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LOOKING
BACK
By MIKE PETTY

Vandalised sign
gets steel bolts
>> FROM THE NEWS, 1986
The ornamental cock
pheasant which was ripped
from the top of West
Wratting’s village sign has
been put back – and this
time it will take a stick of
gelignite to shift it. Vandals
tore down the carved
wooden bird which sat on
top of a painting of a local
landmark, the windmill,
within hours of it being
unveiled earlier in the
summer. After an outcry it
was left at the base of the
plinth a couple of days
later. Now it has been
secured with steel bolts.

New wife learns
how to cook
>> FROM THE NEWS, 1961
Newly-wed Wendy Talkes
of Bateman Street is one of
the ladies attending
cookery classes at the
Manor Evening Centre. “I
picked up a little cooking
from my mother, but have
come here to make sure
my flans don’t sink and my
pastry doesn’t get burnt,”
she said. Her husband
commented: “Her cooking
is much better than I
expected. But perhaps
there is a little room for
improvement.” The Centre
only opened a week ago
but already about 200
attend the evening classes.
But there is little demand
for the handyman course.

Return of ‘young
gentlemen’
>> FROM THE NEWS, 1936
What a different
appearance Cambridge
presents from that of a
week ago. The shops look
busy, their windows newly
filled with gowns, blazers
and scarves. Theatres and
cinemas are filling up;
there are traffic jams in the
streets and almost
everywhere one meets
undergraduates making
their first acquaintance with
Cambridge. They are
attired in the ‘regulation’
dress of flannel trousers
and sports jackets. In spite
of all the troubles they
cause, we are very glad to
see ‘the young gentlemen’
back again.

Tons of natural
bounty spurned
>> FROM THE NEWS, 1911
Tons of blackberries have
been wasted this year
because people have not
thought it worth while to
gather them. There was an
unusually bountiful crop
and it would have provided
a considerable source of
income for many cottagers.
Addenbrooke’s Hospital
has received plenty of
apples and plums and
1,500lb of jam has been
made for them.

WHEN you’re interviewing
a man who has written
dozens of books – and is

currently promoting his latest –
the last thing you expect to hear is
that he hates writing. But Prof
Brian J Ford relishes being a bit of
a maverick.

A scientist, researcher and lecturer (as
well as the master of
many a witty anecdote),
the charming Gonville
and Caius-based
megabrain is an authority
on everything from
microscopes to meat. Yet
he avoids being
pigeonholed – even by
something as inoffensive
as ‘author’.

“An author is a person
who loves writing books; I
absolutely hate it,” he
sighs. “It is the most
ghastly occupation
because I don’t wash, I
don’t shave, I don’t eat
properly, I growl at the kids and kick
the dog, or possibly growl at the dog
and kick the kids . . . Having said that, I
do write books fearfully quickly. The
quickest book I ever wrote was actually
written in three-and-a-half days.”

His latest offering, Secret Weapons:
Technology, Science and the Race to
Win World War II, took a little longer.
“Probably about 18 days,” he says. “I
construct the book in my head, so by
the time I sit down to write it, all of the
book is there. One just stores things
away in one’s mind.”

Secret Weapons is packed with
fascinating facts about wartime
armaments, from the hugely
successful (bombs, rockets and
secret aircraft) to the rather
ridiculous (death rays, ice airfields
and flying saucers). But for Brian,
the book carries a serious
message: that scientific progress
can be achieved very quickly
when bureaucracy doesn’t stand
in the way.

“War is a better catalyst for
progress than peace, which is a
terrifying and depressing fact. In the
war, for example, the Nazis
developed the Volksjäger – a single-
seater jet plane – and it went from
being sketched on a piece of paper to
its first flight in 89 days – 89 days!” he
exclaims. “It would take you 89 weeks
of committee meetings before you even
decided whether the project was worth
looking at in the modern world.”

So why was the war such a great
catalyst? “Because people’s backs were
against the wall. Because everybody felt
bubbly and fizzy and full of adrenalin.”

