
 

History of Modern Biomedicine Research Group 
School of History, Queen Mary University of London 
Mile End Road, London E1 4NS 
website: www.histmodbiomed.org 

 
 
 
AUDIO INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT 
 

Macfarlane, Alison: transcript of an audio interview (23-May-2016) 
 
 
 
Interviewers: Adam Wilkinson, Christopher Derrett 
 
Transcriber: Debra Gee 
 
Editor: Tilli Tansey 
 
Date of publication: 24-May-2017 
 
Date and place of interview: 23-May-2016; Queen Mary University of London 
 
Publisher: Queen Mary University of London 
 
Collection: History of Modern Biomedicine Interviews (Digital Collection) 
 
Reference: e2017188 
 
Number of pages: 14 
 
DOI: 10.17636/01023309 
 
Acknowledgments: The technical support of Mr Alan Yabsley is gratefully acknowledged. The History of Modern 
Biomedicine Research Group is funded by the Wellcome Trust, which is a registered charity (no. 210183). The 
current interview has been funded by the Wellcome Trust Strategic Award entitled “Makers of modern 
biomedicine: testimonies and legacy” (2012-2017; awarded to Professor Tilli Tansey). 
 

 
Citation: Wilkinson A, Derrett C (intvrs); Tansey E M (ed) (2017) Macfarlane, Alison: transcript of an audio interview 
(23-May-2016). History of Modern Biomedicine Interviews (Digital Collection), item e2017188. London: Queen 
Mary University of London. 
 

 
Note: Audio interviews are conducted following standard oral history methodology, and have received ethical 
approval (reference QMREC 0642). Related material has been deposited in the Wellcome Library. 
 
© The Trustee of the Wellcome Trust, London, 2017 
 
 



History of Modern Biomedicine Interviews (Digital Collection) - Macfarlane, A e2017188 | 2 

 
 

 

Macfarlane, Alison: transcript of an audio interview (23-May-2016)* 
 
 

Biography: Professor Alison Macfarlane Dip Stat CStat FFPH (b. 1942) studied 
mathematics at Oxford (1961-1964), and took a Postgraduate Diploma in Statistics at 
University College London (1964-1965). She worked as a statistician in agricultural 
research at Rothamsted Experimental Station (1965-1967); on transportation studies for 
Hertfordshire County Council (1967-1970); the Planning and Transport Research and 
Computation Company (1970); at the Centre for Urban Studies, University College 
London (1970-1971), and as a programmer at the National Environmental Research 
Council’s Experimental Cartography Unit (1971-1972). She joined the MRC Air 
Pollution Unit in 1972, and worked on, and developed, the daily mortality study initiated 
by Robert Waller and A E Martin. She left the Unit in 1975, and since then her work as 
an epidemiologist and statistician at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical 
Medicine (1975-1978), the National Perinatal Epidemiology Unit in Oxford (1978-
2001), and City University London, has focused on maternal and child health statistics 
and evaluation of perinatal care. She has been Professor of Perinatal Health at City 
University London since 2001, part-time since 2011. 

 

 
 
AW: Adam Wilkinson 
 
CD: Christopher Derrett 
 
AM: Alison Macfarlane 
 
--------- 
 
AW: Alison, can we start by going back to the mid-1940s and can you tell us a little bit about your 

childhood and family background, please? 
 
AM: Right, well I was born in Watford and the reason that I was born at all in 1942 was that my father was in a 

reserved occupation, which was directly relevant to this because he worked in what was then called fuel 
efficiency and his background was in chemistry and he went and did a PhD in Berkeley in California on a 
Commonwealth Fund Fellowship. And a chemist I met after he died said, ‘Oh, yes, I knew Angus 
Macfarlane.’  I hoped he would say ‘Brilliant chemist,’ but he said, ‘He knew where to find the bathtub gin.’  
This was during prohibition, and he came from a family in Weston Super Mare that was in the trade. So he 
would know where to find the bathtub gin. Anyway he came back and worked at the Fuel Research Station 
at Greenwich on this thing called the Fischer Tropsch process. It was going to turn coal into oil. And then 
he worked, I don’t remember which way round, certainly when the war broke out he was working for the 
London Midland Railway on fuel efficiency, in other words, how to make the coal go further, because that’s 
what they were more interested in. And then for Ministry of Fuel and Power and the London Midland 
Railway evacuated its premises out to a mansion called The Grove in Watford, which is now a very deluxe 
place, and that’s why, my parents moved out to Watford but then my father commuted back to Euston 
Square.  

 
 Anyway, so I don’t remember much of the war except I do remember apparently what’s now Watford Tech 

                                                           
* Interview conducted by Mr Adam Wilkinson and Dr Christopher Derrett, for the History of Modern Biomedicine 
Research Group, 23 May 2016, in the School of History, Queen Mary University of London. Transcribed by Mrs 
Debra Gee, and edited by Professor Tilli Tansey. 
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kept sailors across the road, and being a child I’d wave at the sailors. And I remember a whole lot of troops 
and tanks going past in 1944 and they were obviously going to the Normandy landings, but mostly I do 
remember my father swearing over the domestic grate, which he wasn’t nearly as competent about as he 
was advising other people how to burn things. [Laughter]. And my mother singing a song called, ‘You pull 
a damper in, you pull a damper out, the smoke goes up the chimney just the same.’ Look at my fuel efficiency 
expert. So there was that aspect of it. 

 
 When the war ended he went back to Ministry of Fuel and Power. Oh, that’s the other thing, I was very 

impressed because he used to occasionally ride in the engine to see how the stokers stoked [laughs]. 
 
AW: Did you ride in the engine yourself? 
 
