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This book is dedicated to my wonderful family

– Sarah, Amelia and Tim – All my love.

INTRODUCTION

Who says arguments aren’t constructive? I say that because this book is largely the result of a row with my wife. At issue during the conflict were the burgeoning piles of papers that were stacking up in my study, along the hall leading to the study, into the living room, up the stairs and even into the bedroom. You get the picture.

Although the prodigious paper collection was certainly capable of fending off most thrown objects, and possibly even a modest nuclear blast, I instead took refuge behind The Naked Scientists, and blamed that instead.

This is a live science radio show that I and a few colleagues set up almost by accident about ten years ago. The early days were a bit like good coffee – fun to enjoy with friends and nothing too serious. We would turn up at the radio studio on a Sunday evening and then spend a delicious hour talking about the breakthroughs that had made headlines that week, as well as playing some of our favourite songs.

Surprisingly, no one ever commented, at least in a bad way, about this rather erratic mix of science and chart music hosted by a bunch of junior doctors and scientists. And needless to say, The Chemical Brothers and Ph.D featured in the playlist on many occasions.

We continued in this vein for a number of years, moving to the BBC from the commercial circuit in the process. Then, in 2004, things really took off. The Winston Churchill Memorial Trust sponsored me to spend six months working in Australia with ABC Radio National. The idea was that I would be immersed in the world of high-stakes broadcasting to learn by osmosis how to make science programmes properly!

It was while I was in the midst of this ‘sync-or-swim’ experience that I wandered down the corridor from the office I worked in to where the Radio National breakfast team are based. I got chatting to them and they suggested maybe I’d like to provide some science coverage for them, which is something that I still do every Friday morning.

This was the catalyst that took me down the road to science reporting, and is ultimately how my house ended up resembling a paper-recycling warehouse. Since then, and pretty much every week, I read my way through a large proportion of the top papers published all over the world to distil the best science to discuss on the radio.

In the process I’ve found myself uncovering the most incredible science stories, charting new discoveries from outer space, new forms of life nourished by nothing but radioactivity and new ways to combat cancer and battle bacteria. Then, of course, there are the advances in technology that you wonder how we’d ever manage without, like the WiFi beer mat that knows when a glass is empty and automatically alerts the bar for a refill, and the radio-rucksack for pigeons so they can be used to get a bird’s eye view of the smog levels hovering over cities.

So, although it was probably invalidating my household insurance on the grounds of fire risk, I kept all the material I read because I thought I might turn it into another book.

The argument with my wife that finally got me going began while we watched our baby daughter surfing down the stairs on a sea of PDFs. ‘Okay, I’ll write this stuff up,’ was all I could say.

And this is it, another snapshot from the world of science. I am pleased to report that I now have a much cleaner and tidier house … and a paper-recycling tray.
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