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Pinder, Andrew: transcript of a video interview (10-Nov-2016)* 
 
 

Biography: Dr Andrew Pinder MA PhD CEng MIET CPhys MInstP FRSA (b. 1953) 
graduated in physics from the University of Oxford in 1974. After a short period in 
industry, he joined the scientific staff of the Engineering Department at the NIMR in 
1978, where he worked on projects ranging from eardrum vibration measurement to 
high-speed cell sorting and laser spectroscopy, obtaining a PhD (in collaboration with 
University College London) in 1983. He moved to the BBSRC Institute of Food 
Research in Norwich in 1985 as Senior Research Leader of the laser and imaging group 
in the Biophysics Department. Increasingly drawn towards communicating science to 
the general public, he received awards for this work from the Royal Society, the British 
Association, and the British Council. In 1999, with the opportunity to produce a series 
on cell biology for BBC2 (Cell City), he finally left research and started his own 
production company. He has since made programmes for all four major UK 
broadcasters, together with Teachers’ TV and many Government and corporate clients. 
In 2000 he received an RS/BA Millennium Fellowship. 

 

 
 
[1]. BECOMING A SCIENTIST: AN INSPIRATIONAL TEACHER   

 
As a child I was always taking things apart and my father used to say that, if I was given a birthday present 
or a Christmas present, he knew it was a good one if I immediately got the screwdrivers out and took it 
apart. Usually I managed to get it back together again but not always. So there was that predisposition 
towards science right from the word go, despite the fact that nobody in my immediate family was a scientist, 
so I’m not quite sure where that came from. And then I went to Bromley Grammar School and came under 
the influence of a man called Gerald Pulham, who had just joined as head of physics at about the same time 
as I joined the school. And he was just a very inspirational character. I’m sure that other people will have 
said this that you know occasionally one meets someone, a teacher, and that is the catalyst, and for me that 
was Gerald Pulham. And it was physics. I think by then I probably sort of knew I was scientifically inclined 
but physics was a thing that came out as opposed to chemistry or biology. And it was also probably a good 
time, we’re talking the mid-1960s, I mean there were lunar landings and all sorts of other things, so it was 
the right time to be in physics. 
 
So by the time it came to choosing a university you know it was physics, I knew that, there wasn’t any 
contest really. And I was lucky enough to get into Oxford where I studied at University College, and I 
suppose I wasn’t really sure exactly what I wanted to do but research was quite attractive. And again I was 
lucky enough to be able to stay on and do research at the Clarendon Lab.  
 
I mean one of the things we used to do at school, I can’t really emphasize just how different it was in those 
days from what it is today. Physics practicals were a great, great thing and Gerald Pulham was very insistent 
that we do them properly and we took great pleasure in doing them, and not always necessarily doing what 
was on the sheet, but you know inventing other things.  
 
I mean in principle we did physics practicals once a week. When the bell went at ten to four that was just a 
minor disturbance and we’d carry on until either we got tired or the cleaners threw us out. And if it didn’t 
work out that day there was the opportunity of coming in when the other class was doing it the following 

                                                           
* Interview conducted by Professor Tilli Tansey, for the History of Modern Biomedicine Research Group, 10 
November 2016, in the School of History, Queen Mary University of London. Transcribed by Mrs Debra Gee, 
and edited by Professor Tilli Tansey. 



History of Modern Biomedicine Interviews (Digital Collection) - Pinder, A e2017221 | 3 

 
 

day, so it would be by no means unusual to almost spend as many hours in school after hours as during 
hours. And I remember the first time I did this, or the first time I was particularly late, I don’t think I got 
home until seven o’clock or something, my parents were by then going up the wall and wanted to know 
what on earth had happened to their son. But that was just the way it was and it was a perfectly natural thing 
to do. And we’re also in the era when school was as much about all the other things as it was about 
curriculum, so there were lots of other activities going on and in my case and my school, the dramatic society 
was a particularly strong element. I should say that a few years ahead of me was a guy called Michael Johnson, 
who you will know as Michael York, the actor. So that, you know, there was a very strong dramatic society 
and I got involved in that doing the technical things, do the lighting, sound effects and all that sort of thing. 
 