AM: No, I was very jealous because I thought that was great. Yes, and he wrote a book called The Stokers Manual 

or Boiler Operator’s Handbook [laughs]. And I was impressed by that. But it was while he was in a train in 
Coventry station on the night it was bombed but fortunately my mother’s parents lived down the road so 
he just got out and walked down to stay with them. None of that’s directly relevant but anyway that’s the 
idea of burning coal efficiently,   of something I grew up with. Then he was a protégé of Harold Hartley, 
and I’ve a copy of the memorial lecture that Harold Hartley wrote. Somehow he ended up with a complete 
change of career going to Washington for five years to be scientific attaché at the British embassy, and at 
the British Commonwealth Scientific Office where they were exchanging scientific information ranging 
from nuclear secrets to how to make lots of different coloured ice creams. And one of the things that would 
happen is a delegation would come over and my parents would have parties to introduce them to the right 
people and we would put on our party dresses and pass round the peanuts and then retire to the kitchen 
and eat them [laughs]. And then we came back in 1954, so, it’s relevant to that that I had most of my primary 
school education in the States, which was very different from primary school education in England in the 
early 50s. And it was very much more project-orientated and you got to learn a musical instrument when 
you were 8. So that was all very nice.  

 
 And then we came back to England and the culture shock of Watford Girls’ Grammar School, where you 

couldn’t play in the junior orchestra until you were in the second year and it was all very regimented. He 
came back because his section at the Ministry of Fuel and Power was being turned into a quango called 
National Industrial Fuel Efficiency Service. And the thing is still there. It’s called NIFES Consulting now, 
and it’s a huge consultancy. They have on their website pictures of early vehicles that they went out in doing 
measurements. And I did try to find out if anyone had done anything about the history of the company.   
I’ve got pictures of the then very small staff coming to our house for staff parties. So I was familiar with 
those people at that point. And then Harold Hartley did some work for, was it NATO? I forget. Anyway it 
was a report on improving the effectiveness of Western science which involved us, involved him [my father], 
going to Paris quite a lot. And then there was of money lodged in the Channel islands and we went on a 
couple of very nice holidays on the strength of it but didn’t do him too much good because he had a heart 
attack and died at the age of 51. So that was in 1961, just before I went to university. So, and he always 
wanted me to be a scientist and was upset that I didn’t do chemistry [laughs].  

 
AW: Looking at your CV, when we look at your O levels, going into A level, I think it’s fair to say you 

had a gift for mathematics. And you obviously enjoyed it. 
 
AM: Yes, but actually the interesting thing was that my favourite subject was History and the teacher that taught 

us was very orientated towards social history and in those days you couldn’t combine arts and sciences A 
levels. And why couldn’t I do two maths and history A level, why couldn’t I do maths, history and music. 
Of course the school had conspired with my parents to want me to go to Oxford or Cambridge, preferably 
Oxford, because that’s where they’d been and so certain choices were made. These days with all the 
development of historical demography, two maths and history would have been a lovely combination but 
not in those days. So I did two maths and physics and I did maths because it was my best subject and also 
I looked at what they were doing for history for A level with a special subject of Louis XIV and I decided 
that probably wasn’t the history I wanted to do. And furthermore, when I, by the time my father died, I’d 



History of Modern Biomedicine Interviews (Digital Collection) - Macfarlane, A e2017188 | 4 

 
 

achieved their ambition and got into Oxford and in my year at St Hilda’s was Sheila Rowbottom who has 
written about how she didn’t enjoy the history she did at Oxford, but I’ve enjoyed the history she wrote, so 
that was probably a good choice.  

 
CD: Do you think it was your father rather than the school that influenced you getting interested in, and 

being good at, mathematics? 
 
AM: It’s difficult to tell. No, it wasn’t my father because my father wanted me to do chemistry but, even though 

a high achieving girls’ grammar school in the era of 11+, science teaching in the Sixth Form was a problem. 
Then one of the things of that era, but I think also now, is that co-ed schools have better science teachers 
but girls were less likely to want to do sciences in a co-ed school, whereas in a girls school in the Science 
Sixth we were a minority but we got through seven different maths teachers in A Level pure maths and two 
in A level applied maths. And the school sent us to Watford Tech to do A level physics because they weren’t 
very confident in the physics teacher. It was slightly embarrassing because she also ran the school girl guides 
and her idea of a guide camp was going to some nice part of the country and going on nice walks rather 
than sitting around saluting the flag [laughs]. So I knew her quite well and I knew she was very upset about 
this but anyway we went to the Tech to do A level physics together with two girls from the Girls Masonic 
School, which was run like a prison in those days and between getting off the bus and getting to the Tech 
they had to do shopping for half the school because they weren’t allowed out shopping [laughs].  

 
CD: And your mum was an Oxford graduate, you said? Was she a scientist? 
 
AM: Yes, she did French. And she taught French before the War and then she got married in 1938 when, in 1938 

women had to resign their jobs on marriage because that was thought to be one way of combatting 
unemployment. And then when they moved to Watford, once the war started, any women without children 
were required to work, so she went and did a First Aid course and had to pass an exam. And she hadn’t 
done an exam for a bit and got quite nervous on this First Aid course and once she’d passed the First Aid 
course the teachers of the boys’ Grammar School were being called up to go to the war and there was a job 
advertised teaching French, so she taught French at Watford Boys’ Grammar School. But she’d been to 
Germany, after university she’d been to Germany, went to Munich to learn German, so she also taught 
English to German refugees and her star pupil was Uwe Kitzinger, who I have quite recently met him at a 
memorial event for Sheila [Kitzinger]. And when we came back from the States he was the one who was 
known as the Professor of Harvard but then she became more known. Anyway he came as a German 
refugee and she taught him English, though he doesn’t remember it. I’m not surprised. And then another 
of her pupils who achieved fame was Terry Thomas (the actor) but he wasn’t very interested in French at 
all. And having women teachers in this very traditional boys’ grammar school, she was, as soon as she was 
pregnant, she was told she’d better resign before it became too visible because it might corrupt the boys. 

 
CD: That’s fantastic. 
 
AM: And she didn’t actually, she didn’t go back to work afterwards. She did do private tutoring. Now, when we 

were in the States, we were there for five years and as we were getting towards the end of primary school 
and beginning of secondary school, we, our parents and some friends of theirs, were worried about us 
getting behind, so we had classes on Saturday mornings, and my mother taught us the beginnings of French 
and our friends’ father taught us the beginnings of algebra. And our friends’ father’s name was Wilfred 
Mann, and he was a scientist who had been in Washington, come back to England, and then he went back 
to work in the physics lab at the National Bureau of Standards and had become an American citizen. And 
wasn’t I gobsmacked in the early 1980s, when Blunt was discovered to have been the fourth man in the 
Burgess and Maclean affair, and then I remember driving, when I was working at Oxford, I was driving to 
Oxford and then heard on the radio ‘There is a suspected fifth man in the Burgess and Maclean affair, Dr 
Wilfred Mann. We’re interviewing him in his laboratory.’ [Laughs]. So the whole, the whole thing about my 
sister two years younger than me and I, were fascinated by this whole thing. He wrote a book to clear his 
name, which made us more suspicious than ever.  

