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D r Allan Chapman 
FRAS is a fellow 
of Wadham Col-
lege and member 

of the Oxford University History 
Faculty, where he specialises in 
teaching the history of science. He 
lectures at many institutions across 
the country, has presented numerous 
television programmes, and written 
several popular books. A fascinating 
man with an unrivalled knowledge 
of the formation and progress of 
science in the West, as well as a 
charming nature, bowtie and pocket 
watch, I interviewed Dr Chapman to 
find out more about his own 
thoughts on science. 

It is indubitable that growing up in 
the Greater Manchester area had an 
impact on what a young Dr Chap-
man would eventually choose to 
pursue. Seeing the effects of the 
Industrial Revolution on his local 
area of Pendlebury led to a fascina-
tion with machines, chemicals and 
trains - all the hallmarks of the 
events of the 18th and early 19th 
Centuries.  Where had the machines 
come from, who had invented them, 
and how: these were questions that 
led Dr Chapman to an interest in the 
history of science; as he says, it was 
the ‘history of ingenuity’. 

This led Dr Chapman into this field 
of study. But what he loves about it 
so much, and what made him stay, is 
the way it bridges the gap between 
the arts and sciences - accessible to 
all and relatable to those from both 

sides of the divide. 

And, as he rightly points out, the 
public seem to love it. All of his 
books have been hugely successful, 
many people come to hear him 
speak, and he is constantly being 
asked to present various documen-
taries, radio programmes or astrono-
my shows which people tune in to in 
huge numbers. It makes science 
understandable in a way that quan-
tum mechanics never can - instead 
of attempting to articulate scientific 
concepts that are often incompre-
hensible, the history of science tells 
people what science is. In the eyes 
of Dr Chapman, here lies its real-
world relevance and mass appeal. 

Another route into science for artists 
may be through theology. Dr Chap-
man has explored the intersection 
between science and religion in 
great detail over his career, includ-
ing writing a book to dispel many of 
the popular untruths about supposed 
conflict between the two areas, 
Slaying the Dragons: Destroying 
Myths in the History of Science and 
Faith. A firm believer in Christiani-
ty, he strongly opposes the view that 
science and faith are incompatible; 
indeed, he believes that apparent 
skirmishes between scientists and 
the Church have been greatly exag-
gerated by historians of the 19th and 
20th century. Listening to him ex-
plain the evidence, I am inclined to 
agree. 

As far back as the 1st Century, 
scholars realised that the Bible was 
not a literal account of the world: 
the Bible required interpretation as 

soon as it became clear that the 
Earth was not flat. Dr Chapman 
argues that the point of the Creation 
story is not to actually describe what 
happened. Instead it should be seen 
as a fable to make the point that God 
is the creator, who then gave us the 
intelligence to work out the details 
for ourselves. 

This is the study of science: to un-
derstand the world that God made. It 
is a compelling argument, and is 
certainly plausible. Listening to Dr 
Chapman, there doesn’t seem to be a 
problem with the theory of Grand 
Design, and it certainly doesn’t 
seem to interfere with the empirical 
study of the natural world. Galileo’s 
friend Cardinal Baronius himself 
said that the Bible is to ‘teach us to 
go to heaven, not how the heavens 
go’. 

People often see the badge of the 
cross pinned to Dr Chapman’s lapel 
and stop him to engage him in dis-
cussion. He tells of how a ticket 
inspector on the train back up to 
Manchester recognised him from 
TV and enquired whether the star 
visible in the night sky for the last 
few days was Jupiter, which Dr 
Chapman confirmed. Noticing the 
pin, he then asked whether Chap-
man was a Christian, prompting a 
discussion around the intersection 
between religion and science. 

Yet these discussions aren’t always 
so cordial.  After giving a lecture on 
modern medicine at Cambridge, Dr 
Chapman was accosted by a man 
sneering at his cross and asking how 
he could be a serious scientist wear-

ing ‘that thing’. Polite and courteous 
as ever, Dr Chapman responded by 
attempting to explain how the two 
are not incompatible. He is a man 
trying to expose people to the truth 
about the history of science and reli-
gion as he sees it, always in an intel-
ligent and comprehensible way, and 
always with a friendly smile. 