[2]. LEARNING RUSSIAN 
 
When I was at school we had the choice in the third year of taking an extra subject at O level, and I think 
the choice was something like biology, German, Russian and it might have been Spanish, or something like 
that. And as so by then I’d decided I was going down the science route, my immediate inclination was to 
do biology. I wasn’t particularly interested in biology at that time but I was doing chemistry, physics and 
maths so it seemed logical to do biology as well. But the head actually said, ‘No.’ He said, ‘If you want to be 
a physicist I think you should do Russian,’ which came as a bit of a shock. He was himself a scientist so he 
wasn’t sort of biased in his argument but essentially he was saying that German had been the second 
technical language up until now, but all sorts of things were happening, there was the space race going on 
and the Soviet Union was really very powerful. And he felt that Russian was going to be the next great 
technical language. He said, ‘I think that if you do that, I think that could be really useful to you.’ And so I 
was persuaded to do Russian, which of course is a very different language from any other. It has a certain 
curiosity value and in a funny sort of way it’s come in, I can’t pretend I’ve ever been given you know a 
detailed scientific paper to read in Russian or anything like that, but it helped me a number of ways. It helped 
me funnily enough get into Oxford because at the interview my tutor, who himself was a Russian speaker, 
I didn’t know that at the time, was very interested to talk to me about what I’d done in Russian. And 
occasionally people come to me and say, ‘Look, I’ve got this thing in Russian and I’ve no idea what it means. 
Do you know?’ And I say, ‘Well, yes, as a matter of fact I do.’ So it has been helpful in that way. Of course 
events have moved on, probably nowadays if I was in that situation my headmaster would be advising me 
to do Chinese. 
 

[3].  CHANGING DIRECTION: STARTING A PHD; SOUND ENGINEER WITH DECCA 
 
After my first degree I stayed on at Oxford and was lucky enough to have the opportunity to stay on to 
study for a DPhil in atomic physics, actually looking at interatomic collisions. But as time went on, it became 
clear to me that wasn’t really what I wanted to do. I enjoyed the research, I think I enjoyed the toys, I 
enjoyed you know the actual doing of the research but to me personally the goal was too far removed from 
reality. I’m not in any way denigrating what was being done and why it was being done, it was just that I 
didn’t see the relevance of it and had a sort of hard time in justifying it. I think also I was probably suffering 
a bit from what nowadays is called imposter syndrome, namely that I felt that maybe it was all a bit above 
me. Whether that was justified or not, I don’t know. And I was unhappy I suppose in that I was following 
a well-trodden path so it was, I was doing research which frankly wasn’t really very different from the guy 
before me. And so I just didn’t feel that it was for me. And I thought, ‘Well, okay, I’ve made a mistake, what 
do I do now?’ I didn’t see any point in trying to do something similar somewhere else because I thought I’d 
just come back to the same point, so I thought well the best thing to do is to look at what I’m interested in, 
what I’m good at, you know, where my hobbies lie even, and see if I can find a route down that road. And 
I was lucky enough, because I was interested in electronics and I’d been involved in sound recording and 
all sorts of things, and classical music, I was really, really lucky in finding a job with the Decca record 
company, as it was it was in those days. 
 
Okay, when I was working for Decca, Decca was primarily a classical label and most, if not all of the 
recordings, were done on location. So an orchestra or whatever, would not come into our studios, we would 
go to them. And that was actually in some ways part of the Decca USP. Even if that meant going to the 
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other side of the world, we would do that with our kit. A location that we used quite a lot was the Kingsway 
Hall in London, which was very well known as an excellent recording studio. It had very, very good acoustics 
and these were regarded as you know some of the best in the world. The Kingsway Hall was in fact an old 
Methodist chapel, but it was a very dirty, tacky place, in very, very poor condition. So paint peeling off the 
walls and things like that. But nevertheless, and perhaps possibly because of the layers of grime, it had these 
excellent acoustics. Now I do remember being on a recording session with George Solti conducting, I think 
it was the London Symphony Orchestra in the Planet Suite by Holst. And those of you who know the Planet 
Suite will know that Mars in particular, the bringer of war, is a very loud piece and just as the orchestra 
reached its crescendo there was an almighty crash as bits of the ceiling started falling off and descending on 
them, which meant the whole thing suddenly collapsed into a fit of hilarity.  
 
