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crafted metal boxes, with front 
panels finished in hammer-tone 
enamel and neatly lettered. Having 
to make panel-mounting boxes from 
Lektrokit was one of my many later 
disappointments in life. Perspex 
chambers had the cut edges of the 
plastic polished so perfectly, that 
it was near-impossible to tell which 
edges had been cut and which were 
part of the surface of the original 
sheet. 

Ron also designed, set up and for 
many years ran the aquarium in 
the Physiological Laboratory, which 
provided access, on condition of their 
humane treatment, to Sepia, Carcinus, 
Maia and many other rather exotic 
creatures for a place so far from the 
sea. This aquarium also housed frogs, 
used for nerve and muscle research, 
and terrapins used in work on retina. 
Some of my earliest sightings were of 
him in his green apron – rather larger 
it seemed than he was – which he 
wore when on aquarium duty. 

His other great skill, which came from 
his long-standing repairing of clocks 
– even those that others had given 
up on – was as a great fixer of things. 
If things didn’t work, the matter was 
put right pretty much immediately. 
This may seem run of the mill, but it 
was far from being so, since you were 
able to take for granted that things 
would work. Oscilloscopes were kept 
in correct calibration, their amplifiers 
and time bases working. Manipulators 
did not drift. All this was no mean 
feat, as I was to discover later in other 
places.

From time to time, Ron would turn 
up to the Laboratory in his veteran 
car. In this he looked a little as though 
he was auditioning for a main part in 
The Wind in the Willows, though his 
enthusiasm was far from ephemeral 
and his competence considerable, as 
always. He had perhaps been inspired 
to this interest by the film Genevieve, 
with the dream of driving Kay Kendall 
on the London to Brighton run. 
Indeed, his car, and he more briefly, 
appeared in the film Those Magnificent 
Men in Their Flying Machines, though I 
have never managed to identify him 
even after several viewings. But he 
almost fulfilled his dream, and indeed 
he made up for Alan Hodgkin’s earlier 

decision to decline a part as an excise 
man in Whisky Galore, offered when 
the Hodgkin family were on holiday in 
Barra.

I remember Ron with great 
affection, a very widespread feeling 
among people who worked in the 
Physiological Laboratory during 
his long service there. Elements 
in his character were quirky and 
unexpected – for example, the 
long-time reader of the Morning 
Star, and the man who took pride in 
‘never having called anyone sir in my 
life’ belied superficial expectation. 
In some ways, he was a little like the 
humane, humorous, ebullient and 
genuinely kind character in a Dickens 
novel, who intervenes just at the 
right minute, completely selflessly 
and with a surprising lack of fuss to 
save the book’s eponymous hero. 
Several scientific careers owe him for 
his generosity, given freely and with 
wonderfully warm good humour.

Alan Cattell, Principal 
Assistant in the Physiological 
Laboratory, Cambridge writes:
My lasting memory of Mr Cook is 
of him striding up and down the 
main stairway, two or three steps 
at a time, garbed in a green plastic 
apron that stretched to the floor. In 
one hand would invariably be a pair 
of vernier callipers and in the other 
a piece of equipment or material 
that he was working on or with. He 
would rush past saying ‘Morning old 
boy’ or calling you Rupert or some 
other name, but never your own. 
On occasion he would be puffing 
on a cigar (which was at that time 
permissible) and he would leave a 
trail of smoke as he rushed about 
his business. At one period he 
looked after a number of alligators 
that were being used for a research 
project and unfortunately was badly 
bitten by one of them. He was sent 
off to Addenbrooke’s Hospital and 
explained how he got his injury; he 
was surprised when no one would 
believe him.

In the mid-seventies there was a 
television programme called ‘It 
ain’t half hot Mum’ about an army 
concert party based in India and then 
Burma. One of the characters was a 

diminutive individual who was known 
as Gunner Sugdon, or Lofty to his 
friends, and he wore shorts and a pith 
helmet. One morning Mr Cook arrived 
for work dressed in sandals, shorts 
and shirt, all beige, and was greeted 
with ‘Look out chaps here comes 
Gunner Sugdon’. To that comment 
Ron responded by marching briskly 
down the corridor, arms swinging and 
a broad grin on his face. He did like a 
joke did Mr Cook.

Jeffrey T Potts
1958–2009

(Born 26th December 1958 and died 2nd 
September 2009)

I provide this remembrance of Jeff 
from the perspective of a mentor and 
close friend and with the knowledge 
that his untimely death from the 
complications of sarcoma cut short 
the blossoming career of someone 
destined to be a leader in the field of 
neurophysiology.

Jeff was born and raised in New 
Brunswick, Canada and remained 
proud of his Canadian roots 
throughout his life. However, once he 
had experienced the heat and wide 
open spaces of Texas he longed to 
return there despite his successful 
sojourns at the Medical Centers of 
Johns Hopkins University, Wayne 
State University and the University of 
Missouri-Columbia.

