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David Jordan 
1953–2007 

David Jordan BSc, PhD, DSc (University of 
Birmingham), Professor of Physiology 
(UCL, University College London) died 
aged 54 on Saturday 30 June 2007 
following a short illness. Born on 14 April 
1953, he was the only child of Brenda 
and Harry Jordan. He was raised in 
Jarrow, Tyneside, North East England and 
attended Jarrow Springfield Secondary 
School (1964-1971). From 1971-1977 he 
studied at the University of Birmingham 
receiving a BSc in Biological Sciences 
(1974) and a PhD (1977) for his studies 
on The termination and excitability of sinus 
nerve afferents (supervisor Mike Spyer). 

In 1980, following a 3 year research 
fellowship in the Physiology Department 
at the University of Birmingham, he 
moved to a lectureship in the 
Department of Physiology at the Royal 
Free Hospital School of Medicine 
(University of London). David was 
promoted to senior lecturer in 1988 and 
to reader in 1993.  He spent a sabbatical 
(1988-1989) at the Cardiovascular 
Institute, University of California, San 
Francisco where he was a Julius H 
Comroe Research Fellow. Following his 
promotion to Professor in 1999, and the 
merger with UCL, David was made Head 
of Department on the Royal Free 
Campus. 

Over the period 1980-1988 David’s 
primary research association was with 
Mike Spyer. He was awarded his first 
independent research grant in 1983. In 
1988 he began a research collaboration 
with Andrew Ramage, funded by the 
Wellcome Trust and British Heart 
Foundation, which continued until the 
time of his death. The many papers that 
flowed from their partnership have 
significantly increased our understanding 
of the role of 5-hydroxytryptamine 
receptors in the central nervous control 
of cardiovascular function. 

His various review articles, book chapters 
and editorial activities (a member of the 
Editorial Board of The Journal of 
Physiology from 1989 to 1996 and a 
Senior Editor from 1992 to1994) 
exemplify David’s scholarship. He was a 
member of the British Heart 
Foundation's Project Grants Committee 
from 1998 to 2002. 

David’s input to teaching, examining and 
committee work was considerable. He 
ran a number of courses in both the 

science and medical degree rogrammes, 
and served as an undergraduate and 
higher degree external examiner both 
within the UK and overseas. 

David’s numerous contributions to 
academic life will be missed greatly by 
colleagues. David is survived by his 
parents and Ken, his partner for more 
than 30 years. 

Michael P Gilbey 

An appreciation by an old student 
Physiologists of Dublin were shocked to 
hear of the premature death of this fine 
scientist. David was an authority on 
autonomic neuro-science, but not an 
authoritarian by character. 

I was his first PhD student. The 
interaction between mentor and pupil 
was of an old-fashioned type and David 
made me feel free in the laboratory we 
shared. This intellectual freedom, so 
beloved of Carl Ludwig1 , commenced 
with a digression; David’s grant was for 
studies on central control of airways but 
my doctoral studies wandered into the 
vagal control of the heart. Obviously 
David agreed with Laurence Sterne2 that 
digressions are the sunshine and soul of 
learning. 

Of physiological material he was a 
constant reader and he had an enviable 
talent for critical analysis. He was drawn 
to papers exhibiting internal consistency, 
logical structure and clarity. In a phrase 
he relished elegance in science. He was 
adept at rapidly uncovering 
contradictions or inconsistencies. At 
meetings of our Society when David 
exposed two mutually exclusive 
statements, he would enquire 
optimistically which one was correct. 
David’s farewell gift to me was a copy of 
Fulton’s Selected readings in the history of 
physiology. It contains small extracts of 

seminal papers, little kernels heralding 
imminent revolutions in physiological 
knowledge. 

Few of us stumble upon great discoveries 
and Ernest Starling3 wrote that prizes and 
honours should not be awarded to the 
fortunate discoverer, since the joy of 
discovery contains its own reward, but 
should be used to console the careful 
scientist, the constant reader, the 
corrector of errors, the humble assiduous 
gardener of the growing tree of 
knowledge whose fruit will come in due 
season. In his brief letter to Nature, 
Starling might have been writing about 
my future supervisor. David Jordan had a 
kind heart. God rest this fine scholar. 

James F X Jones 

1. Carl Ludwig (1816-1895) wrote in a letter to 
Setchenow: ‘It is mandatory to be at a place 
where one feels most free in spirit. Only there 
one is able to make the greatest progress’. 
Cited in Zimmer H G (1996). Carl Ludwig: the 
man, his time, his influence. Pflugers Arch 432, 
R9-22. 

2. Laurence Sterne (1713-1768). Author of 
The life and opinions of Tristram Shandy, 
gentleman. 

3. Starling E H (1924). Discovery and research. 
Nature 113, 606. 

Reminiscences 
I am not sure exactly when I met Dave 
Jordan.  It was sometime in the early 
1990s, a few years after I had begun 
researching central nerve pathways that 
control the cardiovascular system.  Lynne 
Weaver (University of Western Ontario, 
Canada) introduced us at a conference in 
the US.  For a number of reasons, Lynne 
thought Dave was an absolutely lovely 
man.  She had spent 1979 at the 
University of Birmingham, where Dave 
had taught her how to do extracellular 
electrophysiology on central neurons, 
and he was one of the main reasons that 
her year in Birmingham was so much fun. 

Through the 1990s, Dave and I met at 
conferences where we shared a number 
of highly enjoyable scientific 
conversations, drinks and dinners.  As a 
result, I made my first visit to give a talk 
at the Department of Physiology at what 
was then the Royal Free Hospital School 
of Medicine in 1996.  However, my 
relationship with Dave did not really 
begin to 'hot up until around the turn of 
the century.  Although my focus until 
then had been spinal cardiovascular 
control pathways, I was becoming 
increasingly interested in the medulla. 
We began to discuss the possibility of 
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