 



History of Modern Biomedicine Interviews (Digital Collection) - Macfarlane, A e2017188 | 5 

 
 

But one of the things I remember as a child, was that his wife Miriam, my friends’ mother, had this red 
handbag which had been given to her by Maria Pontecorvo. She always said, ‘My friend Maria Pontecorvo 
gave me this handbag,’ because they’d been together at Deep River, and people said, ‘You’d better be careful, 
someone might pin something on you one of these days.’ It was after the time that Pontecorvo had gone to 
Russia. And, of course, I remembered that when all this happened. So we avidly read all the books about 
that and there seems to be another rash of them and the thing that actually, this is completely irrelevant to 
this, the thing that comes out is  there were some like Burgess who was obviously a complete slob from 
beginning to end, and others were distinguished scientists like Pontecorvo. That was a real tragedy with him, 
and with Wilfred who had a very distinguished scientific career, whatever else he might or might not have 
done. The latest Burgess thing suggested that he might have done things. But that was an interesting 
background. But the office my father worked in there was a whole nuclear section and clearly there was 
exchange between Commonwealth countries particularly Canada and us, of atomic secrets. But Wilfred was 
no longer there, he was at National Bureau of Standards.  

 
 Anyway that was another thing. Having a primary school education which was very much, you did projects 

and you found out about X, which was obviously what they have done in primary schools in England since, 
until the National Curriculum has tightened them up again. But it didn’t then. In that era it happened in the 
States but it didn’t happen here and that was the approach to primary education, obviously the thing about 
being curious about things and finding out about them. Also my mother used to get interested in something 
and then she’d really get into it. So the idea of finding out about things I got from my mother who certainly 
wasn’t a scientist.  

 
AW: So the development of your interest in statistics, is that something you started at Oxford because 

you on the following year to do the postgrad diploma at UCL? 
 
AM: Well, the thing about getting interested in statistics, I did Maths. I found it narrow just doing maths, maths, 

maths and I wanted to apply maths to something else really. It’s also quite obvious the difference between 
people who are real mathematicians and those of us that, who could get a respectable degree and, in my 
case because the seconds weren’t divided in those days you could get a letter from your tutor saying, ‘Had 
they been divided you would have got a 2:1.’ So the 2:1 people were I think qualitatively different from the 
people who were really good mathematicians. There was one person in our year, I think she got the second 
first and she was somebody from a very working class background who just did brilliantly and she stayed in 
Oxford for the rest of her life. And so, I did think about doing statistics as my third year option but the guy 
giving the statistics lecture was so crass in his language. I remember him going on about spurious 
correlations and you could do a correlation about television ownership and the number of patients, in what 
he, most unacademically, called “loony bins”. And I thought, ‘I think if I want to learn statistics I’ll go 
somewhere and learn it properly. I’m going to do general relativity for my third year option,’ because I 
wasn’t good enough to do quantum mechanics, but I really enjoyed general relativity. It was just a beautiful 
theory, but it didn’t even adequately explain the way Mars goes around the sun, but it was fascinating.  

 
 And then I decided, ‘Right so I’ll go off somewhere else.’ My grandad was still living in the family home and 

my mother had also died after that so it was much more convenient to go back home, and so UCL was the 
obvious place to go because it had the most long-standing statistics courses, it had had the first professor 
of statistics, Karl Pearson. So I went to do a statistics diploma in the Department of Statistics, Eugenics and 
Biometry, it was called. And  the room we did statistics practicals in, on a Brunsviga hand wound calculators, 
had cupboards which we were told contained some of Charles Darwin and Galton’s original data, and there 
was a bust of Darwin, always with a red, chalky nose because on rag week the students from King’s always 
came to nick him [laughs]. There was continuing rivalry between, I don’t know if it still happens, between 
King’s, given that UCL was the first non-Oxford university institution and founded on secular grounds and 
King’s was founded second as a riposte, to be a Church of England establishment. So the rivalry with the 
“Godless Garrison in Gower Street” was reflected in student rags, and we were never involved. We were 
postgraduate students, mostly from overseas.  

 
 Well, there was one from Turkey who sadly I’ve lost contact with, although I went to visit her in Turkey 
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and someone else who was on day release from the Post Office. And then another statistician, who I have 
met since, and there weren’t many of us doing it, and of course as it was all done hand wound. Actually, an 
important thing that I left out, I did apply for jobs locally before, while I was deciding, as soon as I got into 
the statistics diploma, so this is going backwards. And one of the places that was local was Warren Spring 
Laboratory, Stevenage. And I think, there was a job there in the Air Pollution Division. And so I went for 
an interview there and I think I’d almost forgotten that it was the institution from Greenwich that had 
moved out to the Hertfordshire new town, I’ve gone blank. And of course when I went there, there were 
all people who remembered my father and some didn’t, and one who obviously didn’t like him said, ‘I’m 
surprised your father didn’t fix you up with a job.’ And I pointed out that my father was no longer in a 
position to fix me up with a job [laughs], He probably wouldn’t have done that anyway. That patronage was 
not… I was slightly embarrassed because everybody remembered him and was expecting obviously greater 
brilliance from me, but then I decided I’d rather actually do a statistics diploma and so that’s what I did, so 
I didn’t go to work at Warren Spring. 

 
AW: But you did end up in Hertfordshire County Council? 
 
