
 

 

A tribute to Mr A D McG Steele FRCS, FRCOphth 
 
It is with great sadness that we report the passing of Arthur Steele, formerly 
Consultant Ophthalmic Surgeon to Moorfields Eye Hospital, London, following a 
short illness just 2 weeks before his 84th birthday. The following is the tribute given 
by David Gartry at Arthur’s memorial service on the 17th of December at Chelsea 
Old Church. 
 
“Firstly, to adopt a familiar phrase often used by Arthur - and which has already 
passed into ‘Arthurian legend’ - “I have to say” what a great personal honour it is 
for me to speak today at Arthur and Morgan’s request. Arthur was a great 
influence on me and everyone he met and it is good to see so many of us 
gathered here today to express our gratitude and appreciation of him, and to 
honour his memory. Those of you who are Chelsea football fans might remember 
a certain ‘special one’ but Arthur was our own special one – a ‘one-off’ and a true 
original. 
 
Arthur David McGowan Steele was born in Pyramid Hill, Victoria, Australia on the 
16th of December 1935 into a medical family. He served in the Royal Australian 
Medical Corps from 1955 to 1960, reaching the rank of captain, and qualified as a 
doctor from Melbourne University. He then worked as a general practitioner in 
Melbourne but had always secretly hoped to follow a career in acting. Having 
saved enough to follow his dream he moved to Scotland in 1966, joining ‘The 
Pitlochry Players’ and acting in their noted ‘seven plays in seven nights’ repertoire. 
He then acted as an extra for the BBC and obtained his equity card. In part three 
of the history of Moorfields, Peter Leaver describes Arthur as having “a strong 
thespian streak, a fine baritone voice, and a not inconsiderable measure of 
‘chutzpah’ (I looked it up! It means “shameless audacity and extreme self-
confidence”, thankfully usually used approvingly!). In spite of these undoubted 
thespian talents Arthur realised that, in his own words, ‘he wasn’t perhaps quite in 
the same league as Sir John Gielgud’ (!) and so he returned to his medical career. 
But why did Arthur pursue a career in Ophthalmology?  While he was studying for 
his general surgical exams in London a fellow student suggested that he might 
consider it.  Arthur went to the library and selected the smallest book he could find 
on the subject (Lecture Notes on Ophthalmology by Patrick Trevor Roper).  He 
decided it couldn’t be all that difficult if the entire subject fitted into such a small 
tome (!) and he decided to take the matter seriously. He sought career advice 
from the Dean of the Institute of Ophthalmology who unfortunately told him not to 
bother as “he was too old and had no experience”.  Fortunately, Arthur didn’t heed 
the Dean’s advice and, undeterred, he was appointed to the Croydon Eye Unit 
where he received an excellent grounding in anterior segment surgery under the 
very capable tutelage of Dermot Pierse. He then “got on to the house” at 
Moorfields in 1973 before being appointed a consultant in 1976.   



 

 

 
Initially Arthur continued the work of his predecessor, Derek Ainslie, in the field of 
refractive surgery – namely epikeratophakia and radial keratotomy, but he also 
excelled in extracapsular cataract surgery with lens implantation, at a time when 
Moorfields had been slow to adopt this new technology.  He was a key member of 
the Intraocular Lens Implant Club, the Oxford Congress, and an early supporter of 
ESCRS, UKISCRS and ASCRS and was the first treasurer of the Royal College of 
Ophthalmologists (1988). He also held numerous additional posts at Moorfields 
including Eye Bank Director, President of the Moorfields Surgeons’ Association, 
Cataract Service Director and consultant representative on the Board of 
Governors. He published numerous scientific papers and three textbooks (all 
considerably larger than the very small book he had found in the library several 
years before).  He was also a gifted and meticulous corneal graft surgeon, highly 
skilled in numerous corneal surgical procedures and an early adaptor and teacher 
of phacoemulsification cataract surgery and excimer laser corneal refractive 
surgery. 
 
When I was asked to speak today I took the liberty of contacting a large number of 
Arthur’s colleagues, contemporaries and former students (now consultants in their 
own right) for their comments.  I would like to read out a few selected extracts of 
their reflections and you will see that there are several recurrent themes: 
 
From Frank Larkin: 
An anterior segment surgery leader 
A pre-eminent ophthalmic surgeon with natural surgical skills 
An outstanding surgical teacher 
An entertaining personality 
A consultant who was very popular and loyal to those who worked with him    
A Moorfields loyalist to the last – a great guy! 
 
