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Rule by British
Establishment
or Meritocracy
– which is worse?
Peter Hennessy

O

ver the page there is a
profile of Nicholas Falk (HF
1967-69), who has just been
shortlisted with a colleague for the
Wolfson 2014 Economics Prize for
proposals on how Uxcester Garden
City could be expanded. There then
follows a good wedge of news items
from Harkness Fellows, prompted by
a positive response to email appeals.
Keep them coming.
Veronica Plowden, assistant editor,
who recently donated a kidney for
people in need, explains the process.
The back of the Newsletter contains
reports on three lectures given at HFA
meetings in the last year. The first,
by Sir David Normington, First Civil
Service Commissioner, entitled ‘Is the
Civil Service broken?’. The second by
Sir Paul Nurse, President of the Royal
Society and 2001 Nobel Prize winner
in physiology, on four great ideas of
biology. The third, by Iwan Morgan,
Professor of US Studies at University
College, London, on social change in
the US.
Judy Digney, secretary of the HFA
committee, describes on the back
page last summer’s HFA visit to the
London studio of Nigel Hall (HF 196769), the sculptor whose work is now
displayed round the world.
Editor: Malcolm Dean.
Assistant Editor: Veronica Plowden.
Newsletter design: Krage Design.

Future events
September 2:
Baroness Scotland will talk on
‘anti corruption’ at the Athenaeum
November 17:
Harkness Annual Lecture: Peter
Sands, Harkness Fellow and CEO of
Standard Bank, on the state of the
banking industry.
RSVP Peter Vlahos at harkness@acu.
ac.uk. Tel 0207 380 6704 or Harkness
Fellows Association, c/o ACU, Woburn
House, 20-24 Tavistock Square,
London, WC1H 1HF

I

t’s a great honour to talk to the
Harkness tribe – long a powerful force
in the UK across an astonishing range
of professions. As a Kennedy Scholar
at Harvard I’m fully aware of what a prime
American patch in one’s early life can
do and it’s an experience that never
leaves you.
Given what many Harkness Fellows –
and Kennedy Scholars – end up doing,
I thought it might be interesting if I
plunged this evening into a pair of
interlocking themes which were much
a part of the intellectual compost that
made my generation of young postwar
Brits who were good at exams, the notion
of an ‘Establishment’ and the rise of a
meritocracy.
It was in the 1950s that the two themes
started to fuse. In the early part of the
decade, the historian A.J.P.Taylor and
the political commentator Henry Fairlie
revived the idea of a shadowy yet potent
British Establishment which exerted an
ill-defined and intangible yet real effect in
public, political and cultural life. Writing
at much the same time, the historical
sociologist Michael Young was working on
his ‘Rise of the Meritocracy’ which, given
the surprising difficulty he encountered
in finding a publisher, did not reach the
shelves until 1958, and, eventually the
pages of the dictionaries as a new socialcum-concept.
First that word ‘Establishment’. A slippery
term it may be. But it’s everywhere – has

been now for decades. Yet its mercurial
quality makes cartography near impossible
especially when it is used incontinently
and imprecisely. Some even doubt if
the Establishment exists as more than a
notion, a convenient piece of linguistic
litter to deploy as a weapon of disdain,
even denunciation, against individuals or
clusters of people who you don’t care for.
Indeed if the British Establishment does
exist, part of me must be part of it.
Why? I like clubs, especially the dining
variety. I have a fondness for traditional
institutions and, when Parliament is sitting,
spend a good part of the week in the
House of Lords which many might see as
the Establishment’s debating chamber,
canteen, broadcasting service and
retirement home all folded into one.
The Establishment notion does matter
because, generation upon generation,
so many intelligent and not always so
intelligent people have thought it does
exist – though the form it takes mutates
and is always and everywhere immensely
stretching to capture and define. As
Jeremy Paxman, who wrote a good book
about it in 1991 called ‘Friends in High
Places’, puts it:
“It is a harlot of a word, convenient,
pliant, available for a thousand
meaningless applications.”
AN EARLY DENIAL OF THE NOTION
I acquired my first notion of the British
Establishment by reading Anthony Contd>
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Sampson’s second “The New Anatomy
of Britain” published in 1965 which I
received as a sixth form prize. In his edition
of 1962 Anthony set out to find it across
a huge range of British Institutions and
professions. He reached an intriguing
conclusion. Not only did he dismiss the
conspiracy theory, Anthony declared that:
“My own fear is not that the
‘Establishment’ in Britain is too close, but
that it is not close enough, that the circles
are overlapping less and less, and that one
half of the ring has very little contact with
the other half.”
The Establishment concept has been
made still more elusive over the past
quarter-of-a-century by the rise of a new
political economy (the post-Big Bang
City, hedge funds, and all that) plus an
electronic media explosion driven by
new technologies alongside the grander
newspapers, not to mention the ‘New
Britain’ ‘young country again’ banalities
of ‘New Labour’ which held the field and
tempted the credulous for a few years
after 1997.
I reckon there is a permanent element
at the core of the British Establishment
– a kind of gyroscope – which embraces
the grand old professions like the Law
and the Civil Service (though the latter
is a tad tattered at the moment), the
House of Lords (especially sections
of the crossbenches where sit former
Cabinet Secretaries, Law Lords, Chiefs
of the Defence Staff and Queen’s Private
Secretaries), the Royal Society, the British
Academy, the learned societies generally,
the scientific and engineering institutions
and the great medical colleges. The reach
and clout of these institutions and tribes
may fluctuate but they never truly fade
let alone disappear. While around this
rooted inner core there swirl the transient
elements of the media, the financial world
and the celebritocracy in constellations
that vary generation upon generation.
We Brits will never give up on the
Establishment as a notion. It’s deep within
us. As a theme it’s had more comebacks
than the Rolling Stones. For all the angry
words, the denunciations, the parodies
and the conspiracy theories we nurture
it – almost cherish it. Why? Because quite
apart from the fun of trying to determine
who is or isn’t in each generation, it brings
fascination to the curious, a target for
venting and, therefore, catharsis to the
resentful and stimulus to the conspiracy
theorist.
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THE RISE OF THE MERITOCRACY
Not until I finally read Michael Young’s
1958 classic itself with its fusion of
historical sociology, satire, horizonscanning and prediction, did I really
inhale the fact that this was a warning
– that Michael was foreseeing another
and, once established, irreversible social
and economic deprivation that would
(my words; not Young’s) rank alongside
William Beveridges’s famous ‘five giants
on the road to reconstruction’ of his
eponymous November 1942 report on
social insurance – Ignorance, Idleness,
Disease, Squalor and Want.
For Michael Young did see the possible
rise of a society which valued intelligence
above all other characteristics as a
giant blemish – a society in which the
intellectual haves regard the also-rans
and the have-nots with disdain and
without a trace of the ‘noblesse oblige’
or compassion that had mitigated some
of the worst effects of the ancient regime
of an aristocracy based on blood and
inherited wealth rather than the little grey
cells. If we could rise—have risen – by our
own efforts, hoisted-up by our synapses,
so could they if they put their minds to it
now that higher education is increasingly
available; that was the meritocrats’ cry.
There is one thinker/writer with a special
eye for his country who suffuses his pages.
For Michael Young’s dystopic vision is
partly built on the analysis of his great
hero, the saintly economic historian,
R.H.Tawney, in his classic work Equality,
first written in 1931 and updated in
1952. Tawney believed that deep in our
collective DNA as a country there was a
trumping molecule – a powerful, British
impulse towards inequality. Tawney liked

