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Columns aren’t easy to write, 
and this one is unusually 

challenging. The brief is to look 
back at 100 presentations given 
to the same conference, yet with-
out it looking like a shopping 
list. This will be unusual — and 
it takes me straight back to 1969. 
If you were around at the time, 
it was an unforgettable year. The 
first men landed on the moon, 
while the USSR sent their first 
Venera space probes to Venus. 
In Texas, the world’s first arti-
ficial heart was implanted into 
Haskell Karpa by Dr. Denton 
Cooley; poor Karpa survived for 
just 65 hours. HIV descended on 
America, and a teenager named 
Robert Rayford became the first 
person to die of AIDS. It was also the year when Ed-
ward Kennedy drove his car off a bridge on Chappa-
quiddick Island, Richard Nixon became the U.S. presi-
dent, and President Charles de Gaulle was voted out 
in France just as Muammar Gaddafi came to power in 
Libya. The first Boeing 747 took off in the U.S., and in 
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The Latest Tally: 100 Talks … and Counting
When my first talk was presented at Inter/Micro nearly 50 years ago, no 
one could have imagined that the list of lectures would grow by 99 more.

Bristol, England, I watched the inaugural flight of the 
supersonic Concorde. It was supposed to be precisely 
synchronized with the launch of the identical French 
plane from Toulouse, but the French jumped the gun 
by one minute to claim a place in history. Willard S. 
Boyle and George Smith devised the first CCD cam-

Walter C. McCrone extended an invitation to Inter/Micro 1969 in London for me to present the 
latest discoveries from our research on blood coagulation. It was my first talk at the conference.
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One of the most exciting moments was to capture the first-ever  
color images through Leeuwenhoek’s single-lens microscope 
at the University Science Museum in Utrecht, the Netherlands. 
This is an air-dried smear of my own blood, and (top right) you 
can see a leukocyte with its lobed nucleus clearly resolved — an 
astonishing result for a microscope made about 1690. 

era at Bell Laboratories, and the laser printer was in-
vented at Xerox by Gary Starkweather. The Advanced 
Research Projects Agency Network (ARPANET) be-
came the world’s first internet, and the Environmental 
Protection Agency was established. The Chicago Eight 
trial saw the National Guard in the streets of the city 
to control the Days of Rage demonstrations, while in 
California, Alcatraz was occupied by activist Richard 
Oakes and Native Americans. The massacre at My Lai 
was disclosed and American troops began withdraw-
ing from Vietnam; the first Wendy’s eatery opened 
in Ohio, and America installed an ATM in New York 
City. The novels Slaughterhouse-Five and The Godfather 
were published, and the films Midnight Cowboy and 
Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid were released. Mer-
rie Melodies cartoons (home of such cultural icons 
as Daffy Duck and Bugs Bunny) closed down, only 
to be replaced by The Brady Bunch and Scooby Doo. 
The Woodstock music festival was staged in New 
York State, the Beatles were photographed crossing  
Abbey Road, John Lennon married Yoko Ono, and  
Brian Jones of the Rolling Stones drowned in his swim-
ming pool. While all this was burbling away on the 
media, I was publishing on the waste of scientists in 
New Scientist magazine, commenting on European sci-
ence policy in the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
Review, introducing the concept of the “qualification 
gap” in an article for The Times of London, and see-
ing my first book published in New York. I had also 

visited North Africa for the first time, and had devised 
methods of analyzing excavated human skeletons (lat-
er published by UNESCO). My other studies centered 
on the secret weapons of World War II that I had doc-
umented for my book, while my laboratory research 
concerned the reproduction of locusts, the microbiol-
ogy of food, and the microscopy of blood coagulation. 
Those microscopical findings on hemostasis attracted 
a great deal of attention. Physicians were interested 
and hematologists were intrigued by these new dis-
coveries. I spent much time with an eminent heart sur-
geon, Tom Rosser, devising a blood-clotting test for 
patients undergoing open-heart surgery. Standing by 
his left side as he sawed down the breastbone and cut 
open the pericardium to display the pulsating heart 
was vivid, exiting, and raw. My observations had al-
ready been published in medical magazines and mi-
croscopical journals — and had then been excitedly 
reported in the popular press, translated into Russian, 
and featured in McGraw Hill’s heavyweight Annual 
Yearbook of Science (“The Curious Paradox of Blood,” 
The Microscope 59:4, pp 165–173, 2011). Microscopists 
wanted to know more; Dr. Walter C. McCrone in Chi-
cago was among them. Walter thought the subject 
should be presented at the Inter/Micro conference in 
London and, on the afternoon of Thursday, Sept. 11, 
1969, my talk became their opening address. It was a 
hot September day when the meeting took place — 
the temperature was in the 80s — and the sweltering 
room was packed. Walter said afterwards that he liked 
the talk and said, “We need biological and medical 
topics in our meetings. You should do more.” Neither 
of us could have imagined that the list would grow, 
until it reached 100 presentations at Inter/Micro 2017 
in June. It didn’t seem possible. 

