
Books that change the world are rare. But one is undoubtedly 
On the Origin of Species by Charles Darwin. It has been on my shelf 
for decades, and, I’m ashamed to say, I have never read it. Until now.

Imagine looking out at the natural world and, in the midst 
of all the abundance and bewildering complexity, spotting the 
unifying principle that created it all. That’s what Darwin did. Just 
as humans, by selecting individual creatures to breed, can artificially 
change species, Darwin showed that nature, by selecting creatures 
that survive to reproduce in the struggle for resources, achieves 
something similar. Darwin did not know what created the variety 
of forms – the raw material of natural selection – nor the mechan-
ism of inheritance. That involved deoxyribonucleic acid, or DNA.

James Watson tells the story of the discovery of the structure 
of DNA and its key role as a store of genetic information in The 
Double Helix. Unlike Darwin’s tome, it has not lain on my shelf 
unread for decades. That is because it is a rip-roaring read. Watson, 
a brash, cocky young American, hits it o� at Cambridge with 
ex-physicist Francis Crick and, like a Batman and Robin of biology, 
they dash about the country, bi�-bo�ng the competition for six.

The other players in the drama did not see it the same way, 
particularly Rosalind Franklin, who, had she not died at 37, might 
have shared Watson and Crick’s Nobel Prize. Watson is appallingly 
bad to her but, in an epilogue so poignant it brought tears to my 
eyes, pays tribute to her and apologises for not realising the di�culty 
she faced as a woman in a male scientific world.

Another larger-than-life character was Richard Feynman. Not 
only did he work on the atomic bomb and share the Nobel Prize 
for the theory quantum electrodynamics, he played in a Rio samba 
band, wrote papers in a Pasadena topless bar and played the bongos. 
It was his bongo-playing partner, Ralph Leighton, who recorded 
Feynman’s colourful anecdotes in ‘Surely You’re Joking, Mr Feynman!’

With his inimitable Brooklyn cab-driver delivery, Feynman tells 
how he watched the Trinity atomic bomb test without dark glasses; 
how he broke into the filing cabinets at Los Alamos, which contained 
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the most valuable secrets in the world; and how calculations – done for 
fun – of a wobbling plate in Cornell’s cafeteria led to a description 
of a spinning electron which became a key part of his Nobel work.

I was incredibly lucky to be taught by Feynman at Caltech. 
He even wrote to my mother, telling her that love not physics is 
the most important thing. It is a story which, to my amazement, 
science writer Simon Singh recounted at his wedding. I mention 
this to provide a link to Singh’s book and to be up-front about my 
connection. Even if I were not Singh’s friend, however, I would 
still say that Fermat’s Last Theorem is a wonderful read.

The 17th-century French mathematician Pierre de Fermat 
claimed there are no positive integers x, y, z for which xn + yn = zn for 
n>2. He had a wonderful proof, he wrote, but no room to squeeze 
it in his margin! For 350 years, mathematicians sought the answer. 
Then Andrew Wiles announced he had found one, only to discover – 
horror of horrors – he had erred. It took a nightmare year to fix 
his proof.

Having begun with a great theory – evolution by natural selec-
tion – it seems fitting to finish with another – relativity. Whereas 
Darwin waited decades to write On the Origin of Species, Albert 
Einstein wrote a popular account within years of publishing the 
general theory of relativity in 1915.

Relativity  is extraordinary for its brevity, directness and lack of 
mathematical clutter. It lacks, however, many of the helpful space–
time analogies concocted by later writers. Feynman’s supervisor, 
John Wheeler, for instance, famously summarised general relativity 
as: ‘Matter tells space time can curve. And curved space tells matter 
how to move.’ Nevertheless, Relativity, like On the Origin of Species, 
is remarkable for being an account of one of the greatest ideas in 
the history of human thought – in the words of its creator.
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