to quote Matthew Arnold on the capacity
of we Brits to turn inequality into almost a
religion.
One of Tawney’s multiple prescriptions
for a better society was ever-improving
education for all – a view Michael,
naturally, shared in full. But Young took a
step further than Tawney in the historical
section of his book, with that gift for a
epigram he possessed. He summed up the
long, grinding and never entirely complete
shift from feudalism to capitalism, in
these words: ‘the soil grows castes; the
machine classes’. Such a society, Young
declared was ‘a stratified society prepared
by habit of mind to recognise a hierarchy
of intelligence as soon as it was pointed
out’. And the ‘pointing-out’ in a Britainto-come that Michael Young foresaw
from the observation post of the mid
to late 1950s was a trading nation and
slipping former great power in the world
that plumped for the unleashing of a full
throttle, unashamed meritocracy as a way
of coping with global competition and
reversing relative decline. It was, though
Young did not put it this way, a matter of
merit or die.
His argument was that the economic and
competitive pressures would finally force
the UK to end what Young called ‘the
perpetual struggle between kinship and
merit’ in favour of merit. The old class
system with its inefficiencies, absurdities
and injustices would be swept away only
to replace an aristocracy of birth with a
meritocracy of talent that would, unlike
the old ‘ocracy’ it was killing off, be both
unreformable and irreversible until, that is,
the riots and social disturbances of 2034
with which the book ends and during
which Young’s alter ego, the narrator,
the social analyst of the book in which
Michael places his thoughts and words, is
killed – the moral being that all seemingly
triumphant ‘ocracies’, like all empires, light
a fuse beneath themselves.
There is a fascinating book to be written,
a work of special social cartography
mapping meritocracy and linking it with
the Establishment notion in Britain since
the passage of the 1944 Education Act.
I’m not a sociologist or a social scientist by
trade or training so I’m not one to attempt
it. But I hope somebody will. Perhaps even
someone in today’s audience.
*An edited lecture to the HFA’s annual
dinner on 28 January, 2014, by Lord
Hennessy, former eminent journalist, now
Professor of Contemporary British History
at Queen Mary College, London University.
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Profile of Nicholas Falk

How a Harkness Fellow stepped
off the corporate ladder to become
an inner city regeneration pioneer
Most Harkness Fellows on the original
programme returned inspired and
exhilarated by their one or two years in
the US. But for a favoured few, it was
much more than just being stimulated.
They experienced a Damascene
conversion. One of these is Nicholas
Falk (1967-69), whose experiences in
California have steered much of his life
for the 45 years that followed.

W

here once it looked as though
he was heading for a top
management job in the private
sector – with his PPE degree from Oxford,
a three-year management period with Ford
Motor Companies, followed by three years
with McKinsey management consultants
– all being topped up with a MBA at the
Stanford School of Business on a Harkness
Fellowship.
But while at Stanford he also signed up
for a course run by the Free University of
the West on urban regeneration. On visits
to San Francisco he saw how community
action – particularly reviving abandoned
commercial buildings – could help
transform inner cities. Down in the city’s
Fisherman’s Wharf area, the Ghirardelli
Square had just undergone just such a
transformation. It had been abandoned by
the Ghirardelli chocolate factory, but rather

than replacing the historic brick structures
with apartment buildings, the new owners
had converted them into an integrated
restaurant and retail complex. It was the
first major adaptive re-use project in the US
opening in 1964.
Nick returned to the UK with an MBA
but also with a desire to see whether
he could do something similar to what
he had seen in San Francisco in London.
With a Senior Research Fellowship in the
Social Administration Department of the
London School of Economics he picked on
Rotherhithe in London’s Docklands for a
series of action research projects. He saw
the potential of Brunel’s derelict Engine
House, which held the steam power pumps
for building the Thames tunnel. Initially
used by pedestrians, it was converted
to rail becoming ‘the oldest tunnel in
the oldest underground of the world’.
The steam pumps became redundant in
1913 with the introduction of electric
versions. The Engine House was restored
and now houses the Brunel Museum. The
surrounding area has been landscaped.
There were at that time only two
development trusts in London: Coin Street
and the 23 acres of land under Westway
motorway. Nick formed the third in the
1970s, the Industrial Buildings Preservation
Trust, which converted neighbouring