Ever urbane and knowing, Walter insisted that 
the lecture should be submitted to this journal, edited 
at the time by Dawn Riley, who had a formidable list 
of referees. The paper appeared later that year (“The  
Retention of Erythrocytes within the in vitro Coagu-
lum by Submicroscopic Fibrils,” The Microscope, 17:4, 
pp 271–275, 1969). It was my second publication in 
The Microscope. Walter and I became good friends and, 
when Inter/Micro 1973 was planned for Cambridge 
University by Doris Nelson and Sara Mark, they ar-
ranged for me to speak again on two subjects: my re-
search into microbes as agents for pollution control, 
and new laws I had proposed to regulate the handling 
of infectious organisms. The point had been made 
on BBC television with a typhoid culture I produced 
from my pocket, explaining that there was no regula-
tion controlling my doing so — though, if the bacteria 
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had been in my spleen instead, I could have been ar-
rested. My proposal for biohazard legislation attracted 
support from The Times, was formally published in the 
New Law Journal, and went on to lead to biohazard leg-
islation around the world. That was a busy year, and 
two of my books appeared: The Revealing Lens, Man-
kind and the Microscope and the Optical Microscope Man-
ual. For Inter/Micro 1975, I was invited back to give 
the keynote speech on the fate of microscopy, which 
became a leading article for Nature (“Microscopic 
Blind Spots,” Nature, 258, p 469, 11 December 1975) 
and two years later, when Inter/Micro was again held 
in England, I gave the opening lecture on outstanding 
areas of ignorance, a theme that has been expounded 
further in my books. This was a topic on which I could 
have spoken for hours, but I’ve always been assiduous 
about timing. You can’t crash into someone else’s slot 
on the schedule. 

LEEUWENHOEK REVEALED

One day in London in 1981, I chanced upon an 
extraordinary discovery. It was one of life’s great mo-
ments. At the Royal Society, I unearthed the original 
specimens from the dawn of microscopy. They had 
been sent to London by the Dutch pioneer Antony van 
Leeuwenhoek, beginning in 1674, and had never been 
examined. This was a wholly unexpected revelation, 
and I was in a state of shock for days. The resulting re-
search was reported internationally and kept me busy 
for years. Walter followed it all with eagerness, and in 
1984, he invited me to give the Inter/Micro banquet 
speech “Leeuwenhoek Visited” at the McCormick 
Center in Chicago. Two years later I was invited back 
to speak on my radical views on the history of the mi-
croscope and to present my theories on plant excre-
tion (“A New Theory on Old Leaves,” The Microscope, 
61:3, pp 121–129, 2013). Those with long memories 
still remind me at that presentation. Dr. Jack Cadman 
took a video of the proceedings with a vast camera 
that bristled with buttons and had an external battery 
so big it was carried on a buggy. 

Preparations for the talks added a new dimen-
sion to laboratory research. Although I had the run 
of the electron microscopy suite at Cardiff Universi-
ty in Wales (which had made me a Fellow), most of 
my work was carried out at a laboratory at home. If a 
study was made or a micrograph was captured, imag-
es were collated in readiness for the forthcoming Inter/
Micro meeting, and this gave an added impetus to mi-
croscopical investigation. When I arrived for my next 
appearance in 1988, it was to give a talk on the case of 

the leg in the reservoir (it was the limb of a housefly, 
found in microscopical samples from a London res-
ervoir, which indicated the source of contamination) 
and another on the natural history of the lens. There 
was also a surprise in store: Walter had decided to des-
ignate that lecture as An Evening with Brian J. Ford. 
There it was, on the posters, large as life. He said that 
the audience wanted another Evening talk next year, 
so in 1989, I returned to Inter/Micro with the Evening 
presentation on the earliest publications in microsco-
py and another talk on trypanosomiasis. We would of-

Master microscopist Jan Hinsch (right) of Leica Microsystems 
and I share a humorous moment at Inter/Micro 1986 at the  
McCormick Inn, Chicago. Jan has been a leader in the field for 
more than 50 years.

