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It is with great sadness that Prof. Alison Brading’s friends and colleagues note her death on the 7th January 2011 at the age of 71. Until the week she was taken into hospital for the final time, she remained an active scientific contributor to the fields of urogenital and smooth muscle research, including publishing in and reviewing for this journal.

Alison was born in Bexhill-on-Sea and educated at the Maynard School, Exeter. Her transition from secondary to tertiary education (having been offered a place to read Medicine at Oxford) was blighted by poliomyelitis, contracted during a visit to her parents in Nigeria. Her life was only saved by the availability of ‘iron lungs’, recently introduced into a Nigeria by her father, Brigadier Norman Brading. Being flown back to the United Kingdom, she spent 18 months recovering in hospitals in Oxford.

At the time, her limited mobility was seen a bar to medical studies, and so she completed a Zoology degree at Bristol University, being awarded 1st class honours. She proceeded to a PhD with Prof. Peter Caldwell on tapeworm smooth muscle. This early and firm foundation gave Alison a lifelong belief in the importance of zoological training for a deep understanding of physiology and subsequently pathophysiology, while delightfully savouring the observation that her early training hadn’t progressed quite as far as mammals. Alison soon corrected this minor oversight, moving to Oxford in 1965 to work with Professor Edith Bülbring. Her enthusiasm for both teaching and research allowed her to progress in her academic career, being appointed Fellow and Tutor in Physiology at Lady Margaret Hall in 1968, University Lecturer in Pharmacology in 1972, and then to a Professorship in 1996.

Her early work focussed on the physiology of smooth muscle, where she made key contributions to the ionic basis of the smooth muscle action potential and key methodological developments in the measurement of ion concentrations in smooth muscle. Her key contributions in the early 1980s included the description of Cl- handling and its importance for smooth muscle. She moved on to describe Na+/Ca2+ exchange in smooth muscle, and then the importance of K+ ion channels. From the mid-1980s her work on smooth muscle physiology in the urogenital tract was complemented by the development of clinically-focused research projects that would continue for the rest of her career. Her focus also turned from physiology towards pharmacology, investigating the effects of the early K+ channel openers (from the late 1980s).

The development of more applied research was crystallised through Alison’s collaborations with urological surgeons, and subsequent headship of the Oxford Continence Group. This network allowed a focus on clinically important problems, and provided excellent training in fundamental research techniques to a generation of urological trainees. Her focus was on the causes and amelioration of the unstable bladder, including that following bladder outflow obstruction, particularly investigating its pathophysiology using pig models and in human bladder tissue. Understanding pelvic floor function was also a key part of her liaison role with clinical teams. Her studies in human tissues were not limited to histology, but involved pioneering and technically demanding experiments investigating the function of human bladder. Through all these studies, Alison merged her own zoological and scientific skills with the surgical skills and clinical insights of her surgical collaborators to effective address key issues of pathogenesis in important urogenital diseases. Alison's own surgical skills were remarkable: despite significant tremor and motor weakness, she could surgically prepare small animals, including vessel cannulation, faster than anyone in her department, well into the last decade of her life.
Anal sphincter control, and gut function, also formed an important part of her work, again exploiting her expertise in both smooth muscle and Autonomic physiology. Her interest in Autonomic physiology and pharmacology was career-long, and here her greatest contributions were perhaps her early work on purinergic cotransmission in the urinary bladder, and her work on nitrergic innervation, initially in the anal sphincter, and subsequently through the complex system of nitrergic signalling in the wall of the bladder. With younger collaborators, she also pioneered the study of ICCs (or interstitial cells) in the urogenital tract, which remains a field of intense interest. Her 1999, solo-author book on the Autonomic Nervous System and Its Effectors is a clear indication of her integrative approach: that one shouldn't consider 'effector' and autonomic physiology as separate branches of investigation.

Since 1978 she has trained 31 clinicians in basic physiological research, many of whom are now respected surgical consultants. Of more than 170 substantive papers, Alison published about 70 in the surgical literature, showing her dedication to applying her strong fundamental science in an applied context. Such dedication to surgery was recognised in 2006, when she was the first non-clinician to be awarded the St Peter's Medal of the British Association of Urological Surgeons. Despite this, she also maintained a strong team of dedicated scientists, many of whom, inspired by her example, have remained in the area of smooth muscle research. For example, three of her former DPhil students, postdoctoral researchers or fellows subsequently became professorial heads of department in Japan.

While formally retiring in 2005, Alison maintained an active research interest, working from the Department of Pharmacology most mornings while continuing to maintain a laboratory in the Nuffield Department of Surgery, Oxford. 

It was pneumonia that finally took Alison into hospital in late September, 2010, yet still she fought on through post-polio weakness. At her funeral, her brother described how "in another life" without polio she would have been a "warrior queen". I think that in many ways the role of warrior queen was indeed hers: a leader of men and women, a fierce defender and supporter of those in her care, a discerning and critical judge. Cheerful, optimistic, fiercely independent, efficient and direct, with a special glow for her scientific and clinical friends: a colleague who will be missed. 
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Alison Brading with colleagues and friends at a conference. Courtesy of Dr Yasue Kubota.