And I was with Decca for two years and had all sorts of interesting experiences, which you know in many 
ways is what people would call an ideal job; it was the job everyone wanted to do. But what I think I was 
coming to realise was it wasn’t intellectually challenging. I’d mastered the job, I could do it, there was nothing 
new, there was no new thing to do. And so again I thought, ‘Well, where do we go from here?’ I really didn’t 
know at that point, I really didn’t know. So I did all the usual things, I was looking through advertisements 
and talking to people and one day in the back of the Physics Bulletin journal of the Institute of Physics, I saw 
an advertisement. It said, ‘National Institute for Medical Research wanted someone with experience in optics 
and acoustics.’ I thought, ‘Well, I’ve got the optics from Oxford,’ because that was heavily involved in the 
research that I was doing, and acoustics, Decca, microphones, loudspeakers, I know all about that sort of 
thing, that’s a pretty unusual combination, ‘This job is for me.’  
 

[4]. CHANGING DIRECTION: FROM DECCA TO MEDICAL RESEARCH 
 
When I was at Mill Hill I loved the atmosphere there. It was a very free and easy place. I don’t mean that in 
the sense that one could take the mick. I mean that in the sense that, if it was relevant, if it was appropriate, 
one could do it. And this usually came about through chance conversations in other departments, which 
would take one off in a completely different direction, and that was actually encouraged. I then moved to 
Norwich and it was a very much a culture shock. In Mill Hill we were sort of a bit like a university; in 
Norwich it was scientific civil service and everybody had their rank, they were a scientific officer or higher 
officer or SSO or whatever. And there was this structured hierarchy. And it was structured in the other way 
as well in terms of there were different divisions and research groups within that and everybody did their 
own thing. Or did their particular thing. Projects were given project numbers and what you did had to be 
accountable to a certain number and if you came up with something that didn’t fit within it, tough, you 
couldn’t do it. Or you had to, it was very difficult to argue to do it. It was a very, very different culture. The 
other thing, and I can’t blame Norwich for this, but things were changing in the sense that computers, which 
had been very much a sort of developmental thing, a home-grown thing, one did it oneself, suddenly you 
know everybody had a PC and suddenly packages were becoming available that did almost anything you 
wanted. Equipment was becoming available, you didn’t make your own equipment. I came very much from 
that, I was taught that in Oxford you got into the workshop, you get the lathe out and if you can’t buy it, 
you make it. A similar sort of thing at Mill Hill but during my time at Norwich that was changing. Suddenly 
you could buy almost anything you wanted. If you couldn’t buy it, you couldn’t make it either. And it was 
those sorts of factors which I think ultimately led to my, to an unhappiness in Norwich.  
 
Another difference between Mill Hill and Norwich was at Mill Hill one simply had to write a brief report to 
the director once a year about what you’d been doing. At Mill Hill, sorry in Norwich, we had this very civil 
service procedure of what was called an annual career appraisal, which everybody hated and frankly never 
really served any useful purpose. Yes, I do remember on one occasion having gone through this career 
appraisal thing, my boss put on the bottom of the form ‘contempt for bureaucracy’ and I think he meant 
that in a particular way but I took it as a badge of honour and have been ever so proud of it and continue 
to wear that badge. 
 
At Mill Hill we didn’t just work hard, we played hard as well, I think. Quite apart from the academic research 
going on there was a lot of interaction with lots of people sharing common interests. In my case I was very 
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keen on yachting and at that time I wanted to get my yachtmaster qualification. Now for that one of the 
requirements is one needs to clock up so many days, I think its 50 days, at sea and 2,500 miles. And I had a 
relationship with a yacht charter company down on the Solent who during the winter months was very 
happy to lend me some of their biggest and most expensive yachts for £50 in the back pocket. So basically 
I was going around encouraging as many of my colleagues as possible to come along and incidentally fund 
my yachtmaster by joining me on these winter weekends. And I actually took probably about half a dozen 
people at a time to sea, many of whom for the first time, and some of whom I’m proud to say, are now 
yachtsmen in their own right. You know, I started them on their way. We had a few adventures: we actually 
lost an engine once and had to call out a life boat. That wasn’t my fault; that was just the way things happen. 
We rescued someone else. So we had a good time. 