Walter McCrone (right) invited me in 1984 to present “Leeuwen-
hoek Visited” at the Inter/Micro banquet, and four years later, he 
initiated the annual An Evening with Brian lecture. 
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ten go for dinner after these conferences, sometimes as 
guests of the company that produces refractive index 
liquids, Cargille Laboratories. They have been strong 
supporters and sponsors of the conference since Bill 
Sacher and Michael Liva, who pioneered today’s RI 
liquids, had first attended in 1978.

Once, we all went to Dick’s Last Resort restaurant 
in the Marina City Towers overlooking the Chicago 
River. Their waiters are trained to be obnoxious and 
obscene as a humorous way of interacting with cus-
tomers, and the effect on most guests is best imagined 
if you think of South Park playing at an annual meet-
ing of the Tea Party. With us, however, Dick’s met 
their match. I explained that nobody can work for 
long with the delicate techniques we apply to the mi-
croscope without sometimes evincing an uncharitable 
expletive. It is an occupational hazard. Anyone tem-
porarily unable to find employment as a microscopist 

would be well qualified to work at Dick’s Last Resort. 
My Inter/Micro talks are never scripted. If you 

speak only on topics you know intimately, then you 
always have something to say. Speakers often say they 
are terrified of forgetting their place in a script, but 
if you haven’t memorized one, then there’s nothing 
to forget. The tale is told of the Nobel Prize-winning 
economist, who toured European universities giving 
his speech, until his loyal chauffeur remarked one day 
that he knew it by heart. “So, let’s change places next 
time,” said the economist. The driver put on his best 
suit and delivered the presentation perfectly, and ev-
erything went well until question time, when an aged 
academic rose to recount a lengthy series of points 
filled with mathematical arguments and sociologi-
cal research that seemed to have no end. Eventually, 
he pointed his finger at the podium and said: “How 
would you answer that?” The chauffeur smiled and 
said: “That is simple.” The elderly academic was furi-
ous. “Simple?” he shouted. “You say my question is 
elementary?” The chauffeur nodded urbanely. “This 
is an easy matter to address,” he said and pointed at 
the professor secretly seated in the front row. “Why, 
even my chauffeur can answer that.”

BRIAN, SANS FORD

In 1990, I returned to speak on the reclamation 
of nitrates from polluted water and on pollen grains 
in peculiar places — both talks were illustrated with 
color slides — and I presented the Evening talk on 
bringing microscopy to the public (“Inter Micro — 
The First 60 Years,” The Microscope, 56:2, pp 67–85, 
2008). There was another surprise. Walter announced 
that the event would now be called “An Evening with 
Brian.” I told him that this seemed unduly informal 
even for America, but he insisted: “We all have your 
books,” he said, “and everyone enjoys your lectures. 
When you know someone instinctively, the surname 
becomes unimportant. It’s like Elvis, or Marilyn. Brian 
is fine.” It was meant, I suppose, as a compliment. 

There was a new venue for Inter/Micro 1991, the 
gilt, mirrored ballroom of the Regal Knickerbocker 
Hotel in downtown Chicago, where I reported re-
search on algae and nitrates, demonstrated the dis-
covery of Brownian motion, and gave An Evening 
with Brian presentation cryptically titled, “The King-
fisher and the Cannibal” on kin and non-self recogni-
tion. The Brownian motion controversy subsequently 
flared up, so I returned to it for the 1992 Evening talk. 
My research was reported in Scientific American, and 
the proof was published in Nature. I also spoke about 

Pioneering microscopist Antony van Leeuwenhoek appeared at 
Inter/Micro 1995 dressed in elegant, 17th century Dutch attire 
and carrying an original 1665 copy of Robert Hooke’s seminal 
book, Micrographia. Leeuwenhoek’s discoveries wowed the  
audience in the Evening with Brian. 
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My wife Jan regularly attended Inter/Micro, but only once did she 
agree to give her own talk: a presentation on how the microscope 
plays such a prominent role in our family.