Another example, he says, is
penicillin, which was
discovered by Alexander

Fleming in 1928 – yet nothing was
done to make it into a marketable drug
until years later.

“Soldiers were being hit by bullets
and shrapnel, they’d become infected,
and they might take six months or a
year before they naturally got better
and could go back to fight. Churchill
wanted them back and fighting within a
month, so the order went out: ‘Find a

super-drug that can kill
bacteria’.

“So they found
dozens of accounts of
antibiotic phenomena
that had been written
up and nothing had
been done with them,
but when they
contacted Fleming he
said: ‘Yes, I’ve got the
fungus, do you want
some?’ And that’s how
we began to produce
penicillin.

“Time and time
again you see
discoveries that had

been made, but were lying fallow. When
the pressure of war came they were
suddenly dug up and made reality.”

The problem today, he says, is
bureaucracy: “We are so consumed
with the administrative burden. I have
to apply for grants, and you have 40-
page application forms filled with the
most abstruse, ridiculous questions. It
takes you far more time to actually get
the funding than it ever does to do the
research.

“So the big message of the book is:
look what amazing things people
achieved when the pressure of war
was upon them. And why can’t we do
it in peacetime? In fact we have wars
now: we are at war against water
shortage, against climate change;
we’ve got a war against the seas rising,
a war against poverty. Why can’t we
tackle those in the same kind of
excited way that we did during the
war? We can do science so much
quicker than orthodox science allows
us to do.”

Brian describes everything with such
youthful gusto that it’s quite a surprise
to learn that he is in his 70s – and a
great-grandfather to boot. With a

home near Ramsey, he spends his
days working in Cambridge –
when he’s not giving talks abroad
or specialist soundbites on the
news channels – yet he laughs at

the suggestion he’s an expert on
everything.

“I have a reputation for
knowing everything and that’s
complete and utter c**p. I mean
I don’t know anything at all about
sport – in fact I’ve never quite

seen

the point of sport. But I do have an
endless fascination with what goes on
in the world.”

This fascination has led him to look at
history with fresh eyes. In fact for Brian,
another purpose of the book is to
review the way we see certain events.

“A good example is Pearl Harbor,
which is known to everybody as these
ghastly Japanese suddenly descending
upon the innocent Americans and
bombing their fleet without a word of
warning. That isn’t the case!

“Because America was concerned
about Japanese expansionism, they had
started a blockade of Japan: they saw to
it that Japan was receiving no fuel of
any kind. Everything was coming to a
halt, and the Japanese said: ‘You have
to lift this embargo or we will take
action’.

“The Americans didn’t, because they
were convinced that the Japanese
couldn’t do anything; they knew that
they were well out of flying range of the
Japanese fighters. It never occurred to
them that they were well within range
of Japanese fighters coming from
aircraft carriers. So in fact it was a raid
the Americans had been told was

inevitable.”
Brian also takes on

Operation Paperclip, in
which the Allies gave

Nazi scientists freedom
in the USA: “Many of
these people had
been designated as
war criminals who
should have gone

on trial, but
America took
even the worst
medical
experimenters –
people who
were doing
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EMMA HIGGINBOTHAM talks to Cambridge
professor Brian J Ford about war, weapons, progress
– and the secret plan to turn Hitler into a woman

N

MAVERICK: Author
Brian J Ford
Picture:
Warren
Gunn
771360



-news.co.uk Thursday, October 13, 2011 31CENTRESPREAD

experiments on living humans – the
most appalling, unethical people. If
they were useful to America, they had
their life story faked. And that was
unlawful at the time, is illegal now, and
that also was a war crime.”
Doesn’t he worry about getting into

trouble? Brian laughs. “If you’re an
author, your greatest ambition should
actually be to write a book that gets
banned. Peter Wright wrote one of the
most turgid books on the secret services
ever, but it was banned in Britain, and
within days it sold like hotcakes
overseas because of it. So it would be

nice to get a book banned.”
But how can he be sure what he’s

citing is true? “I’m just so old that I just
get to know these things,” he grins. “I
travel a lot in America – I knew
somebody who worked with
Roosevelt’s government on the nuclear
bomb – and you sit in a bar and you
chat, and one just stores away the
information as the years go by.”
Brian’s next book will be about why

the consumption of meat is
unsustainable, and he’ll be speaking at
the Vegetarian Society later this month:
“Actually then I’ll be launching a new

theory on why men and women didn’t
begin as hunter-gatherers; I’m
demolishing the hunter-gatherer
model,” he says with a twinkle.
Does he enjoy being controversial?