 
[5].  MIDDLE EAR DYNAMICS; DEVELOPING NEW TECHNIQUES & NEW APPROACHES 

 
In purely scientific terms I think the sort of work that I’m probably most proud of was the work that I did 
at Mill Hill on middle ear dynamics, and the reason for that was, for want of a better word, a whole research 
project. So there was a lot of sort of fundamental biophysics about how the middle ear works; there was 
theoretical physics, if you like, the working out the equations and grinding through the basic principles of 
that; and there was instrumental work, which was to do with making an instrument to measure this thing 
that will be useful in a clinical environment. And there was clinical research as well, the actual applying it to 
the real world and real people. And I think by the time we’d finished we’d got the definitive answer. I don’t 
think anybody’s ever going to do anything better than that simply because we tied in all the possible angles. 
But in more general terms, I suppose the thing that I’m most proud of is that I’ve been able to do lots of 
different things. I think there are those that have one goal and one target, and you know there’s one thing 
that drives them, but that’s never been the way with me. 
 
I loved working in Mill Hill, I loved the contribution I made there to hearing research, but also the 
contribution to other fields as well, both big in terms of giving my time on sort of an hourly, sorry, both 
small in terms of giving my time on an hourly basis; and big in terms of things have led on to other research 
projects. Again in Norwich developing new techniques, new areas, using different problems, and then a 
complete switch, moving into film making and the public understanding of science. And there being very 
privileged in actually being able to, if not stand on giants’ shoulders, at least to look over their shoulder and 
see different things going on in different areas. And in some cases maybe in some small way contributing 
to them.  

 
[6]. SCIENCE COMMUNICATION: CELL CITY  

 
Okay, in terms of sort of public communications projects I think Cell City, which was my first, probably the 
first biggest one that I did, was again something I’m quite proud of. This came out of an idea between 
myself and Keith Roberts, from the John Innes Centre across the road. The original concept was really sort 
of Norwich’s answer to the Royal Institution’s Christmas Lectures. So to give a presentation to school 
children about cell biology but told in the context of a modern city. So just as a city has a city wall so a cell 
has a cell wall, power stations and that would be mitochondria, communications networks, the nucleus is a 
sort of town hall and library combined, so there are all these, I mean it’s a very good and actually very robust 
analogy and the more we went into it the more comparisons we found. It started off as a lecture, it sort of 
grew, technology was becoming available that enabled us to produce really first rate broadcast quality video 
from a PC. We weren’t yet at the stage of YouTube so still pretty unusual and we were able to do some 
pretty ground-breaking things. 
 
So as I said, what started off as a fairly straight-forward sort of lecture exploded and we had all these different 
elements in it and it did literally explode because at the end we actually had some pyrotechnics. We felt that 
you know one couldn’t finish a lecture without a bit of pyrotechnics. It started off in Norwich and then we 
got invited to basically do the tour of most of the science festivals like Edinburgh and Wrexham and the 
British Association one and then eventually we were invited out to Australia. And then after that, that led 
onto Cell City, the BBC TV series. 
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[7].  SCIENCE COMMUNICATION: THE LAPEDO CHILD 

 
Another programme I was involved in, in fact the first television programme that I was involved in, was a 
programme that we called The Lapedo Child. And this was about the discovery of a 35,000 year old body of 
a young girl in Portugal in the Lapedo Valley, hence the name, which appeared to show both Neanderthal 
and early modern human characteristics. I should say at the time, and we’re talking just before the turn of 
the millennium, the idea that early moderns and Neanderthals had interbred was totally, total heresy; it just 
didn’t happen. They were two separate strands, and indeed the term Neanderthal is actually, or was certainly, 
used in a derogatory way as being a sort of thuggish person who didn’t have the intelligence that we have. 
And we were lucky enough, we were given total access to the team in Portugal. Okay, we weren’t there as 
the body was discovered obviously but we were there whilst they were carrying out their research; it wasn’t 
a fait accompli by any means. So we were actually able to follow them through the various stages of research. 
We were there when the skeleton, such as it was, was reconstructed and CAT scanned. We then went to the 
States where there was a group who were collaborating with the Portuguese to see how they were doing 
analysis of bone structures. We went to a couple of groups in London, one was looking at the structures in 
the skull that were indicative of what the middle ear would have been, obviously there was no middle ear 
left, but one could derive from what was left of the skull. And this was apparently an indicator of whether 
it was Neanderthal or early modern. And another group was looking at teeth, and we also went to Croatia 
because there were discoveries in a cave which appeared to show that Neanderthals actually had an industry. 
They were actually much cleverer and they were cultivating land and all those sorts of things, which until 
then hadn’t been associated with them. 
 