research on yeast and demonstrated color vision in 
dogs. Today, it is easy to recreate the canine sense of 
color perception using software to remove the red, 
but then it seemed impossible to process a picture. I 
did it by using a color photocopier, and using sleight 
of hand (and a sheet of cardboard) to eliminate the 
magenta image. The results showed how dogs, even 
though they cannot see red, still obtain a remarkably 
fully colored world, a fact not confirmed until 2013 
(Kasparson, A.A.; et al. “Colour Cues Proved to Be 
More Informative for Dogs than Brightness,” Proceed-
ings of the Royal Society, Biological Sciences, 280:1356, 
2013; DOI: 10.1098/rspb.2013.1356). The following 
year I managed four presentations. The Evening talk 
was on mistakes scientists make. I also updated our 
latest research on the Brownian controversy, reported 
new investigations that showed for the first time how 
aquatic protozoa hibernate, and reviewed the reflect-
ing microscope. To my surprise, the total number of 
talks had reached 25.

The Evening talk for Inter/Micro 1994 was the 
light-heartedly titled, “Terminological Obfuscation 
and the Dictatorialism of the Technocratic Hyperspe-
cialist, or Beware of the Expert.” The talk teased the 
way that scientists often use specialist language, not 
for clarity, but to keep outsiders at bay. I had sati-
rized this tendency in two of my books, Nonscience, 
or How to Rule the World (1971) and The Cult of the Ex-
pert (1982), both of which had been translated and 
published abroad. There was also a video confirm-
ing my investigations of Brownian motion. The fol-
lowing year, 1995, was embarrassing. Nancy Daerr, 
the conference organizer, proposed that I should ap-
pear in character as Antony van Leeuwenhoek for the  
Evening event (in addition to my other talk on mi-
crowriting and forgery). The Chicago team arranged 
the 17th century Dutch costume, and the suppliers 
called for my measurements — though when they 
asked if I dressed to the left or the right, I crisply re-
torted “invariably.” It was an enjoyable night, and 
those attending got a kick out of teasing me about my 
Leeuwenhoek outfit. I brought with me an original 
1665 copy of Robert Hooke’s book Micrographia, and 
that attracted more interest. My own appearance, in 
satin clothes with beige pantyhose and silver-buckled 
shoes, paled alongside the chance to turn the pages 
of Hooke’s historic volume. Meanwhile, my research 
into Leeuwenhoek’s methods (and Brown’s micros-
copy) gave rise to a major article in Scientific Ameri-
can (“The Earliest Views,” Scientific American, 278:4,  
pp 50–53, April 1998), and I was left wondering why 
men didn’t wear tights more often. 

A SURPRISE AWARD 

For the 1996 conference, I returned with presenta-
tions on mad cow disease, on which I had just written 
an “instant book” that took about a month to produce 
(“Big Beef over Mad Cow Disease,” The Microscope, 
64:2, pp 69–78, 2016), and spoke briefly on micros-
copy as a tool in the history of art. And then in 1997, 
I presented research on an emergent water-borne in-
fection named Cryptosporidium and discussed how 
variations of Leeuwenhoek’s name had been reported 
in the literature over the years. This was another year 
for surprises: the State Microscopical Society of Illi-
nois (SMSI) presented me with their inaugural August 
Köhler Award.

The SMSI was founded in 1868 under a different 
moniker and is one of the oldest scientific societies in 
America. Their award was such a pleasant surprise, 
and in my Evening talk, I looked back at a lifetime 
spent with microscopes. Curiously, I was asked to 
speak on the same subject 20 years later in July 2017, 
when the Royal Microscopical Society (RMS) awarded 
me Honorary Fellowship (I had originally been elect-
ed a Fellow of the society in 1962). They asked me to 
speak in Manchester on my work with microscopes 
and my research on living cells, fitting it all in the 
space of 30 minutes. The RMS is famous for its early 
origins, yet is only 30 years older than the SMSI. Such 
occasions bring evocative memories of good friends 
and a generous, tolerant audience. 

These annual lectures were a great stimulus to de-
vising novel ways of illustrating a presentation, and 
by this time Microsoft PowerPoint was beginning to 
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Lucy B. McCrone, who passed away in February 2011, was 
always a supportive presence at every Inter/Micro. The SMSI 
posthumously honored Lucy with their Émile Chamot Award at 
the 2011 conference.

emerge, so I was using printed acetate sheets on over-
head projectors. In 1997, I encountered my first digital 
projector in California. Regretfully, the results were 
not good: the resolution was the pioneering QVGA at 
only 320 × 240 pixels. The screen seemed covered with 
squares. In the introduction, the projector was proud-
ly promoted, so I added: “Many of us remember our 
grandmothers saying how much time they spent in 
the kitchen, busily cooking for the family; sometimes, 
they’d say, they saw everything through a flour-sieve 
— and today we have a special simulation of how they 
viewed the world.” The audience chuckled; fortunate-
ly, so did I. 