Whether it’s regarding Newton’s 
debt to Robert Hooke or the Great 
Debate of 1860, Dr Chapman is 
challenging assumptions about the 
history of science. One particular 
area where he is keen to expose the 
truth is that of the great ‘Scientific 
Revolution’ of the 16th and 17th 
Centuries. He argues that the 
‘Revolution’ narrative was created 
after the fact by 19th-Century histo-
rians influenced by the Marxist ide-
als of great revolutions and the tri-
umph of intelligence over stupidity. 
In reality, scientific progress was a 
slow, cumulative process. Its roots 
can be traced right back to the 
‘natural philosophers’ of the Middle 
Ages - theologians who sought to 
answer questions about the material 
world as well as the spiritual. 

Neither was (or is) scientific pro-
gress the result of a few great men 
able to see things invisible to the 
common man, but a collaborative 
effort often contributed to by ama-
teurs: physicians, lawyers and cler-
gymen. There have been very few 
genuinely original discoveries that 
have changed science fundamental-
ly, argues Dr Chapman, rather, eve-
ry new step is built on the founda-
tions of everything that has come 
before. Understanding this context is 
key to the history of science. 

Dr Chapman’s keenness to recog-

nise those less well known in scien-
tific history comes out once again 
when I ask him his favourite story 
from the history of science. He tells 
me the tale of John Jones, an illit-
erate farm labourer born in Wales in 
1805. His interest in science began 
when - as has happened to many of 
us - his lover ran off with another 
man. Unlike many of us, however, 
his next step was to visit the local 
witch to have a curse put on his un-
suspecting rival. Becoming distract-
ed by an astronomical chart decorat-
ing a wall of the witch’s lair, he 
enquires about the stars and forgets 
all about the curse. Leaving with a 
new-found knowledge of astrono-
my, he builds his own telescope and 
becomes one of the most proliferate 
observers of stars in the 19th centu-
ry. Such is his legend that today he 
is the Honorary President of the 
Welsh Astronomical Society, and a 
Welsh hero. 

Dr Chapman’s fondness for this type 
of story demonstrates his heartfelt 
passion for the history of science. At 
the very beginning of the course, he 
turned to me and my fellow students 
to explain how he simply does this 
for the love of it. Listening to him 
talk for the past term, and question-
ing him today, I am in no doubt as 
to the truth of this statement. 

Chapman’s warmth, kindness and 
infinite knowledge - from why the 
Greeks were the only ancient civili-
sation capable of pursuing science, 
to the enormity of Charles Darwin’s 
grandfather’s stomach - make him 
one of the best historians of science 
today (although I regret to say I may 
be biased, as we both do our best 
local Lancashire accents over cups 
of tea). ■ 
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I n the darkness, they 
fed upon each other. 

Coiling and writhing 
in the depths, the 

spot of sunlight moving down one 
wall and up the other, grazing their 
faces for a minute a day and then 
passing on. The smaller looked to 
the larger, and planned its next 
move. He turned briefly to the 
brightness above, slowly fading into 
night now. He could see the light 
and he longed for it after so many 
years of tiny glances; it was only a 
matter of time now. 

There was no food down there, not 
as far as their memory stretched, but 
they had grown nonetheless. Slowly 
at first, almost imperceptibly. Evi-
dently they could live without food. 
Nevertheless, hunger was eating 
away at them from the inside. Even-
tually, in rage and in desperation, 
one snapped the other, removing a 
chunk of its arm. As the wounded 
cowered in the corner, the attacker 
stood up at the bottom of that well 
and stretched towards the opening 
above, and it grew, higher than be-
fore, in mere seconds. It bathed in 
the sunlight its hand could now 
reach, turned towards its twin, 
smiled, and crawled back to its cor-
ner of the shadows. 

After that, they had both used the 
other as meat. To satisfy their hun-
ger and their desire to approach the 
light was now joined by another 

motivation: competition. The larger 
from that first attack had always had 
the edge, and the smaller had stayed 
that way for years on end, unable to 
fight back as effectively as its twin, 
not only smaller but less cunning 
from the start. 

There was only one feature on the 
wall of the well: a stone ladder lead-
ing out to the world above. The low-
est rung had remained well out of 
reach of either twin for all their time 
down there, but that didn’t stop 
them trying, jumping at it when they 
thought the others back was turned. 
All attempts as futile as trying to 
float away on a cloud of air. But 
they were getting closer, inch by 
inch. 

The smaller twin was sleeping when 
the sun hit the bottom rung of the 
ladder that day. The larger ap-
proached silently, and reached his 
hand up, a small hiss as his claws 
slid up the stones. It stretched, and 
his hand slipped into a dent in the 
wall. His eyes widened, and as he 
looked up, he could see his hand on 
the bottom rung. As victory started 
to flow beam after beam through the 
larger twin, he turned to his sleeping 
companion to give one final wry 
smile. 