warehouses on the Rotherhithe site
into craft workshops. These were not
only renovated but featured in his Ph D
dissertation on using action research to
achieve urban regeneration in 1982.
Nick had also joined the Fabian Society
on his return from the US and produced a
pamphlet on inner city redevelopment in
1975 drawing on his action research. It
was read by David Sainsbury who gave
him a three year grant from his Gatsby
Foundation. With this fund he set up
URBED (Urban and Economic Development)
in 1976 to research and offer practical
solutions to urban regeneration and local
economic development.
AN URBAN RENEWAL ENTERPRISE
IS LAUNCHED
Its first office was in Covent Garden in one
of many redundant warehouses. URBED’s
first government contract was into the
feasibility of reusing redundant buildings
as a means of promoting sustainable
development and saving energy. In the
late 1980s Nick was a key player in the
renovation of another abandoned London
waterway complex: Merton Abbey Mills.
Sitting on the river Wandle between
Tooting and Morden it has been turned
into a charming arts and craft village in an
eighteenth century setting. Contd>
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At one time there were 100 mills along the
river. The recreated village was once the
main silk printing works of Liberties, the
famous Regent Street store, that was shut
in 1970 and not reopened until 1989. Just
up the river was William Morris’s works.
The Merton Abbey wheel house has been
fully restored and is now a pottery. A
small theatre now occupies the old Colour
House. And an open air mini market along
with six cafes offering different national
cuisines brings in the crowds.
Nick has not just been engaged in practical
work. He continues to carry out research,
writing and advocacy including reports
for governments, think tanks and inhouse
publications. In the last six months he
has written a 6000-word essay on how
older people can add value to lifelong
neighbourhoods for the Housing Learning
and Improvement Network. He has just
been shortlisted with colleague David
Rudkin for the Wolfson 2014 Economics
Prize for proposals for Uxcester Garden
City, based on extending historic cities
like York and Oxford through ‘Garden
City’ principles using infrastructure bonds.
He has also just written a report that
draws on European experience in building
sustainable urban neighbourhoods for the
Smith Institute (‘Funding Housing and Local
Growth: how a British Investment Bank
could help’).
A NEW URBAN RENEWAL MANIFESTO
And then there is his contributions to
Peter Hall’s latest book just published,
‘Good Cities, Better Lives – how Europe
discovered the lost art of Urbanism’.
The books draws on four decades of
conversations between them and study
tours each separately have organised for
British town planners to places on the
continent that have become celebrated
as examples of best practice. The first five
chapters are a devastating critique of the
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current state of urban development in the
UK. They expose the excessive Whitehall
restrictions on towns and cities suggesting
the UK has become “the most centralised
bureaucratic state in the western world”.
They note how demonstrably worse the UK
is than comparable European countries in
developing the right quantity and quality
of housing. Other fronts where reform
is needed included land supply, land-use
planning, the financing of infrastructure,
and the design and management of
new settlements. A further five chapters
looked at how Germany’s cities have
generated growth; the Netherlands created
sustainable suburbs; the French used
investment in public transport to help
regenerate its cities; and Scandinavia’s
schemes for conserving natural resources
and the environment.
At the age of 70 Nick still runs URBED’S
London office, the main office being
in Manchester specialising in design,
community engagement and sustainability.
His recent work includes both a policy
report on the state of town centres for
the North and West London Alliances
and a study for English Heritage involving
transferring heritage assets to community
groups. Other advisory roles have included
the joint venture between Oxford City
Council and the Grosvenor Estates for
a new community development of 850
homes at Barton Park, just south of
Headington. He is a visiting Professor at
the School of the Built Environment at
the University of the West of England; an
Academician of the Academy of Urbanism;
and an Honorary Fellow of the Royal
Institute of British Architects. But perhaps
most fitting of all he still keeps a link with
the country which inspired him to become
an urbanist. He runs an annual course in
London for masters students in sustainable
architecture at New York University.
We met in the cafe of the Building Centre
just off Tottenham Court Road, where
URBED has its London base. There is a
massive model of London on the ground
floor, with side exhibits of the best and the
worst developments in the city. He remains
the most affable of people, still cherishing
conversation, new ideas and debate. He
has clearly enjoyed every moment of his 38
years in urban regeneration, even though
the monetary rewards have been much
lower than his first two jobs after leaving
Oxford and his Stanford MBA would
have led to. He is still wondering how to
celebrate URBED’s 40th anniversary in 2016
and still finds it amazing he has spent four
decades pursuing the art of urbanism. He
has no regrets.

Tom Angear (HF 1961-63)
It is now twenty-five years since he endowed
his eponymous scholarship programme at
Cornell University’s Johnson School. Over the
years, some fifty students from EC countries
(20% from the UK) have benefited from a
subsidised MBA education at a rather special
institution. He has maintained contact with
many of these scholars as they develop their
careers in a truly global environment.
David Armitage (HF 1988-90) is the Lloyd
C Blankfein Professor of History and Chair
of the Department of History at Harvard
University. Among his recent publications are
Foundations of Modern International Thought
(2013) and Pacific Histories: Ocean, Land,
People (co-ed., 2014).
Georges Arbuz (HF 1962-64) wrote a
doctoral thesis in 2012: Accompagner les
expériences du vieillissement, quel dispositif,
quelles démarches privilégier ? examined
at the University of Le Havre in 2013. A
publication is planned for late 2014 with
a different title: Transitions, ruptures et
découvertes de la troisième partie du cycle
de vie, ce que nous apprend l’expérience des
personnes engagées dans cette partie de
l’existence.
Colin Blakemore (HF 1965-67) (right), a
member of the HFA committee, was finally
awarded a knighthood in this year’s Birthday
Honours. When in 2007 he was first mooted
for the award, which all previous chief
executives of the Medical Research Council had
received, it was blocked by weak-kneed civil
servants fearful his fearless defence of science
in the face of violent acts from animal rights
extremists had made him too controversial. He
was profiled in last year’s Newsletter.
Christopher Clark (HF 1974-76) has been
appointed Head of the Department of History
at the University of Connecticut.
Aldwyn Cooper (HF 1975-76)
After leading the predecessor institution,
Regent’s College, to degree awarding powers
and University title, he was appointed Vice
Chancellor at Regent’s University London (RUL)
in 2013. RUL is the largest, campus based, non
state funded, charitable university in the United
Kingdom. It has strong links with the United
States, has more than 175 partner universities
globally, concentrates on internationalism
(teaching ten languages) and has more than
140 nationalities on its campus in Regent’s
Park. Aldwyn would happily welcome any
fellows who would like to visit the campus
and hopes that some future Harkness events
may be held in this attractive central

Colin Blakemore

professionals to ask better questions:
Promoting Health and Wellbeing Requires
an Open-minded Socratic Questioning
Approach. Paperback AUD $29.95 + postage
& packing. e-book (PDF) AUD $7.99 from
www.betterquestions.com.au.

London location.
Jennifer Dixon (HF 1990-91) has now
moved from the Nuffield Trust to The Health
Foundation where she is CEO.
John Dunn (HF 1964-65) is due to have a
book published by Yale this summer called
Breaking Democracy’s Spell.
John Dupre (HF 1978-80)
The paperback of his most recent book,
Processes of Life: Essays in the Philosophy of
Biology (Oxford UP) was published this year.
David Edmonds (HF 1993-94) has one
new book out, Would You Kill the Fat
Man? (Princeton University Press) and a
forthcoming Philosophy Bites book, co-edited
with Nigel Warburton, called Philosophy Bites
Again; the third in the series, published by
OUP, and due to come out in a few months.
Nicholas Falk (HF 1967-69), who has been
shortlisted for the Wolfson 2014 Economics
Essay Prize, is profiled in this edition.
Franco Grassini (CFF1956-57)
His book L’orizzonte Breve: pericoli di morte
per il nostro capitalismo? (Il Mulino) reached
the bookshops at the end of 2013. Franco
Grassini is Chairman of Astaldi Concessioni
Spa, a company managing motorways and
hospitals in Europe and South America,
and is still a contributing editor to the daily
papers Il Piccolo di Trieste and Il Tirreno.
Heather-Jane Gray nee Sears (HF 1996-7)
is still enjoying life in sunny Melbourne,
Australia, working with clients across the
private, public and not-for-profit sector to
help them lead change more effectively, at
individual, team and whole organisational
level. Her main programme is with the
Departments of Health, Education and Defence
(Government Modernisation Programs). In
all her work with Synergy Global she uses
many of the tools she developed during
her Fellowship, working on values-based
leadership & cultural change. With Lindsay
Tighe she has recently published a book &
set of resources helping health and wellbeing