Jeff received his Bachelors of Science 
degree in Physical Education from 
the University of New Brunswick in 
1982 and a Masters of Arts degree in 
Exercise Science from Indiana State 
University in Terre Haute, Indiana. In 
1986 he entered the PhD program 
in the Department of Kinesiology 
at the University of Maryland, but 
somewhere along the way felt that 
he wanted more than just an applied 
science degree. Why he chose to seek 
to join my research program at the 
age of 31 and work to obtain a PhD 
in Biomedical Sciences (Physiology) 
has always been a mystery to me, 
especially when I asked that he obtain 
additional courses in the fundamental 
sciences before joining me. However, 
I could not have been more fortunate 
to have him join my group as he soon 
began to develop his own research 
questions and address them with his 
well-known enthusiasm and insights 
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into the necessary experiments. 
Indeed, he developed a new method of 
using our neck pressure/neck suction 
technology to examine the carotid 
arterial baroreflex during dynamic 
exercise from rest to maximal exercise. 
His particular work was published in 
the American Journal of Physiology in 
1993–1995. However, his development 
of the ‘built curve’ technique of 
modelling the carotid baroreflex 
function has remained a fundamental 
component of our ability to investigate 
the arterial baroreflex. After receiving 
his PhD degree in 1993 he followed his 
interest in developing his background 
in computational physiology by joining 
Artin Shoukas in the Department 
of Biomedical Engineering at Johns 
Hopkins University School of Medicine 
for a post-doctoral fellowship in 
Biomedical Engineering. His work 
focused on the role of arterial 
compliance and venous resistance 
on the carotid baroreflex control of 
the circulation and was published in 
three papers in the American Journal of 
Physiology. Subsequently, he returned 
to Texas and joined Jere H. Mitchell MD 
at UT Southwestern Medical Center 
(UTSWMC) in Dallas. Using a more 
reductionist approach, he developed 
a new set of skills by which he could 
delve deeper into the mechanistic 
questions of baroreflex control of 
blood pressure and sympathetic 
activity during exercise pressor reflex 
activation. It was during this time 
(1995–2000) that he published several 
important papers identifying the 
neurotransmitters within brainstem 
medullary centres that are involved in 
baroreflex and exercise pressor reflex 
control.  Also while in Dallas, he met 
and collaborated with Julian Paton, 
which allowed him to investigate 
these reflexes at a more cellular and 
molecular level. His collaboration with 
Julian was, in my opinion, the one 
that in his eyes solidified his place in 
neurophysiological circles and the one 
that confirmed to him that he had 
achieved a major goal in his life. This 
collaboration with Julian was ongoing 
and productive until his death. It is 
unfortunate that he could not have 
a longer time to savour his research 
success and enjoy his life with his wife, 
Jessica, and newborn daughter, Nadia. 

Peter Raven with Jere 
Mitchell and Artin Shoukas

Julian Paton writes:
I first ‘met’ Jeff when with Jere Mitchell 
he wrote a viewpoint article on a 
paper we had just published on a 
spinal somato-sympathetic generator 
in The Journal of Physiology (Chizh et al. 
1998, J Physiol 508, 907–918). Within 
their viewpoint article, which was 
entitled ‘Synchronization of somato-
sympathetic outflows during exercise: 
role for a spinal rhythm generator’ (see 
Potts & Mitchell, 1998, J Physiol  508, 
646) there was a clear appreciation 
for what we had published and how 
it correlated well with work from 
their laboratory. These friendly tones 
were soon solidified when, for the 
first time, I met Jeff in person at a 
Physiological Society meeting in 
Southampton in 1998 when he was 
working with Michael Spyer at the 
Royal Free Hospital. First impressions 
were a highly charged, serious and 
motivated scientist who was full of self 
confidence and on a mission. He knew 
what he wanted and he had a very 
clear and focused agenda. Jeff was an 
exceptional cardiovascular systems’ 

physiologist; he had experience of 
working with both humans (with 
Peter Raven) and subsequently whole 
animals in vivo (dog, cat and rat with 
Jere Mitchell and Artin Shoukas). 

What followed from the Southampton 
meeting until his untimely death last 
month was a most enjoyable 11 year 
collaboration. We both visited each 
others laboratories five times each 
between 1998 and 2007 and spent 
time together running experiments 
and then interpreting the data and 
planning subsequent studies for the 
following day, usually in a bar or pub. 
The enjoyment partly came from 
the science but, importantly, from 
the extreme fun we had doing the 
work together. Through the work we 
developed a close friendship. On two 
occasions Jeff’s visits coincided with 
me moving house. Such was Jeff’s 
generosity he insisted on helping me 
both times. This was a remarkable 
gesture of friendship. I could not 
compete with this but was his best 
man at his wedding to Jessica 2 years 
ago. 

Jeff was a remarkable athelete who 
ran most days for around an hour and 
completed many marathons. This was 
in itself incredible given the serious 
motor car crash he had many years 
earlier. At that time, doctors were 
not sure he would even walk again. 
Nevertheless, he was impressively 
fit and whenever I joined him on a 
run he was kind enough to jog at 
half throttle; he was always such a 
considerate and thoughtful man. Of 
course, all this running stimulated a 
favourite pastime of his which was 
drinking good beer with friends 
and exercising his sense of humour, 
something we will all miss.

I am delighted that we were successful 
with our latest joint publication 
together. This was accepted in 
Circulation Research shortly after his 
death and will be dedicated to his life 
as a scientist.

Our thoughts are with his lovely wife, 
Jessica, their new daughter Nadia, his 
parents and his two sisters. Memories 
of Jeff will of course never die: his 
characteristic laugh that boomed 
across any noisy bar, his inability 
to keep to time with his scientific 
presentations, and his compulsive and 
highly focused attitude to his science.

Jeff on his day of graduation with his 
mentor Peter Raven.

Jeff enjoying good times in a wine cellar 
with his mentors Jere Mitchell (left), 
Peter Raven and Artin Shoukas (right).
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