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AFL: So we’re here today, it’s the 14th of November 2018, and we’re at EMBL 
Heidelberg in Germany, and this interview’s part of the oral histories programme of 
the EMBL Archive. So my name is Anne-Flore Laloë and I’m the Archivist here at 
the European Molecular Biology Laboratory. Now please would you introduce 
yourself?  

TH: I’m Tim Hunt. And where do I belong to? I don’t belong to anything. I’m totally 
retired! <Laughs> Currently I reside in Onna-son in Okinawa, where my wife is, I 
think she’s called a Provost of OIST, Okinawa Institute of Science and Technology, 
but before that I also have an affiliation with the Francis Crick Institute in London 
but I’m never there because I used to work for Cancer Research UK, and before 
that I was a member of the biochemistry department in Cambridge where I got my 
PhD and grew up. I feel that my home is Cambridge really in many ways. 

AFL: So we’re here today mostly to talk about EMBL and EMBO and molecular biology 
in Europe, so could you just describe your path, how you first encountered 
molecular biology, what your story is. 

TH: Well I think I actually have a false memory of that <laughs> which I will recount to 
you because I think it’s quite funny. So my recollection is that my friend Bridget 
Hogan, who was a fellow graduate student and also a fellow student, we were 
arranged alphabetically and it went Hunt, Hogan, Kay, in invertebrate zoology.  

AFL: This was in Cambridge? 

TH: This was in Cambridge, and I would have said that it must have been in our first 
year, we had these terribly boring histology practicals and my recollection is of 
Bridget coming in waving a copy of Nature, saying ‘Tim, Tim, they’ve discovered 
messenger RNA’, but I don’t think it’s possible <laughs> because when I looked up 
the date of that Nature article, it doesn’t correspond – it was 1961 all right, but I 
don’t believe that … anyway. But it is true that we had lectures from Sydney 
Brenner and Fred Sanger and Max Perutz. 
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AFL: As an undergraduate? 

TH: As an undergraduate, and Sydney Brenner used to hold meetings in his rooms in 
Kings, at which he and his post-docs would explain what they were doing, and we 
sat at their feet as undergraduates and asked questions, and this was a very clever 
recruiting tool on the part of Sydney Brenner, and it worked. A friend of mine 
indeed became his graduate student, and so on and so forth. So we were mixed 
up, and Francis Crick used to come to the seminars and ask pertinent questions. I 
remember one wonderful one in which he said, ‘Well Dr So-and-So, what you’ve 
told us is very interesting but it seems to me that your stories are very unlikely to be 
correct because it disobeys the second law of thermodynamics.’ <Laughs> Poor 
guy! And of course he was right and everybody could see he was right, but none of 
us had spotted it because we didn’t have that grasp. So Francis Crick was really 
our hero, our boyhood hero. And as a graduate student I remember going to the 
meeting, a seminar in the LMB where he first enunciated what we now have as a 
form of the genetic code. So we were right there. And I remember also going and 
visiting Günter Blobel, and him explaining his signal hypothesis, and I went back to 
Cambridge and discovered that Nick Proudfoot and … César Milstein or something 
like that, had discovered that the precursor of the immunoglobulin light chain was 
longer and I said, ‘Ah, well you know what that is, don’t you?’ <Laughs> And they 
hadn’t … I don’t think they’d spotted it. So I … it was good fun. And nothing was 
known about anything. I remember walking down the beach by Cold Spring 
Harbour and asking a distinguished molecular biologist, ‘How do things get in and 
out of the nucleus?’ And he looked at me as though that was a completely 
ridiculous, stupid question, but of course it’s a very pertinent question.  

 So I was very lucky to be trained as a biochemist at exactly the right time and in 
the right place. 

AFL: Completely in the middle of it.  

