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Marischal College / King’s College 
 
Professor R. V. Jones – defence scientist and instrument designer 
 

Reginald V. Jones CH, FRS, FRSE, etc. (1911-1997) 
arguably had the misfortune of having the most challenging 
and influential experience of his life at a comparatively 
young age.  It was an experience that could not be forgotten 
and it shaped his outlook for the remainder of his life.  The 
key times were the years he spent in the Secret Intelligence 
Service providing scientific advice to Winston Churchill 
during the Second World War, advice that had a significant 
influence on the outcome of the war.  It is probably a fair 
assessment of how R. V. Jones will be remembered that the 
account of his life in the Dictionary of National Biography 
does not reach his appointment as Professor of Natural 
Philosophy at the University of Aberdeen in 1946 until about 
three-quarters the way through.  He stayed in this post until 
1981 and during these 35 years he made a reputation for 
himself as a designer and constructor of instruments of 

extreme sensitivity, and as a lecturer with flair.  The DNB article does not do his Aberdeen 
years justice.  Jones’ innovative approaches to measurement may have become more widely 
known and applied if his name had not first and foremost been associated with his wartime 
exploits, particularly as they became better publicised in later years.  Nonetheless, his 
achievements were sufficiently appreciated that he was elected FRS in 1965 and was 
Chairman for some 20 years of the Royal Society’s Paul Fund for sponsoring promising new 
instrumentation.  
 
Jones was motivated by the conviction that Science was important to the country at large and 
that careful measurement underpinned Science.  It was this conviction that got him into the 
Air Ministry before the war and was a theme he continued at Aberdeen.  Infra-red detection 
had been the subject of his doctoral thesis and he took up 
this topic again after the war.  By the early1960s he had 
designed a highly sensitive scanning far infra-red detector 
that could have been the basis of a night-vision imager but 
by then Jones was motivated by the challenge of taking 
instrumentation as far as physical laws allowed it to go and 
not particularly in commercial exploitation.  Another 
example of Jones’ impressive skill as an instrument 
designer was his development of a suite of instruments for 
measuring very small linear and angular displacements.  It 
was legendary in Aberdeen that he could detect the tilting 
of the city as the tide ebbed and flowed or the tilting of the 
building as a cleaner swept her polisher from side to side.  
Again he reached the limit of the possible, the limit being 
set by intrinsic random motion of the atoms in the primary 
sensor.  His devices could detect bulk motion down to the 
size of an atomic nucleus.  
 

The business end of one of  
R.V. Jones' tiltmeters 
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His instruments would not have achieved their success without the electronics expertise of the 
late John C. S. Richards and the theoretical insight of the late Charles McCombie.  
Underpinning the experimental work, Jones established in his Department the best precision 
workshop in Scotland north of the central belt.  When the Department moved to King’s 
College in 1963, Jones also established a Metrology Laboratory that was equipped with a 
substantial amount of the best precision measuring equipment of the time and in turn 
supported some research on improving precision measurement.  Like Faraday, Jones left it to 
others to exploit his findings, or his techniques in this instance, and this did not necessarily 
happen. 
 
Infra-red detection was also a spur to Jones setting up, first at Marischal College and then in 
the Natural Philosophy Building at King’s College (later re-named the Fraser Noble 
Building), a very extensive set of furnaces for growing artificial crystals.  This was a 
pioneering venture in the 1950s and 1960s, largely undertaken by D. A. Jones, a former 
colleague at the Air Ministry, and R. W. H. Stevenson, with technical support.  Large crystals 
of great perfection of various chlorides and fluorides were grown from the melt for use as 
infra-red prisms and for use in experimental solid state physics studies that represented the 
state of the subject in those decades.  A wide variety of doped crystals were also grown, 
particularly for infra-red detectors.  The growth of satisfactory large artificial crystals is a skill 
and an art that was developed to a high degree at Aberdeen in the early years of such ventures.  
Several solid state research groups flourished in Jones’ department using these crystals but 
laboratories in the UK and abroad looked to Aberdeen to supply their needs and the majority 
of the growth was sent away. 
 
Jones was an excellent raconteur and he combined this skill with a passion for lecture-bench 
demonstrations to illustrate his teaching.  His 
lectures on the general principles of science, 
particularly those given at Marischal 
College, earned him a reputation unequalled 
in the University.  Who could forget the 
method of finding how fast a speeding bullet 
travelled or what its mass was when the 
demonstration was performed in a packed 
auditorium of cheering students with live 
ammunition from a genuinely lethal pistol?  
In his later years, though, his stories of 
lessons learned during the war fell on many 
deaf ears in an audience who had been born 
well after a war whose details did not yet 
form part of school history lessons.  Jones 
himself had a strong interest in the history of 
science (he was editor of the Royal Society’s historical ‘Notes and Records’ journal between 
1969 and 1989) and was a strong supporter of history written by practising scientists.  
However, his own writings on contemporary issues of national policy are likely to have a 
longer life than his historical papers, for they were written with detailed inside knowledge of 
contemporary source material. 
 
Jones never shook off, nor wanted to shake off, the accolade of wartime hero but the science 
he undertook at Aberdeen was impressive (there was more than has been mentioned here) and 
his teaching inspired many.  He lived during his 50 years in Aberdeen at 8 Queens Terrace. 

John S. Reid 

Advert for an extra-curricular lecture at Marischal 
College by R. V. Jones 