AM: No, the first place I went to work was Rothamsted, which was down the road. And Rothamsted was light 

years ahead. It had one of the very first computers the Elliott 401, which was actually, they’d been in 
computing since 1954 and actually the Elliott 401 was leaving for the Science Museum just as I arrived, but 
I missed the party because I went to my Turkish friend’s wedding in London instead. Rothamsted had a 
whole lot of programmes for statistical analysis on its new Orion computer, which was ahead of its time but 
it was made by a company called Ferranti which also made the Atlas, which was a University of London 
computer. And they were ahead of their time but the company was taken over by what was ICT, which was 
the biggest company, and it became ICL and it decided to phase out the Ferranti computers and sell its 
model, the 1900s, which weren’t as sophisticated as the Ferranti computers which already had time-sharing. 
Rothamsted had a whole suite of statistical programmes and obviously it was very geared towards analysis 
of crop experiments, because that’s what Rothamsted did. They developed statistics, they had been analysing 
data before R A Fisher, but R A Fisher had gone there in the inter-war years and developed statistical 
techniques for crop analysis before he then left for Cambridge and Australia. 

 
 And so they had computerised. They were all freestanding programmes at the time and you had a whole 

electric calculator on your desk all to yourself, no more hand winding of the Brunsviga. And also thinking 
of the development of statistics, I was working on an analysis of animal experiments, animal feeding 
experiments. My immediate boss had had polio and survived but whenever he went to a medical 
appointment the medic would terminate the clinical bit with, ‘Ah, Mr Lessels, we see you’re a statistician. 
Would you just like to have a look at my data before you go.’ So that was really before the rise of medical 
statistics. But that expanded later on and quite a few people of my generation started in agricultural statistics 
and then moved on to medical statistics. But I didn’t get there straight away, it took me another step, I 
graduated from UCL in 1965 and I didn’t get to medical statistics until 1972. And part of the expansion was 
all the medical schools had to appoint a lecturer in statistics and teach medical students statistics, although 
some of them, I should go back, in some cases there were power struggles in the medical schools and people 
who weren’t statisticians, like Chris [Derrett] at the Royal Free was taught by the prospective Conservative 
candidate for South Northants [laughter]. 

 
CD: That’s right. 
 
AM: And at Bart’s they were taught by Norman Kember, Senior Lecturer in Medical Physics, because medical 

physics wanted to control the world. And his boss, Joseph Rothblatt certainly wanted to control the world 
and however much he wanted peace internationally there was no peace in Charterhouse Square. But Norman 
was so conscientious that he wrote a statistics textbook, so it varied. Anyway, so going back, I went and 
worked at Rothamsted and got lots of useful and interesting experience. I was interviewed by Frank Yates 
who had been Head of Department for ages and had worked with Fisher, and by Michael Healy who 
between me being interviewed and me arriving, had left to work in medical statistics. And he has said, when 
interviewed by a history doctoral student from Italy so this is only second hand, that he had had enough of 
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benefitting rich farmers and ‘You go and work in medicine.’ Anyway, Frank Yates automatically put women 
on a lower scale than men because we would soon get pregnant and leave and I decided that I wasn’t going 
to stay. It was a good place for experience, but I wasn’t going to stay all that long. So I then, again I was 
looking into working locally and then went to work at Herts County Council on traffic surveys. And there 
the computing facilities were abysmal. The County Council had a 10 KB computer [laughs] and whenever 
you went and asked them to mount the Fortran compiler, they would tell you they were running the monthly 
payroll and ‘You do want to get paid, don’t you?’ So that was all there was, much of a limit on what you 
could do but we did do traffic surveys all over Hertfordshire, and they were all based on the assumption 
that once people owned a car they would use it for every single journey. But it wasn’t built on the assumption 
that if you built new roads, it would generate extra traffic, so the models in no way anticipated what would 
be the impact of the M25, because people started doing journeys that they wouldn’t have done before as a 
result of which the M25 ended up in one big traffic jam. But anyway, they had very limited modelling 
facilities compared to what they can do in traffic research these days.  

 
 Anyway I stayed there for three years but I also got together with one other statistician employed by the 

Council and he was in what was then the Health and Welfare Department. And the two were separate at 
the time partly, and the health people tolerated it because the head of the social work side was, they respected 
him so much, Herbert Laming who we heard on Radio 4 this morning, expert advisor. But Vivian, the 
statistician there, was developing some of the earliest child health systems which could do a lot more than 
the current child health system in Tower Hamlets [laughs]. So I got some flavour of the Health and Welfare 
things that County Council was doing and that was a time of change because health side was still in the 
County Council and the two were split with the social work changes with the Seebohm reforms, and then 
obviously this is before 1974 when the health service was re-disorganised for the first major time. Anyway 
I stayed there for three years and then I was persuaded to go and work for this consultancy, Planning and 
Transport Research and Computation Company, but then the guy that ran it was a charlatan, he wasn’t 
actually getting any work in. So I started job hunting. 

 
AW: Was that the Experimental Cartography Unit? 
 
AM: No, no, that was before. It may not even be there on my CV. Planning and Transport Computation 

Company, 4 months.  I was there for 4 months and then the next bit was the Centre of Urban Studies at 
University College London because that was more on social statistics and I thought that would be 
interesting. And the woman that ran it, Ruth Glass, she and her husband had written interesting stuff. 
However, working for Ruth Glass was not a pleasure, and people didn’t last very long and I didn’t, four 
months. She sacked me and then the ASTMS official who came and took it up with her said, ‘Well, in more 
civilised times she would have been burnt as a witch.’ And I discovered afterwards, in social sciences, being 
sacked by Ruth Glass was actually a positive thing to put on your CV. When I was at the School of Hygiene 
I met someone who had just been sacked by Ruth Glass and they were saying, ‘Never mind, it will look 
good on your CV.’ So that didn’t last long. So then I went job hunting again and one job offer was teaching 
statistics and I never found confidence in teaching. In fact when I finished my maths degree, going back, 
you went to the university careers office and were offered career advice by a guy in a hairy tweed jacket who 
blew pipe smoke all over you, and had two things on offer: one was teaching maths, in which case you went 
to see somebody downstairs; the other was working on a missile called Blue Streak [laughter]. And I said I 
wasn’t very interested in Blue Streak and he said, ‘Have you been on any of the Aldermaston marches?’ And 
I said, ‘Yes.’ He said, ‘I don’t like you people, you don’t wash,’ and blew smoke over me. So I knew that 
was no use, and Blue Streak was cancelled the following year, so it’s a good thing I didn’t go to work on 
that. 