TH: Absolutely in the thick of it, yes, very much so. And it was very interesting as a 
postdoc, I worked at the Albert Einstein College of <5:00> Medicine in New York, 
which was a great place to be actually. When it was set up it had people like David 
Baltimore and Jim Darnell were there in the very earliest days and there were still 
some very good people there, and they were very open and people liked to 
collaborate, didn’t matter what floor you were on, what department you were on. 
And it was fantastic. But whereas in Cambridge we’d been taught, we had this 
rather … I would say priggish attitude that you never did an experiment unless it 
was going to give the definitive answer to a hypothesis. There, there were people 
who were just investigating things because they were there. Somebody, a Chilean 
scientist was looking at, I forget, an enzyme that added ACE to RNA or something 
like that. And why are you doing this? ‘Well, ‘cause I want to find out…’ And the 
result was that Cambridge was very behindhand in DNA biochemistry because 
they didn’t think it was important, and so they completely missed out on the cloning 
business and made absolutely zero contribution. In fact they were somewhat 
hostile to it. I mean Arthur Kornberg was a figure of fun! <Laughs> Unadmired. 
Jolly interesting. And the LMB people, I had, in 1974 the lab, our lab in Cambridge 
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burned down and we found ourselves right opposite the LMB and Max Perutz was 
very kind and said we could use his stores and have lunch in his tea room. So I got 
to know a lot of … I hung out mostly with John Gurdon and his group, but Max 
Perutz would come and sit down and have a chat at lunchtime or Francis Crick 
would hold court on the nucleosome and stuff like that! It was really terrific. But 
they were a bit precious and arrogant.  

AFL: This sounds like a great advertisement for blue sky research, for fundamental 
research. 

TH: Well that was the tradition in which I grew up, although I had one wonderful 
moment – Amersham International, as they were then, made all the isotopes we 
used, and in those days we used tons of isotopes, in particular the one we used, 
P32ATP and S35 Methionine, and I don’t know if you know how you make S35 
Methionine but it’s rather straightforward. You take some sodium chloride crystals 
and you put them in a beam of neutrons, near a reactor, and it turns into sodium 
sulphate 35, so that … once you’ve got all that stuff, it costs you nothing. Then you 
feed that to some bacteria, they turn it into S35 cysteine and methionine and then 
you hydrolyse the proteins and get back the amino acids and put them down a 
column and you get the S35 Methionine. And they were selling something like £30 
million a year of this stuff, but they were losing sales to New England Nuclear, their 
American competitor, and the reason why they were doing that was because New 
England Nuclear was selling it with an mRNA assay kit which was based on our 
design. So Amersham came to us and said, ‘Can you help us make this kit?’ So we 
said, ‘Sure’. And it was good, we set up a slush fund and we could have journals 
and things and stuff like that, it was great. And it was very interesting collaborating 
with these people because they were wonderful chemists, they could put a 
radioactive atom anywhere in a molecule with the right correlative and all that stuff. 
But they had no idea about biology! We had to give them an acrylamide gel 
apparatus and explain how to work it! <Laughs> And how to make rabbits anaemic 
and all this stuff. And it was very interesting because to begin with I realised that in 
order to make a commercial kit you had to worry about absolutely everything: how 
big should the tubes be, should you include water in the kit? At first we said “oh 
come on, don’t be ridiculous!” And then we discovered that actually the geneticists 
had a lousy water purification system and if you used their water nothing would 
work! So you did have to include water in the kit. But once you’d done that, it 
wasn’t very interesting anymore. You didn’t find out anything new. You just found 
out how to do it. That was good and I really admired the people – it was also 
interesting dealing with commercial people rather than with scientists, and their 
interests were quite different but they were very straightforward and upright and I 
really liked … the guy who was in charge of them was terrific actually, wonderful 
man, called Mike Brady.  

AFL: Different perspectives. 

TH: Different perspectives yeah. But any attempt to exploit anything else that we ever 
did came to nothing! And I was on the Advisory Board of some company and they 
never took our advice and sooner or later they went belly up, because they’d been 
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pursuing an artefact <10:00> all along, which if they’d followed our advice, I think 
they would have found out a lot earlier, but there you go … Sorry! 

AFL: So when did you first hear about EMBL or EMBO probably?  

TH: I don’t know. It’s lost in the mists of time. It was too long ago. But I certainly 
remember coming to meetings at EMBL before there was anything here to have a 
meeting at. I remember one meeting was held in the nearby nuclear physics place. 

AFL: So the Max Planck Institute next-door. 

TH: They did have a thing. And I wouldn’t like to say what date that was, probably late 
seventies, something like that.  

AFL: We started having buildings here in ’78, so it would have probably been ’74, ’76. 

TH: Yeah, I think they were sort of on the way.  

AFL: What was the context of that meeting? 