Barry Hedley (HF 1968-70) was
recently appointed Chair of the
Strategic Management Forum (www.
strategicmanagementforum.org), established
last year with the goal of developing
Strategic Management into a recognised
profession globally. ‘Ambitious indeed – and
not in the least boring!’ He is also delighted
to report that another enterprise which
he chairs, Nova Pangaea Technologies
Ltd (www.novapangaea.com), has now
received a full US patent for its proprietary
process for converting biomass waste into
fuel and chemical precursors. A continuous
physical and chemical biofractionation, this
is capable of operating at oil industry scale
and economics, showing excellent returns
even at low oil prices without subsidy. It
has genuine potential to replace fossil oil as
the sustainable source for liquid fuels and
chemicals. They aim to start construction of a
demonstration plant on Teesside around the
turn of the year.
Timothy Hornsby (HF 1961-63), Chair
of the Harkness Fellows’ Association, he
has recently been appointed Chair of the
International Tree Foundation, Member of
the Audience Agency Board, and Trustee of
the Field Lane charity.
Stanley Johnson (HF 1963-64) has written
a new book The First 40 Years, a Narrative.
The United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP) has sponsored this book detailing
the history of the Nairobi-based organization
over the last four decades. It charts UNEP’s
evolution from its inception at the 1972
Stockholm conference. The book, not an
official UN history, explains in depth UNEP’s
role at the forefront of efforts to protect the
environment.
www.unep.org/publications/contents/pub_
details_search.asp?ID=6285
Geoffrey Leech (HF1964-1965) was
awarded an Honorary Doctorate by
the Philosophy Faculty of the Charles
University, Prague, in May 2012. His book
The Pragmatics of Politeness is due to be
published by OUP (New York) in summer
2014.
Gottfried Leibbrandt (HF 1961-63) was
recently appointed Chairman of the Jury of
the Comenius Prize, awarded yearly to a

person who has shown outstanding work in
the spirit of the great philosopher Comenius.
He was also re-nominated as Treasurer of
the Institute for Environmental Security
in The Hague. He has served as DirectorGeneral for Higher Education and Research
at the Ministry of Education in Holland, and
founding President of the Open University of
the Netherlands for which he was awarded
an honorary Doctors degree by the UK Open
University.
Claire Lemer (HF 2004-05) has been
named in Health Service Journal magazine’s
Rising Stars list; 25 “healthcare leaders of
tomorrow”. They are chosen for the impact
they have had within their organisation and
beyond, the extent to which they are prepared
to challenge conventional approaches
and how they are supporting other young
people to progress within healthcare. Claire
is currently working on a project at Evelina
Children’s Hospital in London to ensure GPs,
hospitals, schools and social care services
all work together to offer children the best
possible care.
Grant Lewison (HF 1964-66) has since
January of this year been appointed to a
part-time position at King’s College London
to work on a major EU-funded contract
examining outputs of European research into
five non-communicable diseases and their
impact on health policy in the Member States,
clinical guidelines and the mass media.
Bill Lionheart (HF 1983-85) is Otto
Mønstead visiting professor at the Danish
Technical University for the summer. Rather
than fly to Copenhagen he sailed there in his
39 foot sailing yacht Tui, a 5 day trip of 630
nautical miles from Inverness. Bill has just
been awarded an EPSRC grant to work on
Robust Repeatable Respiratory Monitoring
with Electrical Impedance Tomography, the
aim of which is to reduce death from acute
lung injury in intensive care. He also continues
to work on improved anti-personnel mine
detection with the charity Find a Better
Way which he helped Sir Bobby Charlton
to start, and on improving airport security
x-ray scanners and metal detectors. He was
a member of a team that won the Queen’s
Anniversary Prize for x-ray imaging at the
University of Manchester this year.
Roger Marsh (HF 1976-78) His ‘Il Cor
Tristo’, a setting of Cantos XXXii and XXIXiii
from Dante’s Inferno, was released by the
Hilliard Ensemble in November on ECM
records. A new work for the Hilliards, ‘Poor
Yorick’, on texts from Tristram Shandy, was
premiered by them in London in December
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and subsequently in Paris, Munich and
Leipzig. Roger is still Professor of Music at the
University of York.
http://www.rogermarshcomposer.co.uk
Sara Nathan ( HF1977-79) is working as a
Public Appointments Assessor: chairing the
panels selecting chairs for public bodies. She
also chairs the Standards Committee of the
Solicitors’ Regulation Authority Board and
tribunals for the Nursing & Midwifery Council
(as does her contemporary HF, Tom Hayhoe).
She and Malcolm Singer (see below) celebrate
their 30th wedding anniversary this summer
– having met at the Harkness House annual
returning fellows’ party in 1983. Have any
other HF marriages lasted that long?
Bob Norman (HF 1956-7) is a former
Commissioner of Works and a Past President
and Distinguished Fellow of the Institution
of Professional Engineers, New Zealand. A
lover of poetry and literature, he published in
2006 his first book of verse, some of which
had appeared in official documents during his
public service career. He has just published his
fourth book, of poetry and anecdotes: Some
More of Me Pomes and a Few Uvver Fings,
highlighting some of his experience in his
present retirement village on the Kapiti Coast.
Copies can be obtained at
bob.norman@paradise.net.nz
Robert Pascoe (HF 1981-83) recently
returned to his Harvard Harkness research
topic. There he undertook a social history of
Boston’s Little Italy, the North End. Thanks
to the internet, he has been able to greatly
expand his data-set for this study and was
invited by St John’s University in NYC to
present a paper on his work so far on 3rd May
this year. Pascoe is now Dean Laureate and
a Professor of History at Victoria University,
Melbourne.
Ted Pocock (CFF 1958-59) died in Sydney
of a brain haemorrhage on 29 March 2013.
His wife Meg says that he retained warm
memories of his year as a Harkness fellow.
Thierry Potok (HF 1975-77) still heads (as
Chairman, CEO and main shareholder) the
film and TV studio-operating company which
he created about 3 years ago in Cologne
(MP Medienparks NRW, or MPN for short).
They are currently working on a dozen film
productions, about half of which should
start shooting over the next 6 months. If any
Fellows happen to visit Cologne, they are
most welcome (cell phone number +49 151
1275 6982).
Stephen Potts (HF 1986-7) After first
working in the NHS in 1976, he retired from
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his role at the “front door” of the Royal
Infirmary of Edinburgh in March 2014. He
returned, almost immediately, to work with
the kidney, liver and pancreas transplant
services there, in a post-retirement role as the
UK’s first consultant in Transplant Psychiatry.
Partly in recognition of his earlier work with
A&E and acute medical services for the
Scottish Government, he has been awarded
Fellowship of the Royal College of Physicians
of Edinburgh. He continues his non-medical
writing, with three feature film screenplays
currently in funded development, and
several awards won at festivals in New York,
Amsterdam, Monaco and Toronto. He still lives
in the Scottish Borders with his young family,
but after some decades his days on the water
have been curtailed after his beloved classic
yacht Greylag was wrecked off Argyll in 2011.
There is more information on his website:
www.stephenpotts.net
Adrian Rees (HF 1983-85) has been
Professor of Auditory Neuroscience, Newcastle
University since last year. In 2010 he was
joint winner of the George Davey Howells
Memorial Prize, for the Oxford Handbook of
Auditory Science.
John Roberts (HF 1980-82) is resigning his
joint appointment as Professor of Marketing
at the London Business School at the end
of July. He will continue as Professor of
Marketing at the University of New South
Wales in Sydney. In the fifteen years he
has been coming to enjoy London’s spring
and summer, John has greatly enjoyed the
hospitality of his English fellow Fellows and
would like to say a heartfelt thank you. If any
are coming to Australia, he would be very
happy to reciprocate (johnr@agsm.edu.au).
Dr Ted Sandercock (HF 1969-71) has retired
to rural Willunga in the Southern Vales wine
district of South Australia. In May 2013, he
was elected Chair of the Board of Directors
of Investigator College, a Christian school
with three campuses. Also in 2013, Ted
was recognised by the Australian Human
Resources Institute (AHRI) for 30 years
membership, and by the National Trust of
South Australia for his service as a presenter
and guide. He continues to work part-time
for AHRI, as a member of the Professional
Education team.
Andrew Sinclair (HF 1959-61). His classic
film of Dylan Thomas’ Under Milk Wood,
starring Richard Burton, Elizabeth Taylor
and Peter O’Toole is being featured by the
British Council as part of their ‘Starless and
Bible Black’ international centenary project,
in collaboration with the Welsh Assembly.

