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To illuminate some aspects of John Ziman’s intellectual character and his years in Bristol, 
I have to be a little personal.  

 In early 1965, I was finishing my Ph.D in St Andrews, and had just been awarded 
a fellowship for postdoctoral research (Bob Chambers, a member of the committee that 
interviewed me is here today). But where to go for that research, in a subject not seriously 
studied in any British university? My supervisor, Bob Dingle, told me that “A bright 
young scientist has just taken the Chair of Theoretical Physics at Bristol. His name is 
John Ziman. You might enjoy a book he has just written with his friend Jasper Rose, 
about Oxford and Cambridge universities”. I wasn’t particularly interested in the old 
English universities, but Camford Observed captivated me. What the authors described in 
Oxbridge was exactly the superiority, conservatism and complacency that had 
disappointed me about St Andrews, and I loved the elegant and witty style in which they 
wrote. I responded to John Ziman as a kindred spirit.  

 So, I wrote raising the possibility of holding my fellowship in Bristol, and John at 
once invited me to meet him. The meeting was memorable. He took me to lunch, where I 
met two of the friends he had made in Bristol: the late Stephan Körner, the distinguished 
philosopher, and the late Howard Hinton, the distinguished entomologist. In the 
conversation that day, ranging over science, the philosophy of science, politics, 
literature... I enjoyed an intellectuality I had dreamed of for years but been starved of in 
the two universities I had attended previously. Bristol seemed the very model of what a 
university should be. It was clearly the place for me, so I was delighted when John 
welcomed me into the department.  

 So I arrived in Bristol, forty years and five days ago today, and joined the 
embryonic theoretical physics group. I was somewhat intimidated by my two colleagues. 
Derek Greenwood, who had been appointed before John arrived, impressed me by having 
a formula (or half of one) named after him. Peter Lloyd was an inspired catch, an 
autodidact John had brought back from his sabbatical in Australia, and utterly brilliant – 
if he had not diminished his career by going back to Australia for family reasons, it could 
well have been him standing here today instead of me.  

 Over the following months and years, I saw John’s style of day-to- day 
intellectual leadership. It was highly interactive, though not with me because my research 
was on different topics and we never worked directly together. He began each academic 
year with a meeting where he outlined the contribution of each member of the group, who 
became a node in a complicated diagram, with many cross-links that John emphasized, 
and which gradually took shape during the presentation.  

 In those days I was an algebraic kind of scientist; theoretical physics was a 
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collection of formulas, spare and pregnant encodings of reality. John gained his insights 
and understandings in a different way: by drawing pictures, simple diagrams that grew 
before our eyes each morning over coffee and each afternoon over tea. Several other 
senior scientists in Bristol also had geometric imaginations, and this style soon infected 
me.  

 One little vignette will give the flavour of John’s cultural style. We often 
discussed the books we had been reading. I described with enthusiasm Thomas Mann’s 
The Magic Mountain – with such enthusiasm, indeed, that John bought it and read it 
himself. Several weeks later, he told me: “You were right: it is a wonderful novel. But 
you’re too young to understand it!” Perhaps he was right; I ought to read it again and see.  

 Another vignette will give the flavour of the free-and-easy academic career 
progression of the 1960s. About 18 months after I arrived, John reminded me that my 
fellowship would soon expire – something that in spite of having a young family and a 
vast mortgage (all of three thousand pounds!) I had not been fully aware of. “You seem 
be able do research on your own (“self-winding” was a favourite metaphor of his), and 
you seem to be able to teach (I had given one undergraduate lecture course), so would 
you like a permanent job: a lectureship?” “Oh, I hadn’t though about it, Ok, I suppose – 
thanks very much”. “Wait a minute...there will have to be a formal university interview. 
Do you agree to that?” And so I stayed in Bristol.  

 Over the next decade, John continued to build up the theory group and lead the 
condensed-matter part of it. But his interests were shifting. Following Camford Observed, 
which was about college and university life, he became fascinated by the wider 
international social culture of science. His first book devoted to this subject, Public 
Knowledge, was written soon after he arrived in Bristol, and more followed. The 
intellectual break came in 1979, with his book Models of Disorder, summarising the 
many years he had spent distilling (deconstructing, we might say today) the essence of a 
highly mathematical subject: how to describe irregularities and waves scattered by them; 
in its quantum incarnation this describes the important physics of the electronic properties 
of matter – electrical resistance and magnetic susceptibility, for example. I quote the last 
sentence of that book:  

“....I take the opportunity ...to announce that [as far as physics is concerned] this is, for 
me, THE END”  

 That period – I refer to the late 1970s and early 1980s – was a time of 
considerable personal upheaval in the physics department. How can I put this delicately? 
In a way we were the scandal centre of Bristol University; four professors in the 
department, including John and two others here today, were (for different reasons) in 
irregular situations, having separated from our wives and embarked on new private lives. 
John was the Head of our Department then, and when that came to an end in 1982 he 
decided that as he was no longer a practicing physicist it was wrong to remain in Bristol 
as a professor of the subject, so he left to be with Joan and concentrate on his interests in 
science and society.  
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 Speaking personally – no, not just personally, for the opinion was shared by 
others in the department – I was disappointed when John abandoned theoretical physics. 
There was a poignant moment when he decided to sell his collections of physics books. I 
thought he had a lot more physics in him, and although I read and enjoyed, and largely 
agreed with, all that he wrote about the structure of science as a social phenomenon and 
as a profession, I thought his contributions to physics were more valuable, and he could 
have carried on making them. But he was a wise man who knew his own mind and heart, 
so who am I to think he went in the wrong direction?  
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