TH: It was an EMBO symposium of some sort. I can’t remember exactly what. The 
nucleosomes were big at the time, and the spacing of nucleosomes was, people 
came to blows over whether it was 10.4 or 10.38. It was really angels on the head 
of a pin rather I thought! But there were some interesting questions. It was good. 

 And I can’t remember when I was made a whatever you are – is it a member of 
EMBO? 

AFL: EMBO Member I think. 

TH: That might have been ’79 or something like that. So before then I hadn’t really … I 
never knew John Kendrew for example. He was one of that gang that I never, ever 
had any contact with. The others, as I say I knew quite well one way or another. 

AFL: So who did you cross paths with at … 

TH: Well everybody really. I collaborated with a graduate student of Aaron Klug’s and 
Francis and … Max were just around. They were rather intimidating figures but 
always very kind, I must say. I never suffered. Sydney I was very frightened of 
‘cause he could be very cruel and cutting. But … and Cezar was very nice. They 
were all … and Fred was very kind as well. You occasionally would meet him and 
he really struck you as the gardener or the handyman or something! <Laughs>  
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AFL: Fantastic! 

TH: He really was extremely modest and low key.  

AFL: So since those early interactions with EMBL Heidelberg, you’ve kept on coming 
throughout the years?  

TH: Yeah, I suppose it must have been meetings, and then I got to know, somehow, I 
can’t quite remember how, I got to know John Tooze quite well. We became 
friends. And … why was that? Oh, through EMBO I suppose. I mean I was on the 
EMBO fund committee as it was then called. This was the fellowship committee, 
and again the dates are all lost in the mists of time. They must be ascertainable 
hopefully from some archive! <Laughs> 

AFL: Absolutely.  

TH: And so I got quite involved with EMBO and one came here regularly for meetings 
and I got to very strongly appreciate the spirit of the place and also admire John 
Tooze’s method of modus operandi, which I think impressed a lot of people. I mean 
he was the glue that held a lot of this together actually. 

AFL: And I think at that point, EMBO was much smaller than it is today? 

TH: Well it didn’t have a building for example. It was just an office somewhere in EMBL 
so that took you to EMBL, and I suppose at some point, when Eric Karsenti came 
here from San Francisco, we had a little bit of collaboration with him, but not very 
deep or serious. I think there might have been one joint paper or something like 
that. So I would come and visit Eric’s lab and I’d get to know his people a little bit. 
And then probably mostly through EMBO I got to know Kai Simons and our paths 
would repeatedly cross. Who else? Graham Warren had been a fellow graduate 
student in Cambridge, so when he came here he was somebody I knew. And in 
those days it was rather the way, which I thought was wonderful, you <15:00> 
could just walk in off the street and wander into people’s labs and that was very 
good. I approve of that. I don’t like this thing where you have to show a card and go 
through strict security checks. It’s very antithetical to my idea of how science is 
done. 

AFL: But did you ever get to know Lennart Philipson?  

TH: No, not really. I mean I knew who he was and he probably knew who I was, but I 
never had any serious dealings with him. <Pause> It looked to me as if he was a 
bit of a bully, and I didn’t … he was the one who was responsible for getting rid of 
their only Nobel Prize winners! <Laughs> So that doesn’t endear him to me really. 
But I didn’t really know very much about his regime and what he was actually like, 
whether he was … if you stood back from it, whether he was a good thing or a bad 
thing or an indifferent thing.  
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AFL: History will tell. 

TH: History will tell. Anyway, he steadied – he brought the ship through … that was 
fine.  

AFL: I think it’s interesting, from the EMBL perspective, where the institution is 44 years 
old or so, but we’ve only had four Directors General.  

TH: Yes. 

AFL: So we don’t yet know what’s a pattern for a Director General.  

TH: They come in totally, as usual, in many different shapes and sizes as there are 
human beings. And I vividly, for some reason I was here for a dinner when Fotis 
first arrived and I was sitting next to my friend Tooze, and he was very 
uncomplimentary about Fotis! Because he was so … slick and smooth as a 
politician, and … I think I strongly revised my opinion much later on, when Fotis, I 
was very doubtful when Fotis became the first whatever it was called, Chairman or 
President of the ERC, but he did a fantastic job there and really did it right, 
because he could deal with all these politicians very, very cleverly and well. And I 
guess that he did that here too. But again I don’t really know. I think he was a kind 
man and very much with his heart in the right place actually.  