 
 So I was offered a job teaching statistics at Middlesex Poly and I flunked that and went to work at the 

Cartography Unit at the Royal College of Art as a programmer and that was interesting because it was all 
very new and at the very early stages of computerised maps. It was interesting seeing what they were doing 
and I stayed there over a year but I really decided that I wanted to get back to statistics. So I applied for the 
job at the Air Pollution Unit and went for an interview with Pat Lawther. ‘Of course I knew your father.’ I 
thought, ‘Not what I want to hear!’ [Laughs]. Is this patronage again? And I went to work there and I 
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remember, even then I had to go and ask to use data from the National Survey of Air Pollution at a big air 
pollution conference and all these people came and said, ‘Of course I knew your father.’ And that was, that 
must have been at least over 10 years after he’d died, so I felt a lot was expected of me and I wasn’t sure I 
was going to achieve that [laughs]. So again that was an interesting environment, which we, and nice 
colleagues like Chris and Phil Lord and that was, at that stage, we were using university computers so that 
the day  had the rhythm that you went into University of London Computer Centre [ULCC], which has just 
been demolished. I went to a thing at the Institute of Child Health and I noticed that ULCC had just been 
demolished. And you went in and you got what had come out of the computer, the overnight run, and you 
corrected your punched cards and resubmitted them.  

 
AW: Was this to plot the graphs? 
 
AM: Well, it was two things: it was just generally to process data and then plot the graphs that was an offline 

facility so your programme wrote a ‘mag’ tape, which was then fed into the machine that plotted the graphs 
and then you got the microfilm to come out. So you then looked at the microfilm in the microfilm viewer 
and discovered the big line going across the middle of the graph or whatever. And then if it appeared to 
have worked you then took it back to the unit and showed it to Brian Biles, who was our electron 
microscopist but taught photography evening classes in his spare time, who would tell you, ‘You’ve got at 
least three copies of the Bible on that slide, you need to simplify it.’ [Laughs]. You’d then look at your 
programmes and punch some new cards and take them back to the computer at the end of the day and 
resubmit the job, and hope that the simplified graph would come the next morning. And sometimes if 
several of you had gone back to the Computer Centre, you’d adjourn to The Lamb in Conduit Street, which 
is remarkably unchanged, a lovely pub with lovely Young’s bitter, it was better in those days because it was 
still being brewed in Wandsworth, for a drink of beer and a moan about Pat Lawther [laughs].  

 
CD: Can we take you back to those days, Alison. I notice that from your publications, quite a number 

of publications you were single author on and I wondered whether you were taken on to run a 
separate part of the research to Robert Waller, who was an epidemiologist, or whether you actually 
worked with Robert? 

 
AM: Well, I think there’s two things. I think he was told to hand over the daily mortality studies to me to take it 

on but equally I had loads of consultation with him and I worked with him on other things. So mostly, 
there’s a couple of publications with him, from the daily mortality stuff, but I think otherwise he was 
concentrating on other things. And I think he was concentrating work on the new pollution, oxides of 
nitrogen and ozone. Because certainly what we wrote about the summer heat deaths was referring to the 
very new measures that had been made of ozone but we didn’t have enough detail to actually correlate it. 
So I think the thing with the daily mortality studies he really handed over to me because it had been hand 
plotted and the fact that you could go to the university computer and the microfilm plotter had just come 
in, so that was fortuitous technological change, so that you could, compared to what you can now do and 
plot in no time, you could at least compared to hand drawings seven years of daily observations, which you 
wouldn’t do, but  the fact that microfilm plotter would plot you seven years of daily observations you could 
see things that were not visible, and more subtle effects that weren’t visible, if you were hand drawing them. 
And it was very obvious that the big pollution episodes had gone away by then. 

 
 I remember on the 10th anniversary of the great London fog of 1952 there were major fogs, and there was 

a  belief in this 10 yearly cycle, there was huge activity in the unit and measuring  x, y, and z and everybody 
rushing around, but what we didn’t have was the fog fortunately. But the other thing was that there hadn’t 
been a lot of looking at temperature and so probably what I did was went and looked at the summers 
because from the time, the other thing, the data for the daily mortality studies was especially produced for 
the unit and it was winters only up to before 1965. And I’d have to look back at the paperwork, I presume 
it came from the General Register Office but it might have come from the London County Council. And 
so we only had winters and so the focus was on the winters. But from 1965 the data came, when the GLC 
was founded it had set up a Research and Intelligence unit, which had much greater analytical capacity, not 
just for air pollution but for all  sorts of things. Eric Thompson was the head of it and did a whole lot more 
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demographic stuff, just a whole lot more analysis. And the Air Pollution Unit then got daily printouts of 
data, that went all year, so that meant that from 1965 onwards we had the summer data as well. And I think 
there hadn’t been a lot of looking at the summer data, but they had been computerised.  

 
 The other thing was that the analysis focused on the same broad categories that had been used before 

because there was only so much space on a punched card and you couldn’t enter all of it. The unit got more 
detailed data and the listings of the more detailed data, which I was worried had perished in the National 
Perinatal Epidemiology Unit’s barns, is safely there currently in my living room and shortly going in the 
Wellcome Library. And it’s got Robert’s writing of what all the causes of deaths were, so there’s much 
broader, detailed causes of death, which probably you could get ONS [Office for National Statistics] to run 
off for you these days and it may be that St. George’s and the School of Hygiene have done this, but there 
it is annotated by Robert. I’m very pleased to have found those. But we didn’t look into, or do, more detailed 
analysis.  

 
CD: Can I just take you back to when you started there, were you briefed by Robert and Pat Lawther 

about what they wanted you to do? How much freedom did you have? 
 
