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R E V I E W S

The Bill Cook Story II: The Re-Visionary
By Bob Hammel
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2015. Pp. ix, 223. Illustrations, index. $29.99.)

The name Bill Cook is widely known 
throughout Indiana and beyond. As a 
young man, Cook and his wife started 
a business in a spare bedroom of their 
Bloomington, Indiana, apartment that 
evolved into one of the state’s premier 
entrepreneurial success stories, be-
coming a worldwide leader in medical 
devices and making its founder one 
of Indiana’s wealthiest men.

Beyond his success in business, 
however, Cook is equally renowned 
for helping to bring new life to 
historic places that had long since 
lost their luster, and, in the process, 
fostering economic vitality in once-
struggling communities. In The Bill 
Cook Story II: The Re-Visionary, Bob 
Hammel engagingly highlights several 
of Cook’s major restoration efforts, 
and also chronicles how he remained 
dedicated to such work even as his 
health failed.

Hammel opens with an account 
of Beck’s Mill, built by settler John 

Beck before Indiana became a state. 
This spring-fed mill, powered by a 
year-round spring, featured some 
ingenious engineering for its day, but 
its condition had deteriorated sorely 
over the decades. The Cooks felt it 
had great potential as a historic site 
and as a fun learning opportunity for 
young people, so in 2007 they got 
to work planning and executing its 
major restoration. Today Beck’s Mill, 
in full operation, is enjoyed by thou-
sands of visitors annually. Hammel’s 
insightful telling of the story behind 
this revival made me want to make 
a road trip to check it out in person.

Other restoration projects docu-
mented in The Re-Visionary include 
Cook’s hometown, Canton, Illinois—
once a prospering hub of agricultural 
manufacturing that withered like 
corn in a drought when International 
Harvester closed its big plant. Ham-
mel narrates well how Cook and his 
colleagues assessed the situation, 
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engaged local leaders, and sparked 
the first of many restoration efforts 
that turned the dying downtown 
back into a historically respectful yet 
vibrant area. Capping this multi-year 
transformation was Cook’s decision 
to build a new plant for his company 
on the brownfield site of the old Har-
vester plant, now staffed by hundreds 
of workers producing life-saving 
medical devices. Transforming not 
only old buildings but also the com-
munities and people around them was 
a hallmark of Cook’s approach.

Cook personally enjoyed the 
challenge of envisioning what a de-
caying building could become while 
respecting its historic roots. As Tina 
Connor, Indiana Landmarks’ project 
manager overseeing the rescue of the 
West Baden and French Lick hotels, 
observed, “He was positive, a prob-
lem solver; he liked fixing things, to 
make them work in the twenty-first 
century” (p. 94).

As the years went by, Bill Cook 
never let up on his dedication to 
bringing life back to challenged com-
munities through restoration projects. 
This was increasingly a challenge, 
however, because he had a serious 
heart condition that required weekly 
medical treatments. The second part 

of Hammel’s book relates Cook’s final 
days leading up to his death in 2011, 
days in which he remained actively 
involved in both his company and his 
love of restoration. 

This section eloquently conveys 
the kind of thoughtful, dedicated per-
son and planner Cook was, ensuring 
that things would continue moving 
forward once he was gone. Hammel 
lovingly retells recollections from 
Cook’s closest colleagues about how 
those final days played. “This was a 
man who almost certainly knew he 
was dying but, unlike the rest of us 
who might have withdrawn into mo-
rose seclusion, used every one of his 
last hours, right to the end, to create, 
to give beauty and function to the 
world he was leaving” (p. 217).

Upon finishing the book, I felt 
a fond admiration of its hero and a 
desire to check out the marvels of 
reincarnation that his efforts breathed 
into dying places. The Bill Cook Story 
II is a story well told.
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