But his twin was not in its corner. 
He was not sleeping. 

 Claws in his leg were more surpris-
ing than painful; after so many teeth 
marks, claws made little difference. 
But they moving too fast to react. 
By the time he had struck down-
wards, the claws were on his back, 
and before his brain could piece it 

all together, it was too late. 

 he smaller leapt from the larger 
back, and landed two rungs up the 
ladder. 

Its claws swiped for the third rung, 
but before he could grasp, teeth 
were in his leg, pulling him back 
downwards to the bottom of the 
well. The pain was immense, but 
down in that darkness, pain was a 
ubiquity. Moreover, he still had one 
leg free. He kicked at the bottom 
rung, with the taloned edge of its 
foot, and it crumbled beneath him. 
The teeth bit in harder, so the small-
er started to pull and tear away. He 
may have to leave his foot behind, 
but in their battles he had suffered 
from worse. With the world above 
to supply him, he could recover. 

The foot fell away, and the larger 
twin with it, a great thud ringing out 
from the bottom of the well. Anoth-
er three rungs up, the smaller looked 
back below, one last wry smile. Af-
ter all their battles, after all of the 
larger twin’s gains, the smaller’s 
failures had left him with one ad-
vantage, his agility. Perhaps the 
larger one was not the more cunning 
after all. 

One rung after the other, the crea-
ture slowly pulled itself to the 
brightness it had been longing for all 
its remembered life, spurred on by 
the cries of anguish from its partner 
below, now without food, without 
fuel for the growth that had defined 
its life, unable to ever reach another 
rung. 

One grey, bloody claw appeared 
from the top of the well, and then 
another, pulling the creature out of 
the well. It looked to the horizon, 
and understood nothing. That was 

no problem, it had time now. It 
would learn how to walk in the 
world, and the world would learn 
how to walk beneath it. 

It took one step, and then another, 
and soon there was nothing left but 
the footprints in the stained sand and 
the cries from below, both slowly 
disappearing into nothing. ■ 
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‘The World Above’ 

James Page 

I sit with a bear on a sofa. 
He tells me of his troubles; 

The drunkards who stormed in at night 
Just some months ago: asking for toast, 

Sipping at tea.  
“None for me, of course”, 
Or so I’d imagine he’d say 

In his supine, wordless way.  
 

In truth, I was one of them; 
The toast-nibbling, tea-dribbling drunks 
As sofa-slumped as he is now, sinking, 
Thinking how the night would shape  

The landscape of our lives. 
 

Now, looking back, 
It is strange how much has shifted 

In this spectacle of change. 
We’ve watched existence rearrange 

Tectonically; the open rift 
Of the once-familiar, torn apart, 

Scattered round these verdant lawns 
And left to our designs.  

How soon we’d intertwine; 
How soon this scholar’s pantheon - 

This learned, spiring work of art 
Would unify and summon up 

That subtle sense  
Of home. 

 
The bear is quiet now.  

Outside, beneath the fireflies 
Of cosmic white across the skies, 

The guest night starts to disappear; 
And he, his eyes upon the quad, 
Finds comfort in the atmosphere. 

‘Passage’ 

Tom Davy 



A vocados are the hipster ingredient du jour, 
present at every brunch and scattered over 
every instagrammed salad. But even if 
you’d usually steer clear of such fads, avo-

cados still hold their own: they are highly nutritious, with over 
20 vitamins and minerals, and a filling centrepiece for vegetar-
ians and vegans. Unfortunately, they are undeniably expen-
sive, usually £1 or more each. So when they’re reduced (now 
at 20p!), it is tempting to buy them in large quantities. The 
problem with this is that they are usually reduced when over-
ripe. Suddenly your salad looks less appealing, mottled with 
squishy brownish green blobs. Instead, a neat solution is to 
turn them into guacamole. 
  