Sinclair also published, in 2000, a life of
Thomas: Dylan the Bard (Constable).
Malcolm Singer (HF 1980-82) has organised
celebrations this year to mark the 50th
anniversary of the founding of The Yehudi
Menuhin School, where he is Director of Music.
Karamjit Singh (HF 1990-91) has been
appointed a national Trustee with the Joseph
Rowntree Foundation. He currently holds two
public appointments in Northern Ireland as the
Judicial Appointments Ombudsman and the
Social Fund Commissioner. Tragically his wife
Jaswir passed away earlier this year in the same
month as twin girls were born to their elder
son’s wife.
Peter Sonksen (HF 1967-69) was awarded
an OBE in the New Year’s Honours ‘for services
towards the fight against doping in sport’. He
was Principal Investigator in a large multinational research project funded by the EU
& IOC that developed a test to detect abuse
with human growth hormone. This test was
refined by the GH-2004 Research Group at
Southampton University and used for the first
time in the London Olympic and Para-Olympic
Games where it proved its value by catching
two cheats missed by the existing test for
growth hormone.
http://www.southampton.ac.uk/medicine/
news/2014/01/06_southampton_scientists_
recognised_in_queens_honours.page?
Simon Stevens (HF 1994-95) was appointed
Chief Executive of NHS England in April this year.
Jean Van den Eynde (HF 1977-78) has been
elected to the Board of Directors of Fidea
S.A./N.V., a Belgian insurance company.
William Wilson (HF 1996-97) has been
on secondment to the gas and electricity
regulator Ofgem, working on the Non Domestic
Renewable Heat Incentive, and is currently
writing a Nuclear Law and Nuclear Liability
Law for a new nuclear country. He has also
been appointed as a tutor in Nuclear Law for
the distance learning LLM programme at De
Montfort University, Leicester.
Bruce Yardley (HF 1974-76) has been
seconded from his position as Professor in
the School of Earth and Environment at the
University of Leeds to take up the new role
of Chief Geologist for Radioactive Waste
Management Limited, a wholly owned
subsidiary of the Nuclear Decommissioning
Authority. He would be happy to engage in
whatever way might seem most appropriate if
this challenging and controversial topic would
be of interest to Fellows.

Veronica Plowden

On being a kidney donor
The first words I heard on emerging from
the anaesthetic were “Your kidney’s
left the building”. I was amused by this
image of it setting out on its adventures,
but later had to discover why people I
mentioned it to said “Ah, like Elvis!”.
I had just given my spare kidney to someone
unknown (to me). We only need one, and
many people are born with just one. Having
been blessed with good health all my life
it seemed something I could do and would
like to. I was inspired first by learning about
it through a young relative urgently needing
and receiving a transplant from a living
donor, by the increasing publicity, and by
there being no age limit (although annoyingly
I had found that there is for giving blood).
The record at the time was held by a man
of 83, but it has recently been beaten by a
woman of 85.
I’ve been invited to write about this, as
although not a fellow myself I am a Harkness
enthusiast, through William’s lifelong
involvement, including three years with the
Commonwealth Fund in New York from
1988, when we launched an earlier version
of this newsletter.
From my first enquiry and meeting with the
nurse coordinating living donor transplants
it took 14 months to the operation. That
is within the normal timescale, given the
immensely thorough preparation potential
donors are offered, assessing their physical
and mental fitness, and establishing that they
are not being coerced or paid. This also gives
donors time to gather all the information
they need to be sure they really want to
do it, and to consult and prepare family
members who may be anxious about it, or
sometimes, apparently, keen to keep a spare
kidney as a family resource in case of need.
The process of interviews and tests takes a
lot of real time, as well as covering a span
of time – something that might not fit easily
into a busy working life. But it was smoothly
managed by all the various outpatient teams,
with much less waiting than can be common
for patients with health problems.
Some extra time was added by the fact that I
had opted for a ‘paired’ or ‘pooled’ donation.
This means that more than one transplant is
made possible by an altruistic donation. My
kidney went to someone who had a willing
but incompatible donor, so that donor’s
kidney could go to someone on the waiting
list. Particularly in the US quite long chains
can be set up. These have to be precisely
coordinated so that all the linked operations
take place on the same day although at
different centres all over the country – to the

nurses and everyone involved could not have
been better. And I felt consistently involved
in discussions and decisions in a way that
has not always been familiar in the NHS. The
NHS is something of a role model in Europe
for managing this process, providing for
example lifelong follow-up for donors. There
is no EU wide policy on living donation, and
in some insurance-based systems donors
have difficulty establishing which parts of the
process are covered. And employers can be
a problem. I was told by one young donor
that her boss had refused to allow her sick
leave because she was not ill. This notion
is something that the surgeons too have to
come to terms with, given their Hippocratic
oath first to ‘do no harm’.