AFL: Very dedicated certainly, and I think also dedicated to Europe.  

TH: Exactly, even though he came from, he’d been in Harvard for many years.  

AFL: You described earlier the spirit of EMBO/EMBL, and that’s something that a lot of 
people describe, or say that EMBL has a particular spirit. How would you describe 
it in your own words. 

TH: I think there’s a kind of openness here which I experienced last night actually. We 
were just sitting at a table, I was sitting at a table all by myself and then various 
friends came in and we all sat together and we were swapping stories, and that’s a 
very EMBO/EMBL/ISG kind of experience actually, and I think the strongly pro-
European stance is very good. And what I learned very much from EMBO, 
especially on the EMBO fellowship committee, was how similar everybody’s views 
were. That is to say it didn’t matter what nationality they came from; our 
appreciation of the science, when you looked at how people were scored, 
everybody gave them … if they were a straightforward case … the only cases that 
caused difficulty was when there were some questions about eligibility. I can’t 
remember what a typical funny eligibility case might be, but something terribly old 
but had good reason … you know, and some people thought that was fine and 
other people thought well, that’s way beyond the rules … so you’d always know 
‘cause the scores, instead of being 7, 7, 8, 7, 7, 7, average 7.5, they would 
suddenly be 4 … 9 … <Laughs> A lot of tactical voting going on. 
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 And so you discovered from that whether you came from Norway or France or 
Greece or wherever it might be, that we were all singing from the same hymn sheet 
really, and I think that’s very … and I think the importance of EMBL is that it has 
spread that spirit abroad, and a lot of labs that work to rather more confining 
regimes, Herr Directors and whatever, have adopted those kind of norms of how 
you judge <20:00> people and science and so forth. And my friends in Cambridge, 
I was very surprised and I think that went for later on EMBO, to the MRC 
delegates, were really not very … they couldn’t see the point of EMBL at all. They 
thought it was a complete waste of money and the money would have … the 
MRC’s contribution would be far better spent on British science. So this is the 
Brexit business writ small. Quite interesting. Quite interesting. 

AFL: And yet of course the person who is spearheading the lab was a Brit. 

TH: Yes, and there were plenty of Brits, but that didn’t really count. ‘What have they 
ever done compared to our brilliant …’ But it is a slightly different way of doing 
science, and I mean the other funny thing was that Kendrew’s initial idea was that it 
would be a place where you could have CERN-like facilities that you couldn’t 
possibly have anywhere else, and that never really … took off. 

AFL: I think what, the stuff that took off from that perspective was the services, was the 
idea that there are facilities, but smaller-scale facilities. 

TH: Yeah, I mean it turned out that biology on the whole did not need giant things. 
Although what was sort of interesting was that they were the first to set up, when 
DNA sequences started accumulating, there was the DNA library – I forget what it 
was called. 

AFL: The Data Library. 

TH: The Data Library, but it was very funny, these were the librarians, the kind of 
librarians that really don’t want you to borrow books, right, because it messes up 
the order on the shelf! <Laughter> 

 And so they were very good at writing algorithms to do this and that, they were 
extremely bad about making them open to actual users, and the Americans were 
infinitely better at making their services easy to use and universally available, and I 
think that attitude is much better now than it used to be, but it’s no longer within … 
it moved to Hinxton.  

AFL: So the Data Library had about 14 years of being on the site here in Heidelberg 
before it moved. 

TH: They were awful! They were really terrible! I mean I don’t mince my words. I 
remember once writing a letter to Jim Watson to say could he do something about 
it! <Laughs> ‘cause he’s the kind of person who could actually. I mean at least in 
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my experience. And nobody used them because they were so … maybe the 
professionals did, but the ordinary people like me, just couldn’t. Either you couldn’t 
get access, or if you did it was incomplete or the tools that they provided meant 
that you couldn’t do what you wanted to do. Whereas if you went to the National 
Library of Medicine in Bethesda, it was night and day, there was no comparison. 
That was my view at the time at any rate. But I’m a luddite when it comes … I 
mean I like computers and all that kind of stuff, but I’m not very good at it, so it has 
to be very easy for me to … 

AFL: And I think in the past years they’ve certainly invested a lot in making the data 
much more accessible through the EBI website, which is fantastic. 