Occasionally, I used sound recordings to exempli-
fy a point, and usually had a carousel or two of 35 mm 
slides, because it seemed helpful to supplement what 
you said with something for the audience to watch. 
Knowing how often a moving image was engaging 
to an audience, I devised a novel approach to visual 
aids. Using a camcorder, I would film what I wanted 
to show and compile the results into a silent movie 
that ran on the screen as I improvised my lecture. I had 
first tried this in November 1974 with an 8 mm cine 
film to illustrate a talk on energy conservation for a 
branch meeting of the United Nations Association in 
Wales, and I had since moved on from film to analogue 
video. Some of the images in the sequence were still 
(like 35 mm slides), while others were moving. This 
meant that a lecture would inevitably run to time — if 
the video had been edited to last 20 minutes, so did 
the talk — and we moved from one topic to the next 
smoothly and without interruption. It remains a useful 
approach, though nobody else seems to have tried it. 

My Evening presentation for Inter/Micro 1998 
broke new ground on the intelligence of microbes. I 
had referred to the ingenuity I observed in living cells 
in my 1976 book Microbe Power, Tomorrow’s Revolu-
tion. I had discovered so many examples of the way 
cells responded autonomously to contingencies, and 
this was a dramatic new development for cell biology. 
The presentation had far-reaching ramifications, and 
it was featured in my book The Secret Language of Life 
(1977). The paper eventually appeared in this journal 
(“Are Cells Ingenious?” The Microscope, 52:3/4, pp 135–
144, 2004) followed by university lectures in Oxford, 
Cambridge, and America, together with broadcast in-
terviews for the BBC and a range of research papers. I 
also gave a talk on a prototype microscope that I had 
designed and produced for observing cell aggregates 
in a satellite for the European Space Agency, and then 
I spoke about Micrographia and Leeuwenhoek’s biog-
rapher, Clifford Dobell. My wife Jan was persuaded 
by the microscopist who chaired the afternoon session, 
Martin Scott, to give a talk on her life with microsco-
py as the continuing theme, and she was warmly ap-
plauded by the audience. Gary Laughlin of McCrone 
Research Institute was now in charge of the audiovi-
sual technology for the conference and could always 
cover the unexpected glitch. A battery would go flat, 
a bulb burn out, a fuse blow; but with Gary’s quick 
thinking, the audience would hardly notice. We both 
reveled as new technology emerged. One novel gizmo 
was the laser pointer. Gary and I perfected a game 
which involved pointing the device at a target with 
meticulous care, and then — and only then! — firing 

Attendees always enjoy the camaraderie of Inter/Micro confer-
ences. Guests dining at the Knickerbocker hotel in this photo 
from the 1980s include distinguished microscopists (from left)  
Bill Mikuska, Ed Lebryk, Robert Pribush, and Richard Bisbing.
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George Adams made this extraordinary silver microscope for 
King George III in 1761. It is based on his Universal Double 
Microscope of 1746 and resides at the London Science Museum.  

a burst of light. A red flash would suddenly appear 
on my hand as I was about to gesture; then I make a 
spot like a rifle sight flash on Gary’s shirt as he turned 
to change a slide carousel. Childish fun? Perhaps, but 
microscopists are all children at heart. Our curiosity 
demands that we be. 

When we reconvened for Inter/Micro 1999, I spoke 
on genetic modification and the use of the microscope 
in ecological research, and I devoted the Evening pre-
sentation to a survey of 1,000 years of science. Some of 
this was incorporated in my review for Encyclopae-
dia Britannica (“The Earliest Days of the Microscope,” 
Yearbook of Science and the Future 2000, Encyclopaedia 
Britannica: Chicago, pp 192–209, 1999). 

