental physiology. He later 
became a clinical honorary neurologist 
and pain specialist. In the 1950s and 
60s, he spent much time in research 
laboratories, at Harvard, in several 
Scandinavian centres, and in Paris and 
Marseilles. His progression towards 
clinical work and the subject of pain 
started with research on the effects of 
cordotomy and led to the establishment 
of the Pain Relief Foundation in 1979 
and the Pain Research Institute at the 
University of Liverpool. David’s research 
experience and extensive publication 
portfolio attracted trainees from all over 
the world. He leaves his wife, Doreen; 
a son from a previous marriage; and a 
grandchild.
John Miles 
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Simon Peretz Cats

General practitioner (b 1954;  
q Leiden State University 1985), 
died from adenocarcinoma of the 
pancreas on 29 February 2012.
After moving to the UK Simon Peretz 
Cats pursued a career in ear, nose, 
and throat medicine before deciding 
to enter general practice. He ran a 
singlehanded NHS practice in Bushey 
Heath, Hertfordshire, while working 

evenings and weekends as a forensic 
medical examiner for Hertfordshire 
Constabulary. In 2001 he established a 
private doctor visiting service. In 2005 
he retired from the NHS and joined a 
private general practice in Stanmore, 
where he soon made his mark by 
practising a personal style of medicine, 
using not only his skill and experience 
but also his infamous sense of humour. 
He continued to operate his visiting 
service when he became ill. He leaves 
his wife, Ahouva; their four sons; and his 
mother and sister.
Jane Benn, David Lubel, Ahouva Cats 
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Gerald Edmond Fawcett

Former general practitioner 
Ellesmere Port (b 1931; q 1960), died 
from lung cancer on 16 January 2012.
Gerald Edmond Fawcett (“Gerry”) put 
his medical skills to good use during 
his Royal Army Medical Corps service. 
He married Janet in 1958, and they 
had three children. In 1966 the family 
moved to South Africa, where he worked 
as chief medical officer in the mining 
communities of Welkom and Witbank. 
He successfully ran the mining hospital 
and witnessed varied and interesting 
tropical diseases. On return to the UK 
he worked as a GP in Ellesmere Port for 
over 20 years before retiring in 1993. 
Janet died in 1992, and Gerry later 
remarried. He leaves his wife, Barbara; 
three children; and grandchildren.
Helen Adamson 
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Helen Christine Grant

Former consultant 
neuropathologist Middlesex 
Hospital and Charing Cross 
Hospital (b 1922; q London 1946; 
MD, MRCP, FRCP), died from 
pneumonia on 14 March 2012. 
Early in her career, Helen Christina 
Grant (“Wendy”) had an interest 
in neurology, particularly multiple 
sclerosis, and, after training posts in the 

West End, Maida Vale, and Whittington 
Hospitals in London, she was 
appointed consultant neuropathologist 
at the Middlesex Hospital in 1970 and, 
three years after her after retirement, 
at the Charing Cross Hospital in 1985. 
Her outstanding contributions were in 
two controversial areas. She argued 
that boxing, by causing repeated 
small damage to the brain, could lead 
to dementia. After studying cases of 
Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease, in 1990 she 
gave evidence to the Parliamentary 
Agricultural Committee’s inquiry into 
bovine spongiform encephalopathy, 
shedding light on its spread and 
crossing the species barrier into human 
beings. She leaves her former husband 
and her son.
Peter Lantos 
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Vernon Pickles

Former physiology professor 
University of Wales, Cardiff (b 1920; 
q Cambridge 1945; MD, DCH),  
d 27 April 2012.
A lifelong pacifist, Vernon Pickles 
completed medical training in 
London in 1945, in lieu of military 
service. After a brief time as a general 
practitioner, he went into physiology 
and became professor and head of 
department at Cardiff in 1966. His 
main scientific contribution was in 
the discovery of prostaglandins in 
the female genital tract. Education 
was his passion, as his students 
over the years will attest. Outside 
work and family his passion was for 
music. Predeceased by his wife in 
1991, he leaves four children and 10 
grandchildren.
Tom Pickles
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Frank Richard Russell
Former consultant anaesthetist 
Hartlepool Hospitals (b 1917;  
q London 1941), died of old age on 
25 May 2012.