TH: Exactly, yeah. 

AFL: Did you ever serve on committees at EMBL or anything? 

TH: No. I was a member of EMBO Council and then became the Chairman at an 
extraordinarily difficult time. 

AFL: Which period was that? 

TH: Well I can’t remember what years it was, but it was probably about 2006 to 2010, 
something like that. [23:51 beginning of confidential section] 

 

… 

 

TH: [30:26 end of confidential section] I was Chairman, I got on very well with 
Hermann. It turned out we saw absolutely eye to eye about molecular biology. That 
was great fun, and the one … we did something, EMBO, in the constitution of 
EMBO it says there shall be an annual symposium, and that was interesting 
because it had lapsed, for various reasons. I’m not quite sure why it wasn’t that 
popular, or people couldn’t be bothered or it was too much work or whatever, and 
both Hermann and I thought that it was … there should be. So we organised one, it 
was in Amsterdam, and it was very good. At least we liked it! <Chuckles> The 
Astronomer Royal came and gave a talk about stardust and stuff. And I think it’s 
gone on to this day, but then there was the question of should we collaborate with 
the IUBMB, and it turned out that Hermann didn’t much care for, and I didn’t much 
care for, the IUBMB. 

AFL: And who are the IUBMB? 
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TH: International Union of Biochemists and Molecular Biologists, and they were a gang 
of old farts who went around … having meetings in exotic places. We didn’t … so 
that fell through. Now I think, under Maria, they’ve … 

AFL: Reinstated this, yeah. 

TH: And that was another funny thing, so Hermann had trouble with the Swiss 
delegate, I forget what her name was, Isabella I think. And there was amazing … 
she called him … I can’t remember … she saw Hermann as a Nazi or something 
and he saw her as a terrible troublemaker, and whatever each said to the other 
would just inflame. It was amazing, I’d never seen anything like it. They were two 
perfectly decent, ordinary people but whenever they clashed it was ghastly. So that 
was another headache. So trying to reconcile. And it was quite important because 
all of these organisations depend upon the support of their member countries, and 
in particular, countries like Switzerland, Germany, France and the UK are 
particularly important because their contributions are much larger than the rest, 
and so keeping them sweet and writing the right things for when it came up to 
renewal time, was very tricky. 

AFL: But if I also recall correctly, under this time, Hermann, if he was still member of 
Council, was trying to figure out the host site agreements for EMBO, or wasn’t 
there also another issue happening? 

TH: Gosh, I don’t remember host site agreements. 

AFL: Because EMBO doesn’t have a host site agreement … 

TH: What’s that? I don’t know anything … this doesn’t ring a bell with me at all. 

AFL: The documents of where the seat of EMBO is [33:35 beginning of confidential 
section] 

 

… 

 

AFL: [34:43 end of confidential section] This was about 2010? 

TH: About yeah. So the person who was terribly influential here was … oh, my memory 
for names is terrible but he was a very wonderful guy from the Biozentrum in Basel, 
<35:00>you’d know who I … <pause> ah, I think he’s no longer with us but he had 
very strong views, and he found a woman from Austria who again whose name I 
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forget, and that fell through, it turned out she wasn’t really … but Hermann was 
always a bit funny about women. I think he had trouble, a certain amount of trouble 
with women, although he had a wonderful wife, who alas died of I think pancreatic 
cancer or something, very quickly, and it was just awful. I remember him ringing me 
up and telling me this, I was sitting in my office and I was weeping. I’d had dinner 
with them and they were very close. 

AFL: I think it went very quickly. 

TH: It just knocked the stuffing out of him actually. It was really awful, really, really 
awful. I felt so sorry for him. But then … so this first … I forget who she was, 
anyway doesn’t matter … and then we held a second round of interviews and 
Maria was the one who was chosen, and Hermann was … made various 
objections of various kinds, but I think it’s worked out pretty well actually. 

AFL: I think so, yeah. 

TH: And it was funny because Gerlind was always very keen on women! <Laughs> 
Women were a terribly important issue! So I said to Gerlind there’s quite a good 
chance that you might have a woman boss in the future! Without being able to tell 
her what was exactly going on, but I was really rather pleased about that. And I 
don’t think there’s any doubt that compared to … I forget who the male candidates 
were actually, but they weren’t of the same calibre I don’t think. 