BACKWARDS AND FORWARDS

You may notice that there was a tendency for ret-
rospection in some of those talks — they were over-
view presentations. In 1997, the subject had been my 
life in microscopy; for 1999, I had looked back over 
1,000 years of scientific investigation. There was a rea-
son for that. As the millennium approached there was 
a growing sense of the end of an era, and the start of 
something new, different, and challenging. It was the 
same sense that gave rise to a book in which I pub-
lished a host of fresh ideas, Genes, the Fight for Life 
(1999), because I wanted to make those findings avail-
able in print for posterity. The new millennium was 
approaching, and my Inter/Micro lectures had been 
running for 30 years, so I felt increasingly certain that 
the conference would soon want something fresh. I 
expected to be told that it was time to move on. There 
was no standing invitation to attend Inter/Micro. Ev-
ery February an email would arrive, asking me to re-
turn with another Evening talk (and perhaps a couple 
of research papers), but they were always standalone 
proposals. Much to my surprise, they kept coming. In 
February 2000, I received another one. Would I please 
speak at Inter/Micro 2000? 

I was suddenly looking ahead once again. At that 
conference, I discussed the deepening tragedy of Ka-
wasaki syndrome (an emerging cause of sudden death 
among the young) and looked at how enthusiasts 
were making microscopes at home. The Evening talk 
explored how microbiology can help provide food for 
centuries ahead. This led to my book The Future of Food 
(2000), which was widely serialized in America and 
published in Germany, Spain, and Italy. Inter/Micro 
2001 heard my views on the misuse of forensic evi-
dence, and the closure of the Liverpool Microscopical 
Society, while the Evening presentation centered on 

the new diseases that were rapidly appearing. The 
conference was now being held at the Talbott Hotel 
in Chicago’s swanky Gold Coast neighborhood, and 
featured a pleasant English country club ambience. 

The following year, I delivered a talk on microsco-
py in the classroom and gave my first “World’s Worst 
Microscopy” presentation. There was no shortage of 
candidates for that one. An Evening with Brian took 
a new look at the achievements of optical science and, 
as I sat down, I realized that in 2002 I had reached talk 
No. 50. Dr. McCrone passed away within a month, a 
sad event that made national news. So when the invi-
tation came again in February 2003, it was from Gary 
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Laughlin, who proposed that I mark off the event each 
year. From now on, the annual conference invitation 
was fixed. At the time, I had been reviewing an event 
that occurred 50 years earlier, when Watson and Crick 
had published their momentous paper on DNA. In 
April 1953, they announced their famous double helix 
structure in a short letter to Nature (J.D. Watson and 
F.H.C. Crick, “A Structure for Deoxyribose Nucleic 
Acid,” Nature, 171, pp 737–738, April 25, 1953), and 
ever since, they have been widely heralded as the 
“discoverers of DNA.” I knew this wasn’t true. The 
discovery had been made in 1869 by Friedrich Mie-
scher. Neither Watson nor Crick carried out any work 
on DNA in the laboratory; what they published was 
a chemical structure based on the work of Rosalind 
Franklin (who had died in 1958) and Maurice Wilkins 
(who died in 2004, still bitter at being overlooked). 
Adenine, guanine, cytosine, and thymine — the com-
ponents of DNA — had been identified in 1919 by a 
Russian biochemist, Phoebus Levene, and Oswald 
Avery had shown in 1944 that the genes resided in 
DNA. Erwin Chargaff laid down the rules govern-
ing the proportionality of the base pairs, which led 
to Franklin and Wilkins moving towards the helical 
structure on which Watson and Crick built their final 
model. All that crucial analytical work had been done 
in New York City at The Rockefeller University, not in 
England. I had outlined some of this story in my 1999 

book Genes, the Fight for Life, which became the subject 
for the 2003 Evening talk. I also expanded on the way 
microbes behave, and told the story of the world’s 
most decorative microscope, which had been built by 
George Adams for King George III in 1761. Adams 
was then named “Mathematical Instrument-Maker to 
the King.” Covered with scrolls and solid silver statu-
ettes, this instrument is grotesquely beautiful, and the 
Inter/Micro audience were captivated by its splendor.

MICROSCOPY GOES DIGITAL

Then the digital microscope appeared, so I worked 
in London on a scheme with NESTA (the National En-
dowment for Science, Technology and the Arts) to do-
nate a QX3 instrument to every public school in Eng-
land. I also compiled a new experimental manual for 
the young investigator, with plenty of irrelevance and 
a few sideswipes, which the children loved. It later 
came out in Welsh, becoming the first science school-
book in that ancient language. 

