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Speech after dinner marking my 75th birsthday 
31 March 2016 

‘I thank the organizers’ is a conference cliché – a ritual utterance from 

people who don’t remember who the organizers are. But in this case Bob 

Evans, Jon Keating, and James Annett have been my colleagues and 

friends for ... more than a century, if you add it up. I didn’t realise what 

kind of event this would be until the plans were well advanced. At an 

early stage, Mark Dennis – who we all wish to see recovered and soon 

back (he might appear tomorrow) – did tell me that this would be a 

celebration of Bristol physics, but I understood that my part of it would 

be simply a trigger because of the half-century I’ve been here. So my 

thanks are not a cliché: I’m deeply grateful to you for conceiving 

tomorrow’s event and all your work organising it. And I thank all of you 

here, visitors and speakers, some who I know have come from far away. 

It gives me the excuse to talk a little about my time here - and by 

the way my arrival in Bristol in 1965 was accidental, but that’s another 

story. My scientific trajectory was unusual. I didn’t have a mentor, in the 

usual sense of a senior colleague with whom I started in close 

collaboration. Indeed I’ve never worked with anyone senior to me, except 

once, in my thirties, when I was well established here. That was with 

John Nye. My PhD supervisor in St Andrews, Bob Dingle, had been very 

supportive but when the problem he gave me didn’t yield to the 

mathematical methods he had developed I was largely on my own.  

So, in arrogant moments I’ve thought of myself as a self-created 

scientist. But there are several senses in which that isn’t true. Twenty 

years after my PhD, and well settled here, I suddenly realised the depth – 

profundity, even - of Dingle’s ideas, and they formed the basis of one of 

my major research themes. 
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More significant has been something I learned from the culture of 

physics here in Bristol. My scientific thinking is strongly visual, but it 

wasn’t always. When I came here, I was largely a long-lines-of-algebra 

calculating person. Nothing wrong with that – and there are creative 

scientists who have little or no visual imagination. But in Bristol pictorial 

thinking dominated the scientific styles of the leading physicists: John 

Ziman, John Nye, Andrew Keller, and above all the inimitable Charles 

Frank. I soon absorbed this way of doing science  – complementing rather 

than superseding the old way – and visual thinking has been central ever 

since. And I mean not just thinking pictorially, but also making pictures – 

though in this I can’t compete with Rick Heller and Felice Frankel (the 

Bostonians) who you’ll hear – and see - tomorrow  

Another aspect of the Bristol style that I found congenial: We don’t 

advertise: we do. It’s common to be told that we live in a public relations 

culture, and in a sense that’s true. We’re also told that we must adapt to 

this culture because it’s different from previous eras, but that’s not true. 

Even in the 1960s, colleagues outside Bristol (and one or two junior ones 

here), told me that anyone who failed to advertise their work, didn’t 

spend post-doc years in America, didn’t publish in Physical Review 

Letters... would never succeed as a physicist. But the senior Bristol 

people didn’t echo this advice, and I ignored it. From time to time, we’re 

encouraged to develop a Bristol University ‘corporate identity’, but that’s 

wrong too. Here are two better slogans: ‘creative diversity’, and this one, 

that I used about another place: “passionate rationality”. 

There’s another sense of ‘not self-created’ – perhaps the most 

important. I have been blessed with wonderful colleagues – particularly 

graduate students and postdocs. One after another, they arrived at the start 

of a new direction in my work – occasionally before – which we then 
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explored deeply together and in which they have become world experts, 

from whom I now learn. Without them, I wouldn’t have achieved 

anything like the successes that I’ve had. However much we think we 

work alone, we don’t. 

Here’s a little vignette from the early days. Several years after 

arriving here, I separated from my first wife. For reasons I’ve never been 

clear about, I thought I should tell the senior people in the department. 

Perhaps I unconsciously regarded them as father-figures, my own father 

having died several years earlier, and we weren’t close anyway – and my 

mother, to whom I was close, disapproved of everything I did, or 

pretended to. How different the three professors’ reactions were. 

Charles Frank was head of department then. I told him. Puffing on 

his pipe, he replied: “Maita and I have survived, although we’ve had 

difficulties from time to time.” That was an understatement. They were 

notorious for stand-up rows in public – anisotropic rows, in which Maita 

bawled him out for something or other, to the simultaneious 

embarrassment and fascination of bystanders, while he stood by, puffing 

on his pipe, apparently unperturbed. 

I told Cecil Powell, then retired but who had been head of 

department when I arrived. He didn’t waste words: “You’ll soon find 

someone else.” 

John Ziman already knew. He told me that a shadow landed on him 

while he was bending over the vegetable patch in his beloved garden in 

Westbury-on-Trym. The shadow was my first mother-in-law, a tiny south 

London woman, permanently driven by a rage twice her size. “I want a 

word with you, professor. How dare you encourage that Michael to leave 

my Eveline?” Those were the days. 
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Cecil Powell and Charles Frank were very different, scientifically 

and personally, but they shared something – also with Paul Dirac and 

Rudolf Peierls: they were married to formidable and rather intimidating 

women from European countries far to the east of here. So am I – to 

Monica, from whom I have enjoyed 35 years of uncomplaining (mostly) 

support and tolerance (mostly). She’s different from the others in being a 

scientist herself – as they might have been if those times had been these 

times – and different from me, in the sense of not being narrowly stuck in 

physics for all these years; she must hold the record for the number of 

Bristol university departments she has been part of – eight, when I last 

counted.  

A student report on a project I had supervised began with this 

dedication: “Thanks to Professor Berry, who, without none of this, would 

have been possible” Seriously, now, Monica: without you, none of this 

last 35 years would have been possible. So, publicly: thank you. 

Bristol University has been very good to me. Different cultures suit 

different people. Bristol’s has been perfect for me. All I can do in return 

is physics, which I will do as long as the juices flow – although, as I’ve 

said before, and we try to forget – with each year that passes, the 

probablility increases that one’s best work lies in the past - and, when I 

travel, as I frequently do (three weeks ago, it was –30˚ in Ottawa, last 

week it was +30˚ in equatorial Brazil, next weekend it will be Singapore 

and Australia), I regard myself as an Ambassador for Bristol Physics. 

That’s enough…Maybe not. Let me report something that pleased 

me the other day. I’ve run a competition for the students, that had been on 

my mind for at least 40 years. Bristol is a magnificent city, but most 

students know little about it, except for the areas near the university and 
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where they live. Our physics building is the highest point in central 

Bristol. A consequence is that its distinctive towers can be seen from 

many viewpoints, often unexpectedly distant ones. I took photographs 

including the physics building from twenty of these viewpoints, and 

posted them on a web site restricted to students. The competition, called 

‘tantalising glimpses’, was to identify the places from which the pictures 

were taken. This was not at all easy, and it would be difficult to use 

Google (Earth, Maps, Street View…). The competition was restricted to 

physics undergraduates, and lasted for the autumn term, at the end of 

which I counted the entries: zero. So I extended the competition for the 

spring term, and opened it to graduate students. Still no entries – until a 

few days ago, at the very last moment, one arrived from a fourth-year 

undergraduate, Adam Dransfield. This was so impressive – he identified 

18 of the 20 locations, that I’m not at all disappointed not to get more 

entries. He will receive his prize – dinner in a good local restaurant – in a 

few days. And the pictures are now on my home page (“Tantalising 

glimpses of Bristol”). 

That really is enough. Thank you all. 

 