AFL: So what is the relationship exactly between … so in this case EMBO as an 
organisation – 

TH: EMBO and EMBL. 

AFL: Well and their Council. 

TH: Well the Council is pretty important actually. At least I thought it was in EMBO’s 
case because it really does set policy. I mean it binds or attempts to bind the 
Director in their mad schemes! Although the Director has tremendous power by 
basically setting the agenda. So if, as happened towards the end, Hermann and I 
saw eye to eye, it was a very happy collaboration and I had no trouble whatsoever, 
and we absolutely saw … our visions were identical, identical, because he and I, I 
suppose, had grown up at about the same time in the great heyday of molecular 
biology and we saw the world in very similar light, so that was good. And we 
realised that actually in the grand scheme of things, EMBO is much better value, I 
think, for the member states, really, than EMBL actually. Because it does more for 
more people, all these fellowships and the meetings that are organised here, there 
and everywhere, I think are very, very important; much more important than having  
a molecular biology lab up the hill. But it was clear that, for example, the German 
delegate hadn’t really appreciated that and so we explained it to him, and I think he 
got it, so that they didn’t resent the fees they paid towards EMBO quite so much 
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after that. But of course the delegates keep on changing and we had to … every so 
often we’d have to go Rome to … it was quite a big thing to … we were always 
meeting with these delegates, and how … how to keep them sweet and persuade 
them that they should really give more money to this, that or the other. 

AFL: Short of building an outstation … 

TH: And the other thing I suppose I should mention is the difficulty of the journals. 
Because … we made a lot of … in fact the EMBO Journal was originally set up 
because John Tooze was somewhat under-occupied, I was told, and the journal 
was invented to keep him busy! <Laughs> And it was pretty successful to begin 
with and made a lot of money. It generated a slush fund. I can’t remember exactly 
how much money it made, it was the order of a million, million-and-a-half euros a 
year, something like that. Not peanuts, not insignificant, and really rather important 
for EMBO, because they were absolutely unrestricted funds. As opposed to the 
stuff that the delegates would give, which were very clearly <40:00> earmarked for 
this, that or the other. And some of the things, more experimental programmes, 
needed … some freedom because they might come up between meetings, and it 
was difficult to get money for this. Anyway, when the whole open access business 
came along, I remember going to an open access meeting in Berlin not so very 
long ago, and people were holding the EMBO Journal up as an example of very 
bad practice, because it was behind a paywall, and the other one I was involved 
with at the time was the Journal of Cell Science, ‘cause I was also the Chairman of 
the Company of Biologists, and so the two journals that I was indirectly responsible 
for were both held up as really monsters of bad practice. And I mean to this day 
that hasn’t really been resolved. Nobody knows how to have things totally open 
access and yet – 

AFL: Have the quality. 

TH: How do things like EMBO make some money that is of this kind, which seems to 
me wholly legitimate, but it’s disapproved of, I suppose, somehow, by the powers 
that be. And it’s … 

AFL: It’s a difficult situation. 

TH: It’s a very difficult situation, yes. And it is true that journals in general are a licence 
to, or have been a licence to print money. And you can do it open access, but you 
have a whole stable of crappy journals, so … a graduate student of mine became 
Head of Springer … what are they called, Bio-something, I can’t remember. 
<Laughs> Now he’s doing something different. But you know … it’s very 
troublesome. And I discovered recently that Nature, quite a lot of Nature’s content, 
front matter, is paid for, because … did you know that? 

AFL: I did not, no. 
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TH: It’s absolutely amazing. So Nature came round to OIST and said, ‘How would you 
like to have a couple of pages about how wonderful OIST is? It will cost you half a 
million dollars.’ And sure enough, there are these two pages saying how wonderful 
OIST is, and I know that it cost half a million dollars, and I can see other pages in 
there, the University of South Australia, I don’t know how much they paid, they had 
four pages, probably a million dollars. So there’s all this stuff in the front of Nature 
which is … isn’t really editorial content and it’s not … it probably says in very small 
print somewhere, ‘This is paid for’ but … 

AFL: Interesting! 

TH: So there’s a lot of stuff going on out there. But I like to think that on the whole … 
EMBO and EMBL stand for certain standards of openness, honesty, transparency 
and legality. 