“Well one doesn’t see oneself as being
controversial. One sees oneself as
stating the blindingly obvious.”
� Secret Weapons: Technology, Science
and the Race to Win World War II by
Brian J Ford, published by Osprey, is
available now, priced £20.

emma.higginbotham
@cambridge-news.co.uk

A BIKE ride for all abilities is
taking place this weekend.
St Neots Sustrans Leisure
Cycling Group is hosting the
event on Sunday along the
cycle tracks in Grafham Water
before returning to St Neots.
Anyone interested should
meet at 10.30am outside the
Ambiance Café in the
Riverside Park, St Neots.

A CAMBRIDGESHIRE
Celebrates Age event for the
over-50s will take place at the
weekend.
The Indian Community and
Culture Association Over 50s
Elderly and Disabled Group
will meet on Saturday from
11am-4pm at the Bharat
Bhavan, in Mill Road,
Cambridge.
It will include cultural singing
and dancing as well as lunch,
speeches from local
dignitaries and a raffle.

Join half-term
soccer session

Community
celebrates age

Lakeside ride
for all abilities

Show seeking
guys and dolls
AUDITIONS for a production
of Guys and Dolls are being
held this weekend.
The Musical Theatre
Company at Stageworks
Studios in Buckden is looking
for dancers, singers and
actors aged 14 upwards.
Auditions are being held this
Sunday at the studios.
Performances will run from
February 15 to 18 next year at
Hinchingbrooke Performing
Arts Centre, Huntingdon.
For more information contact
(01480) 812626 or email
info@stageworksstudio.
co.uk.

FREE football coaching
sessions are being held at
Witchford Village College
during the half-term break.
The FA Tesco Skills
Programme is running the
sessions for boys and girls
aged 5-11 on Thursday,
October 27.
The sessions, at 10am and
1pm, run for two hours and
are led by a qualified coach.
To sign up, visit
www.TheFa.com/TescoSkills.

>> in Briefnts his book banned

A sex change, a
vortex gun and
poison cabbages
“THERE is no limit to the crazy ideas
dreamt up by the wartime scientists and
inventors,” says Brian. Here are a few of
the secret plans:

� To change Hitler’s sex, by secretly
dosing his vegetable garden with female
hormones

� To blind Hitler with toxic vapours
smuggled aboard his train in a vase of
flowers

� To drop bombs containing molasses in
front of advancing German troops, to
trap their boots in a sticky mass that
would prevent them moving forward

� To smother enemy soldiers in coils of
barbed wire dropped from aircraft

� To empty millions of poisonous snakes
on the heads of enemy troops

� To poison thousands of tons of
cabbages, and drop them in enemy fields
to wipe out their farm animals (the idea
being that starvation would soon bring
Germany to its knees)

� To release a cloud of chloroform or
ether from allied bombers, so that
pursuing enemy fighter pilots would
become unconscious and crash

� Other ideas that were tested
extensively – yet never used – included
the Germans’ vortex guns, which they
hoped would incapacitate over-flying
aircraft using the pressure of sound
waves; and the British Panjandrum – a
bizarre explosive wheel that was
intended to destroy German fortifications
on the Normandy coast. “Even a cursory
examination of the elementary physics
involved would have shown that it was
doomed from the start,” says Brian.

EQUALLY CRAZY: Above, Adolf Hitler, and left, the Great
Panjandrum, which was supposed to blow up forts

NOT A GOER: The vortex gun, which was mean to zap aircraft with soundwaves – but didn’t when it was tried in 1945
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