AM: I’m trying to remember how much briefing I had. I think that Pat thought I was going to be as brilliant as 

my father and had high expectations. Pat was always disparaging about Robert. It was very obvious that 
Robert was an absolute mine of information and I think everybody else recognised that. So obviously, I 
don’t remember any formal induction process, but I do remember learning a lot from Robert. I don’t know 
if that’s your experience. So the fact that Robert was an epidemiologist. There hadn’t been a statistician 
before me. I think mine was a new post. But the other thing was, it was, the other thing I only stayed three 
years, I had a three year contract and I’m fairly sure that Robert handed over the daily mortality to me but 
certainly I was still working with him. So in fact the articles we wrote about summer heat deaths and ozone 
were a joint effort. And the reason I kept onto it was that I hadn’t written it all up by the time I left and 
then when I went to School of Hygiene I registered it for a PhD, which I never did, because in those days 
to have published quite a bit, in those days they didn’t have PhDs by publication. I looked into it and in the 
end I gave up on that. And also the methods that are now used for analysing daily mortality studies hadn’t 
yet been invented and I wasn’t strong enough methodologically to invent them. They have come later and 
they build on other statistical approaches which came after that. So I suppose if I, anyway I didn’t invent 
them and they weren’t there as standard and they weren’t written in statistical procedures.  

 
 So I think there was, ‘How do we analyse this?’ and there were discussions about the fact that, two things, 

the fact that you needed to take, I think the thing Pat briefed me very much on the sequential thing that if 
you have a population of elderly people and it’s been a really cold winter, and then you have a summer heat 
episode, are they more vulnerable? So that the successive impacts on, whereas the focus before had been 
mainly on air pollution but also on obviously the impact of flu epidemics. And  that’s one of the things that 
in the controversies, the more recent controversies about the 1953 fog, when  the deaths in the second half 
of the winter after the 1953 fog there was a whole increase in flu deaths. And if you looked at the Registrar 
General’s weekly return you would see these flu deaths and doctors didn’t tend to certify flu as the cause of 
death until the RGCGP’s Surveillance Unit announced there was a flu epidemic and then people started 
putting it on death certificates. And certainly what was written in the fog report, it was written that there 
was a flu epidemic and that was the cause of the increase. There was awareness of that, whereas there was 
a woman, Devra Davis, her co-author was Michelle Bell, who was accusing, saying that there was a cover-
up, that peak was also pollution deaths, was wrong on that and she hadn’t looked at the weekly returns or 
on what. She was also accusing the guy that set up the daily mortality studies, A E Martin from the Ministry 
of Health, she was accusing him of doing a cover up where he’d actually set up the daily mortality study. 

 
CD: That must explain a bit why the name of the Air Pollution Unit I think was changed or morphed 

to something with environment? 
 
AM: Right, yes, because there were two things happening with the Air Pollution Unit because  it was known 

when Chris and I were there, the whole thing, the MRC would set up a unit around a distinguished scientist, 
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which was Pat Lawther, and the unit would continue during their working life, and it usually got closed 
when they retired. And two things: there was the belief certainly at the time I arrived, that the failure of the, 
there weren’t the big episodes of smoke and sulphur dioxide, therefore had pollution gone away? And the 
unit already knew that there was ozone and oxides of nitrogen but other people seemed to be unaware of 
it. So the name changed to Environmental Hazards and then it was, at its end it was Toxicology or 
something, wasn’t it? 

 
CD: I think so. 
 
AM: Yes, so it was partly Pat’s impending retirement but partly the belief that air pollution had gone away and 

therefore you had to give it a broader name of Environmental Hazards. And then there was also a 
Toxicology Unit at Carshalton and I think, I wasn’t there, it was obvious to me on a fixed term contract 
that the Unit wasn’t going to go on. The belief that pollution had gone away and Pat was coming up to 
retirement, that it wasn’t going to have a long-term future. A statistician friend who worked there after me 
nearer the end said not much work was going on at the time. There was one person there who had been 
productive in his early years but wasn’t terribly active, our good friend ‘Boots’ Ellison, John Ellison known 
as ‘Boots’ because that’s what he always wore. He was past his peak, wasn’t he? [Laughs]. And certainly with 
the belief that pollution had gone away there was a lack of direction. And the fact that the daily mortality 
study, we already knew about flu and that was worth pursuing and that was why certainly the one thing that 
Pat did ask me to write, a paper that he called, ‘You can’t kill Granny twice,’ was looking at successive 
episodes. I looked quite a lot at heat deaths and I also contacted people researching heat deaths. And there 
was research going on at St Pancras Hospital where they had a poorly insulated old people’s ward and it 
wasn’t very nice for them when it was hot and they did have a few health problems when it was hot weather. 
So yes, I think there was the, I took it in a different direction and Robert was a real expert on pollution and 
he was busy doing, he was busy  advising the EU and doing a load of things, and advising Department of 
Health which was obviously why they transferred him there when the unit closed. He probably was treated 
with a bit more respect when he was there and the fact that they made sure they got copies of all his papers, 
whereas I think most, I think once the unit closed I think Nick Ward probably archived most of the unit’s 
stuff into a skip probably, because there was all that stuff in the basement.  

 
 When the Unit closed right then they appointed a substantive Professor of Epidemiology, because Medical 

Schools needed Professors of Epidemiology in those days, medical physics was a bit on the wane and they 
needed Professors of Epidemiology and full time statisticians, employed by the Medical School rather than 
the MRC. And I remember going to, by that time I was in Oxford and I was invited back to go to Nick 
Wald’s inaugural lecture and I remember when I was in, I remember I’d already arrived in Oxford and I 
remember at one point Nick Wald telling an incredulous audience of obstetricians and midwives at John 
Radcliffe that every women’s menstrual cycle is exactly 28 days, and then another time when he was in Iain 
Chalmer’s office and I forget the name that he said, I’d gone back to get on with what I was doing, he’d said 
to Iain, ‘I can tell Alison doesn’t like me.’ Well, nobody liked him and  when he arrived at Bart’s and gave 
his inaugural lecture Pat Lawther went but he said, ‘Well, I’m only wearing a sports jacket because I wasn’t, 
…’ He felt he’d been slighted and in fact Nick Wald said, ‘There have been Professors of Epidemiology at 
Bart’s before me, Percival Potts.’ He didn’t mention Pat Lawther, who was in the room, which was, an 
archetypal snub. So that was both the moving on that the medical college had to do and then the whole, 
then the merger with the Royal London and the epidemiology department moving down there. No, because 
the London appointed Eva Alberman of course.  