So I spoke on digital microscopes at Inter/Micro 
2004, with a second survey of the world’s worst mi-
croscopy and a lighthearted Evening talk, “Microsco-
pist on the Loose.” The 2005 conference featured a lec-
ture on how the parasite Giardia was discovered (“The 
Discovery of Giardia,” The Microscope, 53:4, pp 147–
153, 2005), an update covering a century of Brownian 
motion research, and an Evening talk about lecturing 
in the new era of digital projectors, which by now 
were everywhere. Then in 2006, I presented four talks. 
We had demonstrated new evidence of memory in Ta-
raxacum plants, an astonishing result that showed how 
plants could remember previous events. I exhibited a 
portable microscope from Poland, gave another talk 
on the world’s worst microscopy, while the Evening 
presentation was devoted to changing lifestyles in a 
future with new sources of food poisoning. My key 
recommendations were to use a tissue or handkerchief 
to grab door handles, to curtail handshaking, and to 
control cross-contamination by eliminating tongs and 
trays when collecting food. Hundreds of people can 
handle the same tongs at a buffet, and norovirus can 
quickly spread when that occurs. Catering staff wash 
plates at a high temperature, but rarely sterilize trays. 

That was followed by a year in which, for the first 
and only time, I gave five presentations: hemostatic 
mechanisms, another installment of the world’s worst 
microscopy, a workshop on making and using bead 
lenses, and a demonstration of living cells with my 
co-author Jeremy Pickett-Heaps. The distinguished 
biologist had invited me to see his research in Mel-

My granddaughter Lucy, who was 8 years old at the time, is  
using the QX3 digital microscope, which I spoke about at  
Inter/Micro 2004. She was featured in the manual I published 
to accompany these inexpensive instruments donated to public 
schools in England. 



29

CRITICAL FOCUS | BRIAN J. FORD

bourne, Australia. Jeremy had made exquisite 16 mm 
movies of reproductive mechanisms in marine algae, 
and one of them showed how the rhodophyte Anti-
thamnion could reconstitute a damaged neighboring 
cell. He gave me a copy of the movie. Back in Eng-
land, I analyzed it frame by frame to demonstrate that 
it disclosed an unequivocally intelligent response to 
an unforeseeable predicament. This was an astound-
ing finding which substantiated my investigations of 
intelligent behavior in cells and was to prove crucially 
important to my future research (“Revealing the Inge-
nuity of the Living Cell,” Biologist, 53:4, pp 221–224, 
August 2006; also featured by Anthea Lipsett in The 
Times Higher Education Supplement: “Not So Clever, 
Are You?” p 2, Sept. 15, 2006). 

Meanwhile, the kindly tolerance of microscopists 
is testified by the substantial audiences who returned 
each year. Sometimes the Evening with Brian has the 
largest audience of the conference. Once in a while, we 
even heard of people who had altered arrangements 
to attend — none more surprising than the engage-
ment of Andy and Kim Bowen. Andy, who currently 
works for the U.S. Postal Inspection Service, arranged 
a splendid dinner in 2004 at the Signature Room, one 
of Chicago’s finest restaurants with a fabulous view 
from the 95th floor of the John Hancock Center. They 
dined, he ordered champagne and then bent down on 
one knee to propose to Kim. “Yes,” was her answer. 
Normally, that would be the trigger for an evening 
of splendid romance, but the future bride and groom 
left immediately and rushed back to the Talbott Ho-
tel. Says Andy: “It was all arranged, as we wanted to 
ensure that we did not miss a word of your presenta-
tion.” They have since added two daughters to their 
loving family. 

A MILESTONE ‘VOYAGE’

Inter/Micro 2008 marked the conference’s 60th 
anniversary, and we celebrated the milestone with 
a unique Evening with Brian — on Lake Michigan. 
Cruising aboard the Celebration, I gave my talk,  
“Inter/Micro: The First 60 Years” in the ship’s lounge 
following dinner. I have often been a guest speaker 
for the major cruise lines, though this “voyage” of 
two hours was certainly the shortest lecture cruise 
of them all. I also presented my final selection of the 
world’s worst microscopy and my latest research 
into the intelligence of living cells. I had analyzed the 
signals remitted by neurons: we could eavesdrop on 
the way they communicated. This became an item 
for the BBC’s “Today” program, which reduced the 

interviewer to stunned silence and was repeated 
as a BBC “pick of the week.” Papers that followed  
included “On Intelligence in Cells, the Case for Whole 
Cell Biology,” Interdisciplinary Science Reviews, 34:4,  
pp 350–365, 2009; “A New Era of Whole Cell Biol-
ogy,” Biologist, 57:1, pp 9–11, February 2010; and “The  
Secret Power of the Single Cell,” New Scientist,  
pp 26–27, April 24, 2010. All of these originated from my  
Inter/Micro presentations. The splendid auction in 
London of a genuine Leeuwenhoek microscope — 
which cost the new owner some half-million dollars — 
was reported at Inter/Micro 2009, along with hidden 
areas of infectious transmission, a look at Linnaeus’  
failure to tackle the classification of microbes, with the 
Evening devoted to plagiarism, a subject on which I 
later lectured at Cambridge University. 