extent that my anaesthetic was delayed for
precisely 45 minutes because the waiting list
recipient was not well enough that day to
have the operation so another patient had to
be brought in. I had learned the reason from
a donor friend, and this was confirmed in
my case: it is to avoid a donor somewhere in
the chain withdrawing their offer when they
know their recipient is definitely getting a
kidney from elsewhere. This would surely be
unlikely if they were at the threshold of the
operating theatre, but we were all assured
throughout that we could change our mind
right up to the very last minute.
My operation and immediate recovery went
extremely well, although I spent a fourth
night in hospital because of a temperature.
As with any major operation you are warned
that it will take a month or two to be
restored to normal health and activity. The
remaining kidney increases in size by 50%
within two months to take over the job of
both, but there is no reason why its function
and your general health should be in any
way diminished.
Two weeks later however I had a
temperature again, although no other
symptoms, and went back into hospital for
ten more days. Despite the very best care,
scans and tests the infection/inflammation
(by now with symptoms) was never
successfully diagnosed, only ‘described’. It
was nothing to do with the kidney. After
several more visits as an outpatient I was
finally discharged two months after the
operation feeling completely well, and
back on the bike. All the risks, including of
infection, are fully explained at the outset,
but you never quite imagine yourself being
part of that small percentage. The care and
attention I received throughout from doctors,

The donor is not told the identity of the
recipient, or even whether their operation
has been successful. Some recipients later
make contact with donors via the hospital,
but there is no expectation that they will.
According to the NHS 85-90% of transplants
from deceased donors will be working well
after a year. Results from living donors are
even better, 90-95%, because the kidneys
are in better condition and the operation
can be planned. Transplanted kidneys do
not last a lifetime, up to 15-20 years, but
that average is steadily improving, and often
another transplant is possible. Recipients
who have been on dialysis usually find
the transplant makes them feel better
immediately.
Donating a kidney to a stranger has been
legal in the UK only since 2006, and the
number of altruistic donations is growing
rapidly, from six in 2007-8 to 76 in 2012-13.
There have now been 250 since 2006. But
the need is great: 300 people in need of a
kidney die each year; around 6,000 people
are on the waiting list for a kidney transplant;
only 2,500 kidney transplantations take place
each year, of which around 1000 are from
living donors, mostly relatives. So, 3,500
people who could benefit from a transplant
each year are not getting one. As well as
saving lives and restoring sufferers to health
and independence it is calculated that wiping
out the waiting list would save the NHS
around £650m over five years, since even
including the assessment and surgery costs
of living donors, transplantation is hugely
cheaper than dialysis which costs around
£30,800 per year per patient.

More information can be found at
www.giveakidney.org, the website of
a charity formed to promote altruistic
donations.
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Sir David Normington

Is the Civil service broken?
S

ir David Normington, a
Permanent Secretary for 10years,
civil servant for 37 and for the
last 3 years a regulator as the First
Civil Service Commissioner, gave a Sir
Humphrey reply to the headline above
that he was asked to address at a HFA
lecture in May.
“It is not possible to give one answer for
a civil service as large and varied as the
UK’s. But with that proviso, my answer is
‘No it’s not broken, but....’ No, because
I think any fair balance sheet will show
the civil service is still delivering for this
Government as it did for the last, in a period
of unprecedented austerity. The ‘But’ is
because all is not well. I think there are gaps
in leadership and capability which need to
be urgently addressed.”
Some services were outstanding, some
average needing improvement, some
struggling, such as the borders operation,
but which still compared “relatively well
with their overseas comparators”. All this
had been achieved against a backdrop of
70,000 fewer civil servants – on a scale that
had never been attempted before – with
more cuts to come.
Some ministers had become disenchanted
with the civil service. They had been positive
at the start of the coalition, but this had
evaporated over time. Some were now
quick to voice criticisms, challenge the
competence of the service, and slow to
come to its defence. In the worst cases they
had briefed against the head of the civil
service, Bob Kerslake, and against individual
permanent secretaries. Some wanted more
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control over top jobs and more political
appointees in their private and support
offices.
The senior civil service were being defensive
and had not been helped by lapses in
performance, such as the fiasco of the
West Coast mainline franchise and the
struggle to make Ian Duncan Smith’s
universal credit workable. There were
fundamental weaknesses in the service’s
skill sets, particularly in commissioning
and project management skills. There was
a civil service reform plan “but it is a dull
document, weak on values and short on
inspiration. Indeed we have heard little
from either politicians or civil servants
to motivate and inspire. The coalition’s
dropping of the ‘4ps’ – passion, pride, pace
and professionalism – set out by the former
head of the civil service was a mistake. The
lack of something to replace them speaks
volumes.”
It was not self evident that having more
political appointees at the top would lead
to more effective government or address
the capability and skill weaknesses in
the present system. He went on: “You
can certainly make the case for less
centralisation of government in the UK,
for far fewer government departments, for
more devolution of powers and functions to
arms length agencies and to communities. It
is arguable that such remodelling is essential
if, as seems likely, the civil service is to be cut
by another 70,000 jobs in the next 3 years.
I would say stop the fruitless search for an
alternative model to an impartial service and
put all the effort into making the present
service working better.”

FIVE STEPS TO REFORM
First a resetting of the ministerial/civil
service relationship at the top to achieve
shared leadership and mutual respect and
trust. Cut out the sniping, backbiting and
private briefings to shift blame.
Second deal with poor civil service
performance ‘swiftly and cleanly’ and
recognise it may require the removal of
key players.
Third create a more visible, unified
and collective civil service leadership,
committed to change. End the current
confusing duopoly at the top and restore a
single head, who is both Cabinet Secretary
and Head of the civil service.
Fourth restore the periodic capability
reviews – dropped by the coalition – to
achieve greater public and external
scrutiny of performance. “ I speak from
painful experience when I say that the
capability reviews I went through when
I was at the Home Office were very
demanding but also a powerful impetus
for rapid change.”
Fifth recruit from outside to the fill the
leadership and skill gaps. It’s happening
but not quickly enough. It will mean taking
some risks with perhaps a dozen external
appointees at the top in the next 2 years.
He revealed the Civil Service Commission,
which he chairs, “is frustrated by the risk
aversion in this regard of both ministers
and civil servants. Far from standing in the
way of progress, we are keen to help it
move farther and faster.”
He concluded with a grave warning: “The
risks if this does not happen seem to me
to be greater now than for a generation.
Continued lack of action may result in the
erosion of the cross-party consensus which
has underpinned the present model. It
may mean partial, piecemeal reform which
takes us in the wrong direction. It may
well result in more political appointees
to fill the perceived gap in civil service
capability. More immediately it may mean
a continuing decline in the civil service’s
capacity to meet the challenges of a new
Government, the demands of a further
round of staffing and expenditure cuts
and a world in which the citizen expects
its public administration to be more
responsive, more efficient and above all
on-line. Time is short with now less than a
year to the election. The civil service is not
broken, but it needs to show it is capable
of stepping up to the challenges which
lie ahead.”