Oh, and finally we went to Switzerland where the CAT scan data had been sent over and they had a 
computer programme which was being used to reconstruct the face from the skull. So we in fact broke on 
our programme the first, what appeared to be the first appearance of a hybrid child. Interestingly since that 
programme was made and there was a lot of controversy, and we also interviewed people who said, ‘This is 
absolute nonsense.’ Since that programme was made things have moved on a long way and it now taken for 
granted, not only that early moderns interbred with Neanderthals but also we interbred with at least three 
other species as well, and all that’s come about through genetic research which at the time wasn’t possible.  

  
[8]. CHANGES IN TECHNOLOGY & EQUIPMENT 

 
Okay what has changed most I suppose is the availability of technology and kit. So things that one had to 
make or you know write from scratch, computer programmes from scratch, computers, we were building 
our own computers. Optical instruments, we couldn’t buy them, we had to make them. All that’s gone now. 
Almost anything you want you can buy. Almost any software package you want you can get. It’s much more 
a question of putting things together than of actually designing things from scratch. And, of course, 
everything’s got smaller so in my lab we used to pride ourselves on the amount of electricity we burnt; I 
think it was 45 kW just to run a 5 Watt argon ion laser. One had a certain feeling of power having to get the 
building rewired and replumbed just to run one’s laser, but of course all that’s gone now and you can get 
these laser diodes and things which you run off a battery and think no more about it. So everything’s become 
much smaller, much cheaper, much easier to work with, and much faster. 

 
[9].  THE BRAIN: FAMILY ANGUISH & NEW QUESTIONS 

 
I’m going to talk about something which isn’t in any way related to what I’ve done and this is all to do with 
what happened to my youngest son, who at the age of four was diagnosed with a brain tumour, 
medulloblastoma. And mercifully he’s alive, he’s well, he’s cured and that’s all down to the guys at 
Addenbrooke’s Hospital and the colleagues in Norwich who did a fantastic job. But the cure is almost as 
bad as the disease. You know I saw that little boy first he went through a very traumatic ten-hour operation; 
he then underwent radiotherapy and he then went through 18 months of chemotherapy. And you know it 
was very much the case that if the disease doesn’t get you, the cure will. And it does an enormous amount 
of damage and although he’s now totally cured from an oncology point of view, it has left its traces. Now 
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as I say, full marks to the team at Addenbrooke’s, I have enormous respect for them, and they did you 
know, they did absolutely the best they could. But I’m sure that in 30, 40, 50 years’ time people will look 
back on this era and think, ‘By gosh, is that how we had to treat cancer? It’s almost medieval. It’s real 
butchery.’ And I look forward to the time when there will be much better ways of treating it. As a father 
obviously it was the most traumatic thing that’s ever happened to me but as a scientist I was very curious. 
Okay, oncology is not my field, I’ve never worked in it, I know very little about it. But I sort of understood 
what they were doing. I didn’t know the fine details of the biochemistry but I understood the rate equations 
and the fact that one was trying to knock out one sort of cell in favour of another.  
 
But the question I kept asking, and bless his soul, James Nicholson, the lead consultant at Addenbrooke’s, 
I kept saying to him, ‘Why? How does it happen? What is it?’ And he gave me a list of reasons and I said, 
‘So you don’t know?’ And he said, ‘Yes, basically we don’t know.’ He said, ‘We don’t even know if he was 
born with it and it suddenly grew or whether you know at the age of four it suddenly started. We don’t even 
know that.’ And that’s the sort of answer, that’s the sort of problem I would like to see addressed. And in 
another way, it actually relates to a bit of research that I did because we were working on rapid detection of 
bacteria and it would be awfully nice if one could take a sample, put it in a machine and bingo there’s the 
answer. Well poor old Ted had a Hickman line which is a line straight into his artery, just above the heart, 
to deliver the chemotherapy. And this damn thing kept getting infected and the number of times we had to 
rush him into hospital and they’d take swabs and they’d go away and culture them and eventually would 
come back and it was usually a Streptococcus something, and then they’d know which drug to give him. How 
much better it would have been if we could have said straight away, ‘Put in a meter, press a button, 
Streptococcus, right, give him the drug straight away.’ So those are the sort of improvements I’d like to see. 
 
And the other thing it relates to is actually a film, when I was filming Cell City, we filmed an interview with 
Martin Raff at University College and he said, ‘If I had my time again, I would want to research the brain.’ 
He said, ‘It is the last great unknown frontier.’ And all those things have sort of come together.  
 

[END OF TRANSCRIPT] 
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