From Julian Stevens: 
He introduced excimer laser refractive surgery to Moorfields and implemented 
early clinical trials to evaluate the exciting new technology. 
He was a true giant of ophthalmology who made an enormous contribution to the 
wider ophthalmic world.  
 “Arthur taught us how to do and how to be”. 
 
From Mark Walland, Melbourne:  
An innovator, a great teacher and an impressive clinician - but he never really lost 
his sense of ‘the stage’ and whilst he could be warm and entertaining, he could 
also play the theatrical tyrant with aplomb.  A pursing of the lips and a twitching of 
the moustache – so fondly parodied in so many residents’ revues - could herald 
the onset of a withering critique and woe betide anybody who obstructed the 



 

 

progress of his standing edict of “knife to eye at 08:30 prompt”!  However, once 
the operating list was underway, he would give a conspiratorial wink to show that 
his impatience, the stamping of his feet, and his pseudo-temper had all been an 
act!  
A wonderful loyal and supportive mentor.  
 
From Professor Roger Buckley: 
Everything with Arthur was premeditated and precise – and as a result he could 
be difficult to work with – but he had a talent for teaching and his students 
benefited greatly. Since Arthur had analysed his own surgical technique, and in 
many instances had broken down the entire operation into well planned precise 
stages, this meant that he could pass this on to his juniors.  There was however 
sometimes a sharp intake of breath when he was assisting a junior surgeon 
followed by an abrupt “did you mean to do that?”  But he was a good and 
generous friend.  
 
But I must turn now to my own personal tribute to Arthur.  We first met when I was 
a pre-registered optometry student in Janet Silver’s department at Moorfields 41 
years ago (!) in 1978.  My very first recollection of him was that of a consultant (as 
identified by his blue name badge) gently leading an elderly lady by the arm to 
one of the large ‘headmasters’ desks’ that characterised the outpatients 
department on the ground floor at City Road. This kindness and support of his 
patients was wholly consistent with his character.  I was hoping to go on to study 
Medicine and Janet Silver introduced me to Arthur, who was the consultant 
overall-in-charge of the Refraction Department, to ask his advice.  He was 
extremely helpful and supportive – quite the opposite to his experience when he 
had approached The Dean of The Institute – and, he actually wrote the personal 
reference in my university medical school application form! 
 
We next met in 1990 when I was a research fellow at St Thomas’ HospitaI working 
on the first UK Excimer Laser Refractive Surgery Trials with Professor John 
Marshall and Mr Malcolm Kerr-Muir (who also sadly passed away recently).  I was 
told that Mr Arthur Steele wanted to watch me (watch me!) carry out therapeutic 
and refractive procedures with the excimer laser.  As you might imagine – to say 
that I was nervous at the thought of Arthur looking over my shoulder would be a 
gross understatement.  He watched me carry out, I think, two refractive laser 
procedures but I then struggled with a difficult therapeutic treatment – made all the 
more difficult by the fact that I was more nervous than the patient!  I pressed on 
and Arthur told me afterwards that if I had not got my act together sooner he 
would have put on a pair of gloves and helped out!  Later I left St Thomas’ for 
Moorfields and during my higher surgical training I was Arthur’s Senior Registrar 
and then his Corneal Fellow (following on from Charles Claoue, Julian Stevens 
and Frank Larkin).  Arthur also supported my application to become a consultant 



 

 

at Moorfields and I was appointed in 1995.  He retired later that year.  As you 
might imagine, and as you can see, I owe him a tremendous personal debt of 
gratitude. 
 
In summary, Arthur Steele was a meticulous surgeon, a gifted teacher and a 
generous mentor to many of the budding eye surgeons of the time, several of 
whom (myself included) owe their current consultant posts at Moorfields to him.  
But more importantly, he was a caring doctor and always put his patients first.  
The sudden nature of his passing will not make it easy for the scores of surgeons 
he trained, for his friends, but more especially for his family. Our condolences go 
out particularly to his partner of the past 20 years, Morgan Doyle. Arthur will be 
sorely missed, but his legacy will live on in those who were privileged to have 
known him and who counted him as a mentor, teacher, colleague, and friend.  
May he rest in peace.   
 
David Gartry (Moorfields Eye Hospital, December 2019) 
 
(with grateful thanks to Ms Jane Williams, Arthur’s private secretary, who provided 
details of his early years and who also spoke at his memorial service) 