 
Anyway, so I’m wondering off course but so then in the late 1970s, after I’d left the unit, there was the 
report which I found the reference for, a committee chaired by Walter Holland which decided it wasn’t 
worth doing any more air pollution research because it had all gone away. So as I say, I took the daily 
mortality study with me and I think this is where Robert virtually handed it over to me at that stage, to finish 
writing it up while in my next job, which is what people on short term contracts do. And I had lots of those 
in the 1970s. You either leave them behind for the principal investigator to write up or you take them with 
you and that one I took with me. I think Robert had have said it had gone more, I’d gone more into weather.  
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CD: And you got into perinatal epidemiology. Can you say a bit about how that happened? 
 
AM: Well, I moved to School of Hygiene partly because the daily mortality study used the death registration data. 

So I also got into the secondary reports, now called the secondary analysis of routine registration data. So I 
was looking perhaps and I’d gone down to the General Register Office, as it still was, to talk about, no it 
probably wasn’t by then. I certainly had contact with them about the daily mortality study and talked to the 
people in medical statistics there. And the job was advertised. The idea was it was meant to be the beginning 
of a research unit based at School of Hygiene jointly with, it would have been OPCS, the Office of 
Population Censuses and Surveys, and it was a joint appointment. And so they wanted a statistician who 
had been analysing civil registration data so that’s, why I went as a statistician who had been analysing civil 
registration data, but by the time I’d given my notice from the Air Pollution Unit and got to School of 
Hygiene, John R Colley who was going to set up this unit at School of Hygiene, had been offered a 
professorship at Bristol. And we decided that I would stay at the School of Hygiene rather than moving to 
Bristol but clearly he wasn’t going to expand his empire at the School of Hygiene. But anyway I got into 
working with the OPCS which was in St Catherine’s House at the bottom of Kingsway, which had been the 
Met Office during the war when they had taken measurements on the Met Office roof. Anyway it was at 
the bottom of Kingsway so it was easy walking distance of London School of Hygiene. 

 
 And it was also agreed that I would finish writing up the daily mortality study, so I’d written, well the one 

about the 1976 heat wave, I was obviously continuing to work with Robert because one of the papers about 
the heat waves was based in 1976 and I left in 1975 and I remember spending 1976 summer at London 
School of Hygiene in a boiling hot environment and very noisy because people on the floor below were 
being punished for having caused an outbreak of, which communicable disease was meant to have been 
eradicated, but they had some left in - smallpox, yes - but they still had some in their fridges. So they were 
punished by having their whole floor redecorated and made beautiful and we sat on the floor above listening 
to all the noise. Anyway, so I was obviously still very much in touch with Robert, and also the other thing 
that is evident from the correspondence, which I’ve got in the Wellcome, is that various people from the 
States were wanting to reanalyse the London fog data because there was a move to go back from nuclear to 
coal-fired power stations in the States. Now, given that in the States it was different coal, it was anthracite, 
it was from surface mining, you wondered about the relevance of it, but anyway there was various people 
that wanted to reanalyse it and I would duly get permission from the OPCS and write the tapes and send 
them off to the States. And there’s correspondence about that.  

 
And in one case I got a trip to the States in 1980. And Herbert Schimmel came over to England to see the 
Office of Population Censuses and Surveys. And I remember taking him in and introducing him to Abe 
Adelstein, amazing man who was head of medical statistics in the OPCS. I particularly remember because I 
was getting, going out to get a sandwich and I offered to get them one, and I don’t remember the American’s 
name, but he was also Jewish, and ‘What sandwich do you want?’ and they both said, ‘We want ham 
sandwiches!’ [Laughter]. Abe was one of a generation of left wing South African Jews, Jewish 
epidemiologists, who left South Africa at much the same time, though some left later. A memorial I went 
to last week was for Aubrey Sheiham who was a public health dental epidemiologist, also later involved in 
Radical Statistics, who left later, but he was definitely in the same vein. 

 
CD: At that time were you involved in the Radical Statistics. 
 
AM: When I was at the School of Hygiene we started up the Radical Statistics Group just before I left the Air 

Pollution Unit in 1974, and there was a meeting in late 1974, it was started by people who had been together 
in LSE in the heady days of 1968, and of course because I hadn’t been there, I had been counting cars at 
Hertfordshire County Council. But anyway most of them had been there and they, six years on, and into 
jobs, they started this up. And so we started in 1974, having got everybody together nobody quite new what 
to do so decided to have a subject-based subgroups. And so we had a health subgroup and we met but we 
really weren’t quite sure what to do until Barbara Castle published her priorities document, which was the 
first programme budget for the NHS. And this was about spending less on acute services and more on what 
were called the priority groups: mental health, community services, older people,  what you might call the 
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Cinderella services, but they called them the priority. An admirable idea of shifting the financial priorities 
but when you actually, the first time they actually drew up a programme budget of how NHS money was 
spent and when you looked at the data they weren’t going to spend any more on the so-called priority 
groups. It was a time of NHS cuts. And it was, looked very much like it was a pretext for cutting hospitals, 
as they lived too much off the fat of the land, without actually spending any more on the alleged priority 
groups. 

 
 And one of the things they were going to cut spending on was maternity because they said the birth rate 

was going down because the baby boom was over. In fact the projections showed the birth rate was going 
to go up again, which it did a bit. Anyway so we had a look at this and we gathered that other people had 
been having a look at various aspects of it and one of them was a guy called Tom Heller, who worked for 
something called the William Temple Foundation, which the head of was David Jenkins, who, yes he was 
already Bishop of Durham. Anyway but he was always interested in healthcare and Tom had written a 
critique of quite a lot of this. And then there was Iain Chalmers said, ‘Well, I don’t mind cutting acute 
services if they haven’t been evaluated and haven’t been shown to be effective and a lot of it hasn’t.’ And 
so he wrote a bit of it and several other, Martin Bland, who immediately picked on the fact that they plotted 
all these graphs on logarithmic scales, which were fine if you were plotting them for people who understood 
them, but if you were plotting them for people who didn’t understand them like nurses who weren’t even 
taught statistics by anybody let alone professors of medical statistics or medical physics, then they were 
misleading because they were showing, giving overemphasis to more recent years and medical interventions 
where a lot of it had been changes and improvements in public health in the 19th century, which reduced 
mortality.  