Iwan Morgan

I

s the United States, as Ronald Reagan
asserted in 1992, “the country of
tomorrow....America remains on a
voyage of discovery, a land that has
never become, but is always in the act
of becoming.”
Iwan Morgan, Professor of US Studies at
University College, London, in a lecture
to the HFA on social change in America
in November, 2013, noted that for all
the major transitions that have already
taken place, further large transformations
still loom. The three biggest were an
accelerating population growth; a growing
diversity; and an ageing society. He went on:
“Each of these changes is highly significant
in itself, but none should be over simplified
because the complexity of each defies the
clarity that these headings imply.”
It took almost 200 years from independence
for the country’s population to reach 200
million in 1966. But then it speeded up. A
further 100 million were added in just 40
years to 2006. It is now projected by the UN
to reach 400 million by 2050, or 458 million
by the US Census Bureau.
The three drivers of the last half of the 20th
century were the increase in life expectancy;
the increase in birth rates post the second
world war; and changes to the immigration
law in 1965, that eliminated national quotas
and opened the doors to new continents:
Africa, Asia and Latin-America.
What was once a rural society has become a
predominantly urban or suburban nation. As
late as 1940, 43 per cent of the population
were based in rural areas, but this has
now shrunk to 20 per cent. In the last
three decades of the last century, the chief
destinations for legal immigrants were still
concentrated on six states: California, New
York, Texas, Florida, New Jersey and Illinois.
But this has declined since 2000 as migrants
have moved on to Southern (Georgia, North
and South Carolina, Virginia) or Western
(Arizona, New Mexico and Nevada) states.
SMALL TOWN HEARTLANDS
The future of small towns of the Great
American Heartlands – the so-called flyover
states of the Great Plains and Upper
Midwest – remain uncertain. These smaller
towns are beginning to show a resurgence
because new technologies do not require
service providers to be always close to big
population centres. Cheaper homes and
better environment also make them more
attractive to younger families. Regionally the
recent biggest change has been the decline
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of the industrial Midwest.
AGEING
As in most developed states, the number of
older people continues to grow. Whereas
in 1950 the over 65s represented just 8 per
cent of the population, by 2010 this had
reached 13 per cent and is projected to rise
to 20 per cent by 2050. But unlike many
states, the key working age group (16 to
64) is also expected to grow by 42 per cent
between 2000 and 2050. Compare this
to the 10 per cent decline of this cohort in
China, the 25 per cent drop in Europe and
the 40 per cent in Japan.
Contrary to some international analysts, who
have spoken of a ‘shrinking America’ falling
behind a ‘triumphant China’, Iwan argued
that this pessimistic outlook was misplaced.
He explained “In reality, the US will have the
youngest age profile of any nation on the
Pacific or North Atlantic rims in 2050.”
DIVERSITY
The biggest driver of diversity has been the
increase in the Hispanic/Latino population.
Since 1990 the number of US Latino people
has grown by 27 million – the equivalent
of the total population of Venezuela. These
Hispanics surpassed African Americans as
the nation’s largest minority in 2003. They
now make up 17 per cent of the American
population, compared to the 13 per cent of
Black or African Americans. Some 63 per
cent are white.
This rise in Hispanic voters raises serious
problems for the Republican party. It has
already been hurt by its anti immigrant
stance. There was a 73:27 per cent split
in the Latino vote in Obama’s favour
in 2012. California was once a safe
Republican state but with an influx of
Hispanic voters the Democratic Party has
a majority. Texas is projected to follow suit
shortly as may Florida, North Carolina and
Georgia. The impact will not be restricted
to Presidential elections but also apply to
Congressional races, where currently safe

red states are turning a Democratic blue.
OTHER CHALLENGES
Iwan went on to identify a series of
other challenges:
• Just to cope with a population growing
at its present rate, the US needs to create a
minimum of 125,000 new jobs a month.
• As suburban development accelerates
to house the growing population, the
requirement for environmentally friendly and
energy efficient suburbia will increase.
• As the population ages, social security and
healthcare demands will increase, but may
face entitlement changes to restore fiscal
solvency.
• As the cohort of primary and secondary
school children with poor English grows,
US performance in international student
assessments (PISA) could fall further. Its
white children are already better than all
Europeans except Finland, but with migrant
children added the US comes 17th in science
and 25th in maths. Iwan noted; “The fact
that the US holds such low rankings on
PISA scores says less about the quality of its
educational system than the relative diversity
of its school pupil population.”
• Immigration: a Senate bill in 2013
which would have placed 11 million
undocumented aliens in the US on a path
to citizenship and sought to improve border
security was blocked in the House of
Representatives. All are agreed that reform is
necessary, but there is still no consensus on
its provisions.
He concluded: “The United States has coped
with massive social changes in the past –
notably the assimilation of vast numbers of
immigrants of different nationalities into the
American melting pot in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, the transformation
from an agrarian to an industrial society,
and the shift from being a majority rural
nation to a majority urban/suburban one.
The present social changes represent new
challenges but also new opportunities.”
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S

ir Paul Nurse, President of the
Royal Society, Director of the
new £650 million Francis Crick
Institute with 1,400 researchers in
London, and 2001 Nobel Prize winner
in physiology, spoke to the HFA on
four great ideas of biology on 26
February 2014 in the Patrons Room of
the Science Museum, London.
This is an edited version.
Generally biology is rather bereft of great
ideas and grand theories. Biologists
prefer to deal in particulars and details;
they like catalogues and descriptions, such
as lists of species in particular habitats,
the number of hairs on a beetle leg, or
determining the sequences of genes.
But there are some important ideas, and
in this lecture I will discuss the history
and significance of four of the great ideas
of biology.
THE CELL
Scientists are always interested in
identifying fundamental units of structure,
the archetypal example being the
discovery of the atom as the basic unit of
matter. Biology’s atom is the cell, which
is not only the basic structural unit of
all living organisms but is also the basic
functional unit of life. The cell theory
can be summarised as follows: all life
is composed of cells, and the cell is the
simplest unit exhibiting the characteristics
of life. Given the importance of this idea
for understanding biology it is perhaps
surprising that it has not caught the public
imagination more than it has. This might
be because the idea was a long time in
development, taking nearly 200 years to
become properly formulated, and also
because the theory ultimately required the
efforts of many scientists rather than a
few dominating personalities so may lack
human interest.
The story of the cell begins in 1665
with Robert Hooke, experimentalist to the
newly formed Royal Society. As is often
the case in science, it was technology that
begat discovery, and for the discovery
of cells it was the invention of the
microscope in the Seventeenth Century
During the Eighteenth Century and into
the beginning of the Nineteenth Century,
fixation and microscopic techniques
improved, allowing the identification of
more cells in animal tissues.
After this long gestation the cell theory
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Sir Paul Nurse

