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Ronald H Cook
1914–2009

Ron Cook, who died on 19 July, 
started work in the Cambridge 
Physiological Laboratory in 1948.  
His original appointment was as 
a Craftsman but he went on to 
work as Alan Hodgkin’s Instrument 
Maker then Technical Officer until 
his retirement in 1987. He was a 
very small man but a larger than life 
character. This means that he will be 
remembered by many physiologists 
who spent time in the Physiological 
Laboratory, whether or not working 
in Alan’s lab. In March this year, 
Ron agreed to be included in the 
Physiological Society’s Oral History 
Programme so he has left a good 
record of his many activities.

One of his early interests was in 
aquaria. This was a lucky coincidence 
because he was able immediately 
to introduce cuttlefish (Sepia) to 
Cambridge, where they were used 
by Alan Hodgkin and Richard Keynes 
for the ion flux measurements that 
backed up the then new ionic theory 
of the action potential. Vintage cars 
were another particular passion. At 
the time of his death he had been 
Treasurer of the Veteran Car Club of 
Great Britain for 41 years so it was 
fitting that at his funeral the picture 
on the front of the Service sheet 
showed him sitting at the wheel of 
his 1910 Singer. He was a staunch 
Churchman with firm views on the 
rightness of the King James Bible (and 
the wrongness of other versions). 
He moved to a neighbouring Church 
when his own Parish Church stopped 
using King James. An enthusiastic 
gardener, in his last months he was 
still tending his 1.5 acre plot with only 
minimal help. He had been a keen 
cross-country skier, particularly in 
Norway, and was a competitive figure 
skater.  It was a great disappointment 
to him that the cold spell in February 
this year ended before any skating 
championships could be held at 
Earith. He would certainly have 
competed, driving himself there and 
back.

Ann Silver

Peter Stanfield writes:
I first noticed Ron Cook when I was 
an undergraduate reading physiology 

in Cambridge. From time to time, I 
would see a diminutive, but highly 
energetic and rather distinguished 
figure emerging from the basement 
of the Physiological Laboratory. 
I fancied that this might be the 
legendary Lord Adrian, whom I knew 
to have an office down there. Later, 
as Alan Hodgkin’s graduate student, 
I came into contact with Ron on a 
daily basis.  He was outstandingly 
supportive to someone just at the 
start of their career and it would be 
hard to forget – even if I wished to – 
the kindness and patience shown to 
someone rather naïve, inexpert and 
uncertain.  This was at a time when 
it was sometimes less fashionable 
for chief technicians to be so directly 
helpful.

Ron was the scion of a family that 
had set up a plastering company in 
Cambridge. A check of the current 
company web site (www.georgecook.
co.uk) soon dispels the idea that this 
was a mundane inheritance, though 
Ron’s father worked instead for the 
University of Cambridge, becoming 
Assistant Librarian, a position 
more elevated than its title might 
suggest. Ron was educated at the 
Perse School in Cambridge and he 
earned considerable pocket money 
during his boyhood, repairing clocks 
for various shops that advertised 
their (as it turned out lesser) skills 
in this craft. Rather than completing 
his undergraduate education in 
Cambridge, Ron apprenticed himself 
to the Electric Master Clock Company, 
whose owner, Hope Jones, soon 
recognised and used Ron’s talents, 
but to an extent that led to Ron 
feeling somewhat put upon. So Ron 
moved to Pye Ltd, a Cambridge 
company that was well known in the 
UK a generation ago as a maker of 
radio (perhaps I should write wireless) 

and television sets.  Pye had been 
set up as a company of instrument 
makers by father and son, WT and 
WG Pye. During the Second World 
War, they were involved in work 
for the War Department, with Ron 
working on proximity fuses and in 
other devices for the RAF.

Ron Cook became Alan Hodgkin’s 
instrument maker in 1948, continuing 
to work with very considerable 
distinction until his retirement in 
1987. His immediate role was to 
build the feedback amplifier used 
in Plymouth later that year in the 
first voltage clamp experiments on 
squid axon. He went on, of course, 
to provide the technical support and 
the instrument making that formed 
the infrastructure for experimental 
work that laid the foundations of 
modern electrophysiology. As well 
as building countless amplifiers, 
with W Nastuk he designed and built 
the first microelectrode puller. So 
effective was this puller, compared 
with commercial pullers available 
in the early years, that I had one 
built to Ron’s design when I moved 
to Leicester. The only obvious 
difference from Ron’s construction is 
in the winding of the solenoid coil – 
immaculately neat in his, somewhat 
less tidy in the Leicester model. So 
far as I know, the Leicester puller 
is still in use today. Ron built the 
Perspex model designed and used 
by Hodgkin and Keynes to mimic 
their measurements of unidirectional 
potassium fluxes in squid axon, and 
this work and the model led directly 
to the concept of an ion channel 
as the route for ionic transfer. He 
made the single fibre chamber used 
by Hodgkin and Horowicz in their 
experiments on dissected single 
muscle fibres; and many more 
experimental chambers besides.  
He designed and built an ingenious 
Faraday cage for Hodgkin’s later 
experiments on retina, where the 
experimental manipulations could be 
conducted from outside the cage.

His instruments, experimental 
chambers and other devices 
functioned in a state-of-the -art 
way. But there was also a fine, if 
slightly old fashioned, aesthetic 
in what he did. Instruments were 
built in home-made, but beautifully 
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