  
 Anyway then another person who got involved was Andy Haines, later Dean of the LSHTM (London 

School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine), who was a GP, an academic GP at the time, and worked at the 
time at Northwick Park and then a colleague of his got involved and she lived a squat in West Hampstead 
with a group of anarchist printers. And we were into demystifying statistics and they were into demystifying 
printing and so they showed us how to put it together as a pamphlet, which we called ‘Whose priorities?’ 
And , typesetting had gone to computerised machines that spewed out type which you couldn’t word process 
them, you had to use a scalpel and cow gum to put them together and we, they showed us how to assemble 
these things and in this anarchist squat. And it duly got printed. We didn’t print enough first time around 
because the anarchists left the statisticians to count the number of sheets of paper and we got it wrong 
[laughs]. Anyway we published this and it got in the news and got reviewed and anyway so that’s how I met 
Iain Chalmers, who then told me that the people were talking to him about setting up this research unit on 
perinatal epidemiology. The initial thing was to either do another birth survey, like had been done in 1970, 
or alternatively not do it but collect data in different ways.  

  
 So he said might I be interested and by that time I was, this is 1976, I was only one year into my three year 

contract at London School of Hygiene, but two things: one obviously the fact that the grant holder had 
moved to Bristol and was clearly not going to develop the thing any further made me think that the job 
wasn’t going to last. Then other people, anyway then other people in the Radical Statistics Group felt we 
should also write a letter to the BMJ about our publication. And so six of us signed it and it got published 
in the BMJ and I got told off by my boss [Donald Reid], and was told I would never get another job. He 
died not long after, and then a letter came from Department of Health saying that definitely my contract 
would not be renewed after the end of this because they were very upset about it. They were rather proud 
of their programme budget and they were very upset by the fact that we took it apart. And Abe Adelstein 
who was supportive and said, ‘The Department of Health aren’t pleased with you at all about that.’ So I 
knew that contract was not going to be renewed and so anyway had a protracted period where this unit 
might happen etc. And I’d got through jobs rather quickly at that time. I did have three years in the Air 
Pollution Unit and I did end up with the three years at the School of Hygiene I was appointed for, but oh 
well, it’s another one of these short term contracts. Oh well, I’ll go with this guy and just see how it goes.  

 
It got quite close to the wire, should I apply for other jobs and he was talking to eminent medics, probably 
upsetting one or two of them because he’s always been good at upsetting his fellow medics.  
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CD: Who was Iain Chalmers’ co-signatory? 
 
AM: Oh yes, of the six people who signed the letter, whose careers were going to be blighted. Well, certainly one 

of them, David Jones, said he felt his career had been blighted by it. But the three statisticians all ended up 
as professors, that’s Martin Bland, David Jones and me. And as for the three medics, there was Iain Chalmers 
who ended up with a knighthood, Andy Haines who ended up Dean of the School of Hygiene and a 
knighthood, and Sheila Adam, who ended up as Deputy Chief Medical Officer, which she hated, but she 
was Deputy Chief Medical Officer [laughs]. And our celebrity doctors founded the Medical Campaign 
Against Nuclear Weapons, which was, on Radical Statistics we were all for collective authorship so when 
they played the celebrity card in a good cause we didn’t quite approve of that. But anyway so this didn’t 
really blight our careers but it certainly got me into hot water at the time. So I think I was looking for other 
jobs to apply for and I was doing new work analysing childhood and infant deaths and also publishing the 
daily mortality stuff. And the daily births I co-authored from the OPCS, the two biggies, were single author 
because I think Robert, because they were about temperature rather than air pollution so I think that’s 
probably, Robert had cast off. But of course having looked at deaths by day of the week I started looking 
at births by the day of the week. Well, actually the other thing, because in the Air Pollution Unit we had 
pollution by day of the week and a code where the week started on Tuesday because you felt less gunge 
emitted at weekends than in the week so therefore Tuesday was the start date.  

 
 Once I got to the Air Pollution Unit and there I had files of individual data and the other thing that, the 

other important thing with the data was, this had already happened when I was in the Air Pollution Unit, 
that yeah, the daily deaths must have been specially tabulated for the study because when they started 
computerising death records they, probably again this is a shortage of space on punched cards, and you put 
the month and year of death and birth routinely, and so that the GLC must have added the day specially on 
what they got. But from April 1st 1969 there obviously must have been new computer programmes or new 
methods of data entry, they started to code the day of death routinely. So I think, I think when I was in the 
Air Pollution Unit I had already started ordering up new tabulations, yes, I started ordering up new 
tabulations which covered the whole country and particular regions. And obviously once I was at School of 
Hygiene, one of the things I got, did when I was still at the School of Hygiene was deaths by day of the 
week and particularly heart disease deaths, there was a peak on Mondays. So how did you interpret that? 
And was it that people had died and were discovered by the services on Monday when perhaps they had 
died on the weekend?  

 
 And there has since been a whole lot of other people who have done these analyses and found this Monday 

peak and there has been a whole Cochrane review of it. But I think mine was one of the earliest and I 
remember a friend saying, ‘What are you wasting your time on that for?’ Then I started looking at births by 
day of the week and perinatal mortality by day of the week and so that, I published that, in 1977-1978 and 
of course by that time induction had come along and there had been, or the beginning of, the concentration 
of births onto weekdays and there was higher reported perinatal mortality rate at the weekend but you had, 
you didn’t just rush off and say, ‘We must bash the junior doctors,’ because we don’t know about, as 
epidemiologists we don’t know about selections and who they’re inducing on a Friday to stop them having 
babies on the weekend. More data are needed but certainly the births by day of the week got a lot of publicity 
and comments from astrologers [laughs]. But that’s something where, the daily mortality studies fed into 
that, and we are currently doing a third analysis of births and deaths by day of the week, greatly impeded by 
the idiots at the Health and Social Care Information Centre, 15 months behind at a cost of £90,000 to the 
tax payer because we’re nearly all part time working on it. So that’s something that’s still going now. 

 
 But that obviously, but the results will come out too late for the current idiocies from Jeremy Hunt.  
 
AW: I think that will be quite a good point to break for the time being. Thank you so much Alison. 
 

[END OF TRANSCRIPT] 
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