AFL: And hopefully good science. 

TH: And hopefully good science! Yes, exactly. And I think the other thing is that we 
were discussing this last night, the turnover at EMBL is terribly important, 
spreading the word; that was something that my friends in Cambridge were not 
very good at, actually, getting …  

AFL: Tenure too early? 

TH: Well it wasn’t tenure too early, no, no, no. It was just that the good people stayed 
there for ever and would … and also not so good people … but because they were 
all in this wonderful organisation, they sort of …  

AFL: But I just want to jump back at something. Earlier, I cut you off when you were 
going to talk about the relationship between EMBO and EMBL [43:48 beginning of 
confidential section] 

 

… 

 

TH: <Laughs> [46:26 end of the confidential section] So there was some of that. So as 
usual with all these things, it just depends on people and whether they … trust and 
like, like and trust each other or not. And the fortunate thing was that Iain was, as 
far as I was concerned anyway, a thoroughly likable and utterly trustworthy person, 
so there wasn’t a problem anymore, but it had been because of these bristling 
relations previously.  
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AFL: Hopefully the relations continue to be good. 

TH: Well absolutely. It’s very important, that actually. Things run much better and more 
smoothly if there’s a happy relation, because the missions of the two things, they 
do overlap but they’re not exactly congruent by a long shot.  

AFL: Yeah, I agree. So I’m gonna start wrapping up now. I’ve got two more questions I 
want to just ask you. How would you like to see EMBO and EMBL carry on in the 
future – what’s your hopes and dreams for these? 

TH: I guess what I hope is that they carry on the same actually. And that sounds terribly 
feeble but I think consistency – that’s something I learned very much so, like the 
fellowship programme for example; people need to know what the rules are and 
what kind of people will get these things. If you keep on chopping and changing the 
eligibility and oh well we’ve got to have a scheme for unmarried mothers who 
within three years of their first child having decided … I mean people do that kind 
of stuff all the time … don’t! Just don’t! <Laughs> You know? Just keep it simple, 
the way it always was, and OK, life’s not fair and maybe there are one or two 
difficult cases which will fall foul of simple rules but it’s much, much better to be that 
way. The Wellcome Trust was always inventing new categories and they would 
never get filled because they were made in response to very difficult cases which 
never recurred. And then it was just silly – in my view. And that was very much the 
Tooze-ian approach actually. It was very, very pragmatic and simple, so everybody 
could understand … 

AFL: What was what. 

TH: And then you just want that to go on the same way. Now the trouble is, for a lot of 
grant-giving people, they’re not content with that because it’s boring the tenth time 
around you do it. It’s quite interesting the first and second, maybe even the third 
but the tenth – pfff! Why bother? So you want to invent new things, but such 
tendencies should be ruthlessly … <laughs> avoided. 

AFL: Fair enough, that’s a good point. 

TH: In my view. 

 Because they generally end you up in … there’s no point in them. So I don’t think 
initiatives on the part of the administrators of these schemes are usually very well-
founded and they usually become gravy trains of one kind or another that I 
disapprove of. I’ve seen it happen many, many times.  

AFL: That’s a very fair point. And the last question I want to ask is what piece of advice 
would you give to a new young scientist starting out today? 
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TH: Oh gosh! 

AFL: If any! 

TH: I probably wouldn’t. I mean what I say to people actually is very simple. <Laughs> I 
say keep your eyes on the horizon but your feet on the ground. <50:00> And your 
nose to the grindstone. But not everybody understands that expression, because 
… but you have to work hard, and it really is important to … keeping your eyes on 
the horizon, grab your opportunities when they come. But I’m so glad that I’m not a 
young scientist today! I do think that life is a lot more difficult. We never had … we 
didn’t really have any of these things. Getting published was somehow much 
easier and there were no mentors around to tell you what to do and … <laughs> 
you didn’t need very much money because you could get by on quite little actually, 
you could go a long way, and maybe all that’s changed now. Maybe it hasn’t really. 
There’s still a … there would still be room in between the cracks … to do whatever 
you wanted to do. 

AFL: I still think that’s a very fine piece of advice. So thank you very much Tim. This has 
been a great conversation. 

TH: OK. Very good. 

<End of recording>  

 

 

 


