
J Neurol (2008) 255:317
DOI 10.1007/s00415-008-0905-8 OBITUARY

JO
N

 2905

Professor P. K. Thomas
Professor P. K. Thomas died at home in north London on January 25, 2008; he was 
81 years old. PK, as he was universally known, had lived an unusually productive life 
until 2001 when he was felled by a disabling stroke that rendered him home-bound 
and bed-and-chair for his last seven years. He excelled in all aspects as an academic 
neurologist with a specific interest in peripheral nerve, its form, function and the 
effect of disease, both in humans and experimentally in other species. His skills 
were manifold; specifically he was a superb clinician, electromyographer, morphol-
ogist, investigator, teacher, author, editor, leader and administrator. From a personal 
standpoint, PK was out-going and amiable, and accumulated a legion of life-long 
friends the world over. He was indefatigable, not only in the laboratory, but also in 
whatever he was doing, including travel, social occasions, and even on the dance-
floor.

PK was born and lived his early years in the Vale of Llangollen in the north of 
Wales, the oldest of three boys. He matriculated at University College London in 
1944 on a scholarship, and over the next six years, earned a BSc with first class 

honors and his MB BS degree. The next eleven years were spent as a trainee/house physician at several central London 
hospitals. This included two years in national service learning electrophysiology and the final four years as a house physi-
cian and senior registrar at the National Hospital for Neurology and Neurosurgery, Queen Square. In this 11 year span, he 
authored or co-authored 14 original articles in leading journals, ten of which dealt with peripheral nerve. His life direction 
was set.

After a year in Montreal, Canada as a junior faculty member, PK returned in 1962 to London to stay, except when he was 
traveling, and that was frequent. Appointment as Consultant Neurologist came quickly, first at the Royal Free Hospital 
(1962–1991) and then the National Hospital, Queen Square (1963–1991), and then as Professor of Neurology in 1974 (in the 
University of London at the Royal Free Hospital and at the National Hospital for Neurology and Neurosurgery). He estab-
lished the neurology training program at the Royal Free Hospital. After mandatory retirement in 1991, he continued as 
active and productive as ever in Honorary status for the next ten years until he was slowed by the serious right hemisphere 
stroke in 2001.

From his medical student days on, PK was an avid investigator. In his five plus decades of study, principally of peripheral 
nerve, he used the techniques of clinical observation, morphology (particularly electron microscopy), electrophysiology, 
genetics and anything else that came to hand. From this effort, PK and colleagues produced a remarkable oeuvre, that in-
cludes near 300 original articles, 75 reviews, numerous editorials and over 100 chapters in books. Perhaps the most well-
known of his publishing efforts are the four editions of the two-volume opus, “Peripheral Neuropathy”, edited by P. J. Dyck, 
P. K. Thomas and others. Further, he edited or co-edited nine other monographs.

Another highly visible aspect of PK’s career was his work as a journal editor. He served the maximum term as the editor 
of three separate journals. His titles include Chief Editor of Brain, Chief Editor of the Journal of Anatomy, and, of note to 
our readers, Co-Chief Editor of this journal from 1979 until 1981. In addition, he served on no fewer than ten journal edito-
rial boards. He was seldom seen without a manuscript in hand that he was either writing or reviewing. 

In early 1986, PK, Anita Harding and Gerard Said were the prime movers in launching the European Neurological Soci-
ety (ENS) as an individual membership organization. This stirred much controversy with some of the European national 
societies of neurology. PK and his colleagues were undeterred. The first ENS meeting was held in Nice in 1988 with PK as 
the first President. He gave the presidential lecture on “Consciousness and causality”, which was both remarkable and far 
from his usual field of expertise. PK remained involved in the selection and editing of abstracts and in the teaching pro-
gramme until 2000. The ENS, which will celebrate its 20th anniversary in June, 2008, has become highly successful, with up 
to 3,500 registrants and 900–1000 scientific presentations at its meetings in recent years. Much of this progress was made 
possible by PK’s commitment to the venture.

Many honors were conferred upon PK. These include the title of Commander of the British Empire (CBE) in 1997, eight 
Honorary Memberships in national neurological organizations around the world, and an Honorary Doctorate awarded by 
the Military Medical Academy, Lodz, Poland.

From a personal standpoint, PK’s life was not always easy. He lost to fatal illnesses both of his first two wives, Mary 
Thomas, the mother of his two sons, and Prof. Anita Harding. They died much too young.  His third marriage to Dr. Sam 
Ponsford occurred just a year before his serious stroke. She cared for him lovingly through the next seven years, making it 
possible for PK to remain active as co-editor with Dr. Peter J. Dyck to the completion of the fourth edition of their two-vol-
ume opus, “Peripheral Neuropathy”. PK is survived by his widow, Dr. Sam Ponsford, by one step-son, by one surviving 
brother, by his two sons, Adrian and Nicholas, and six grand-children. 

Many of us have lost a dear friend, and the world of neurology has lost a true hero.
Arthur K. Asbury, MD, FRCP

Gerard Said, MD, FRCP
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