Great ideas
was born during the first half of the
Nineteenth Century. Over two decades
this idea was further developed with
cells being recognised not only as the
basic structural unit but also as the basic
functional unit of all living organisms.
THE GENE
A universal characteristic of all living
organisms is their ability to reproduce,
generating offspring which resemble their
parents. The similarities between parents
and offspring were recognised in classical
times and this led to speculations from
the Greeks onwards about issues like
how much was contributed from each
sexual partner during reproduction, did
the different sexual partners determine
different parts of the offspring, and
how much did characteristics like the
heat of the womb or the quality of the
testes influence the outcome. It took the
discovery and characterisation of genes to

provide the foundation for understanding
heredity, and this is the second great idea
of biology that I want to discuss.
As is well known, it was Gregor Mendel,
Abbot of Brno Monastery now in the
Czech Republic, who first postulated the
existence of genes. It was his careful
crosses with plants and incisive analysis of
the outcomes carried out in the Monastery
garden during the 1860s that led him
to become the founder of genetics.
Mendel’s famous pea hybridisation
experiments were started in Brno in 1856.
Mendel’s analysis and subsequent abstract
reasoning were brilliant and awesome.
This delay between discovery and
recognition is interesting. During the
intervening period there were extensive
cytological studies of dividing cells, the
simplest example of reproduction in
biology.
Arguably the development of the idea
of the gene was the most significant

living organisms exhibits variations. These
variants can be genetically determined,
and will be inherited from generation to
generation. Some of these variants will
be more successful in producing offspring,
and this greater success means that the
offspring from these variants will make
up a greater proportion of the population
in the next generation. Natural selection
leads to survival of the fittest and in the
elimination of individuals less well adapted
to their environment. As a consequence
genetic changes accumulate in the
population which bring about evolutionary
change. This is a very profound idea
which has significance beyond biology, in
disciplines like economics and computing.

of Biology
contribution to biology of the last
Century. The first part of the Century
saw the gradual accumulation of
data from classic genetic crosses that
confirmed the idea of the gene. Then
in 1944 the genetic material was shown
to be deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) when
it was demonstrated that DNA could
transfer phenotypic characteristics into
Pneumococcus bacteria. This was the birth
of molecular genetics, although it was
the unravelling of the crystal structure of
DNA which truly ushered in the new era.
The intellectual beauty of the DNA double
helix structure is its ability to explain both
the ability of DNA to encode information
and to be able to replicate itself. Seldom
is such insight so flowed from the DNA
sequence to protein sequence.
EVOLUTION BY NATURAL SELECTION
Evolution by natural selection is the idea
proposed by Charles Darwin which he

explained in his 1859 book The Origin of
Species. The suggestion that life evolved
over time was not original to Darwin. As
he himself notes in The Origin of Species,
Aristotle had argued that body parts of
animals might appear or disappear
over time.
Darwin was scientific and systematic in his
approach to evolution. He amassed huge
amounts of observational data from the
fossil record which strongly supported the
view that living organisms evolve. But he
did much more than that by proposing
natural selection as a mechanism for
evolution, a mechanism also proposed
independently by the naturalist collector
Alfred Wallace and there were also
speculations about Natural Selection by
others earlier in the century, particularly
by Patrick Matthew in a book on naval
timber. The idea of Natural Selection is
based on the fact that a population of

LIFE AS CHEMISTRY
The idea that many of life’s activities can
be understood in terms of chemistry has
its origins in studies of fermentation.
Antoine Lavoisier, one of the founders of
modern chemistry, became interested in
fermentation, Exactly what the ferment was
however, was not clear at the time, although
a little later Schwann of cell fame and others
speculated that the ferment was yeast. This
speculation, that the chemical reaction was
dependent upon a living organism, was
unpopular with the chemists of the time
who perhaps resented this intrusion of
biologists into their areas of interest.
Clarity emerged in the 19th century with
the work of the great French polymath
Louis Pasteur. The growth of a living cell
resulted in the accumulation of a specific
chemical substance. The next advance in
establishing that the phenomena exhibited
by living organisms were due to chemical
activities was the demonstration that living
cells contained substances which could
promote chemical reactions similar to the
ones which occurred during fermentation.
About 30 years later, at the turn of the
Twentieth Century, these observations were
extended by extracting an enzyme from
yeast cells which showed it was responsible
for the chemical reactions.
This body of results form the cornerstone
of biochemistry. We are now aware that
thousands of chemical reactions are taking
place simultaneously within cells all the
time, and that these are responsible for
the vital phenomena exhibited by living
organisms. So modern biologists are
very comfortable with the idea that the
phenomena of life can be explained in
terms of chemistry.
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Judy Digney on a summer visit to the studio of Nigel Hall RA (HF 1967-69)

A Journey into Space

Photo: Judy Digney

N

igel Hall’s studio is a surprise.
Entering through a small door in
an ordinary south-London side
street, you turn a corner and, tardis-like,
you are confronted by a vast, bright,
contemporary space. Beneath a high,
pitched wooden roof supported by
industrial girders, pierced by a massive
skylight, are ranged huge geometric
sculptures, large-scale drawings on the
walls, smaller works and maquettes
on plinths. The studio is flooded with
sunlight casting transforming shadows.
This superb studio space is where Nigel Hall
makes and stores much of his work, and
where seventeen of us on a glorious summer
day were fortunate enough to see work
displayed from most periods of his lengthy
career. It was our very own retrospective.
The space suits Nigel’s sculptures and
drawings which express his response to the
world around him through reflection on the
enclosing and occupying of space, light and

shadow through carefully considered elegant
lines and forms.
Nigel took us on a journey starting with
his response since boyhood to landscape,
first in Gloucestershire, then during his
student days at the Royal College of Art
where he made work such as Look Out
in 1966, a hill with a cloud, suspended,
made out of painted fibreglass. He told
us how, during his two-year Harkness
fellowship, when he chose to go to Los
Angeles and to visit the arid, silent Mojave
desert in California, he was fascinated by
a dried-up lake and single telegraph pole
in the distance. This led to the work Soda
Lake, made in 1968. We saw pieces made
during the last four decades that showed
an incremental progression from these early
ideas, from the wall sculpture of two ellipses,
one enclosing shadow, and one opened
up to light, the huge geometric outdoor
sculptures in Cor-Ten steel constructed at
his foundry, to the smaller sculptures made
in a variety of beautiful materials either as

maquettes to explore a concept or as finished
works in their own right.
We were given insights into the life-long
process of recording ideas in notebooks,
in which Nigel makes series of drawings of
things that fascinate him, such as a particular
parasol pine in southern France, drawn again
and again to capture the changing filigree of
light and shade in the tangled branches. He
showed us some of his landscape drawings
made in watercolour or oil pastel inspired
by his global travels. We learned about the
making of the large-scale drawings on paper,
often in red or orange acrylic or gouache and
dense black charcoal, of circles and squashed
ellipses, as important an element of his total
output as his sculpture.
All of us found our visit fascinating and
hugely enjoyable. Then we came down to
earth at the pub on the corner where Nigel
joined us for lunch. We felt privileged to
have been taken on this interesting journey
through Nigel Hall’s remarkable career.
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