Ingredients: 
2 very ripe avocados 
4 cherry tomatoes, chopped finely 
1/2 a red onion, finely diced 
Handful of fresh coriander 
Juice of 1/2 a lime 
1 tsp of dried chilli flakes (or less if you don’t want it too 
spicy) 
Large pinch of salt 
  
Method: 
1. In a large bowl mash the avocado. Leave the stone in to 
prevent the mixture browning. 
2. Fold in the finely diced onion and cherry tomatoes. 
3. Finely chop (or cut with scissors) the stems of the corian-
der and add to the mixture. 
4. Roughly chop the coriander leaves and mix these in too, 
leaving a bit to garnish. 
5. Squeeze in the lime juice and mix thoroughly. 
6. Add the chilli flakes and salt. Make sure the solid ingredi-
ents are evenly spread throughout. 
7. Serve with bread, crackers, rice cakes, crisps etc. ■ 

Alice Correia Morton 
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THE COLUMN 

Cut-Price Cuisine 
Guacamole 

T  he winter’s freeze 
was beginning to thaw as I 
made my way south: into 
the Heart of Asia. This was 

the land where Russia and China meet: 
a large, land-locked expanse surround-
ed by its powerful neighbours, the 
mythical heart of an infamous ancient 
Empire that was the largest contiguous 
power the world has ever seen. 
  
I had discovered the hidden ambrosia 
of Mongolia. At the outset I found it 
cold and somewhat bleak, the bare, 
broken mountain slopes lifting their 
lofty stores of sparkling snow on either 
side like slumbering giant guardians of 
a forgotten paradise. But as the rails 
rolled me down from these Northern 
heights, the lively breath of spring be-
gan to shake the trees and grasslands 
from their slumber, and there rose in 
me a strong desire to desert the air-
conditioned discomfort of my Trans-
Siberian carriage and venture into the 
vast, enticing wilderness that seemed to 
rise about me like a rediscovered Eden. 
 
Mongolia is a land of many contrasts. It 
shivers under freezing winters in the 
grip of anticyclonic Siberian air, then 
bakes in sweltering summers brought 
on by its continental shelter and so 
many sunny days. As I set out on foot, 
leaving the plush modernity of the rail-
way station behind me, I stepped into a 
world that felt somehow out of touch 
with the past few hundred years. This 
was still a largely nomadic country, of 
isolated rural dwellings and wide pas-
tures. Trusting, perhaps recklessly, to 
fortune, I turned myself vaguely south, 
and strode into the crisp spring morn-
ing, my lungs brought alive by the 
sweet, clean air. 
  
I confess that I was somewhat trepida-
tious, a foreign traveller speaking a 
foreign tongue, that my wandering 
would be greeted with bemusement – 
or even hostility – by those whose 
lands I trespassed upon. It wasn’t long, 
after leaving the town by the first rug-
ged trail I found, before I came upon 
my first ‘ger’ settlement: half-a-dozen 
traditional, moveable tents of wood and 
white wool-felt huddled lightly upon 
the hillside. 
  
Some cattle were grazing idly nearby, 
and in the glittering sunshine the sight 
seemed somewhat idyllic; almost I 
could forget the modern worries of 
climatic change, pollution, squalor and 
destruction that hung like heavy bur-
dens on my heart; almost, this place 
seemed like an escape from the mess of 
modernity itself. 
  
The old woman who, I suddenly real-
ised, had marked my approach and was 
watching me still, spoke in words 
whose precise meaning I could not 
know but whose sentiment it was easy 
to fathom from her tone and gesture: 
words of welcome, not of suspicion. 
Eagerly she offered me refreshment, 
the first of many such acts of kindly 
hospitality which I witnessed or was 
myself blessed to experience  on my 
slow journey southwards. 
Though they may not have received 
many foreign visitors on foot, this trav-
elling people was certainly accustomed 
to migration. Most of them retained a 
nomadic, horse- and cattle-culture life-
style that had survived for centuries, 
fading into anachronism as the world 
changed about them while the long 
years stretched by. 
  
It is a long time since Genghis Khan 
brought this people greatness in war 
and this land dominated the Eastern 
world. Now, peace is their practice. 
There was a long tradition of Buddhism 

here, and I perceived an abundance of 
great love alike for man, bird and beast, 
as well as for the living hills, fields and 
flora upon which they depend. These 
people cared deeply for the animals 
they exploited: not for them any out-
sourcing to factory farms or wasteful 
over-indulgence at their beasts’ ex-
pense. 
  
They took with gratitude, and con-
sciously acknowledged the need to pro-
tect and preserve their precious envi-
ronment throughout all aspects of life. 
As I moved on through wood and plain, 
a combination of gestured directions 
and their willingness to share Nature’s 
gifts of sustenance and shelter brought 
me safely through this corner of splen-
dour, seemingly unspoiled by modern 
industry and the love of money. 
But, inevitably, modernity must come 
calling, and after not many days I re-
turned, reluctantly, to urban habitation. 
Picking up the slithering trail of the 
Russia-China railway, I set about learn-
ing the reality behind the beautiful ve-
neer. In truth, many of these people 
were under strain: I could see it in their 
very faces. 
  
For all I had enjoyed it, this landscape 
was, I was warned, far from unthreat-
ened. Mongolia had borne already an 
unfairly heavy share of the burden of 
the global warming that others have 
produced. Its temperature had already 
risen, on average, by over two degrees 
Celsius relative to pre-industrial times, 
and the country was just emerging from 
another devastating ‘dzud’ – an espe-
cially hot summer followed by a partic-
ularly cold winter – something that 
used to be rare but was becoming 
alarmingly frequent. 
  
Such conditions kill cattle, frazzle 
grassland and drive herdsmen out of 
their rural heartlands. In the worst-hit 
places, piles of animal carcasses still 
littered the countryside. The autumn, 
with its renewing rains, had all but dis-
appeared entirely between these vying 
extremes. 
  

Already nearly half the country’s popu-
lation had congregated at the capital 
Ulaanbaatar, my next stop, setting up 
makeshift suburbs with streets of their 
moveable habitations carried in from 
the plains. A dirty cloud of smog sur-
rounded the city as the train pulled in, 
produced by thousands of families 
burning rubbish to keep warm. 
 
Although this migration was provoked 
by natural disaster, it would be a mis-
take to blame only foreign climatic 
factors. It seems that Siberian air is not 
the only chill to have extended its cold 
fingers from the North. From 1924, 
Mongolia was one of the Soviet Un-
ion’s satellite states, and under its cruel 
influence Buddhism was repressed, its 
adherents rooted out and sometimes 
killed and its seven-hundred monaster-
ies nearly all destroyed. Meanwhile, 
many of the ancient forests were 
logged, a lack of trees and emphasis on 
increased production saw soils erode 
and mining was begun. 
 
1990 saw the end of Russian influence, 
but in some ways the new democratic 
government made things worse, with its 
focus on capital and economic growth. 
Gone are the communal distributions of 
fodder to ease the dzuds. Gone are the 
restrictions on animal numbers that 
prevented overgrazing and, inadvertent-
ly, capped methane emissions whilst 
keeping up animal welfare standards 
relative to overpopulated farms. 
  
I found, to my deep distress, a happy 
and sustainable way of life dying out, 
needlessly, amidst a storm of many 
throes, and a people bitterly mourning 
its passing. The people missed a coun-
tryside where all was freely given by 
Nature and shared according to need, 
now trapped in a growing city whose 
main focus is money. As I reached, at 
last, a whole year since I had first set 
out on my slow travel to witness for 
myself the world’s woes, it was, per-
haps, the most harrowing sight of all to 
see such a society crumbling before my 
eyes. ■ 

Slow Travel: The Cost of Growth 

Tobias Thornes 

‘Progress (or Lack Thereof)’ 

The year is at an end and we must ask: 
What has been done, achieved, maintained, or lost. 

To answer this could be an easy task—  
These things have been achieved, but at what cost? 

 
Astounded by developments I stand; 

I have witnessed such certain selfishness 
Yet also acts of great kindness – the grand  

Gestures that can save us from helplessness. 
 

Progress for one, regression for others, 
For joy and sorrow – they go hand in hand; 

Each action has an effect, which colours 
Light or dark, leaving the glad or the damned.  

 
Change is a given, a constant (somehow). 

Who am I to stand, static, in its way? 
My own opinions, I will not avow. 
The situations can do all but stay 

 
Static, immobile, unchanging.  Daily 

One thinks of one’s lost opportunities,  
The actions that are destined to fail thee, 
All across our different communities.   

 
Progress is made, or it is not. 

It’s up to one, to choose one’s lot. 

Alexander Walls 

Our thanks to the writers, the editing team, and of course to 
you, our readers. It’s been a blast. 

  
Alex Waygood and Aidan Chivers 

‘The Tree in Third Quad’ 

I wonder about the tree in third quad. 
I wonder how many students have seen it grow. 

  
How many fresh-from-school students. 

How many just-back-from-Chequers students. 
How many off-to-first-lecture students. 

How many starting-to-miss-home students. 
  

How many new-term-new-me students. 
How many just-five-more-minutes students. 
How many rushing-off-to-lecture students. 

How many swatting-for-next-collections students. 
  

How many croquet-playing students. 
How many picnicking-with-friends students. 

How many exams-around-the-corner students. 
How many where-did-all-the-time-go students. 

  
I wonder about that tree in third quad. 

I wonder how many students it has seen grow. 

Poetry & Graphic by 

Christopher Hill 