In 2010, we observed the 50th anniversary of  
McCrone Research Institute. For the previous few 
years we had returned to the revamped Millenni-
um Knickerbocker Hotel. With its noisy foyer and a 
crowded new cocktail bar just the other side of the 
conference door, it was not the best of venues. Their 
vast echoing ballroom was hardly suitable for a scien-
tific congress, and I was reminded of the lecturer who 
began his speech by pointing to someone at the back 
of the hall and asking: “Can you hear me clearly at the 
back?” only to be told: “I can, but I’m happy to change 
places with someone who can’t.” 

Downtown hotels were become increasingly unaf-
fordable, so the decision was made to hold Inter/Micro 
at the McCrone institute on the outskirts of Chicago’s 

The echoing ballroom of the Knickerbocker hotel was an unsuit-
able setting for lectures. On this occasion, I showed scanning 
electron photomicrographs of Leeuwenhoek’s sections of an  
elder stem. This image was later used to promote a 2016  
McCrone Research Institute course on SEM techniques.
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South Loop district. The Royal Society celebrated their 
350th anniversary in London that same year, with 
guests including Her Majesty the Queen, the Duke of 
Edinburgh, the Princess Royal, and the Duke of Kent. 
Young Prince William gave us all a charming and 
witty speech, and Princess Anne came to look at the 
Mesolens microscope developed in Cambridge by my 
good friends Brad Amos and Es Reid (the Princess told 
me she thought that the microscope was “a remark-
able piece of kit”). So I decided to speak at Inter/Micro 
that year on the role of the Royal Society in micros-
copy. I then reviewed the ridiculous ban on air traf-
fic because of a dust cloud from the Eyjafjallajökull 
volcano in Iceland, and for the Evening with Brian, I 
gave a review of how the media fail to accurately re-
port on microscopy. The BBC, famous for their nature 
programs, regularly misrepresent the microscopic 
world (Philip Prime, “Taking on the Beeb,” Laboratory 
News, pp 16–17, December 2009), and my presentation 
examined their interpretation of proposals I had put 
to them. Leeuwenhoek, back in the 17th century, had 
produced better results than the BBC. 

MOVE TO McCRONE

The change of venue worked well, though a wall 
of the lecture room at McCrone institute had to be 
knocked through to the adjoining room to accommo-
date the audience. The numbers attending Inter/Mi-
cro continued to modestly increase in size, with men 
and women now in equal number, and they were be-

coming younger. This is the best audience anywhere. 
Everybody is an experienced microscopist, and they 
have also given lectures, so there is never a need to 
carefully adjust language or clarify a concept. It was to 
these learned folks in 2011 that I spoke on four more 
subjects: a review of hematology research; an Eve-
ning on microbial food sources; and a tribute to the 
life of Lucy B. McCrone, whose passing had caused 
sadness throughout the microscopy world. My fourth 
talk was devoted to the detection of illegal coinage 
under the microscope, as the British government was 
then introducing a new pound coin to make forgery 
much harder. There was no comment from me on the 
world’s worst microscopy. Tony Havics, who had 
regularly sent me case studies to add to my list and 
enjoyed finding fresh examples, took over the topic 
with enthusiasm. The following year, 2012, I reported 
on the burgeoning field of live blood analysis, which 
stemmed from my early demonstrations of living 
blood in vitro and was now being used by charlatans 
to claim fictitious insights into human health. I also 
gave presentations on two new theories that I had 
nurtured for decades and was being urged to publish, 
so I now felt the time was ripe. They were the key role 
of ketosis in modeling spontaneous human combus-
tion, and my controversial theories on the evolution 
of dinosaurs in an aquatic habitat. Both were reported 
internationally, and each gave rise to numerous spin-
off publications and documentaries. 

My dinosaur hypothesis had landed me in hot 
water with paleontologists, who had poured out in-

The 100th Inter/Micro presentation was An Evening with Brian: “100 Talks in 60 Minutes” on June 12, 2017 at McCrone Research  
Institute. It took the form of a retrospective of the previous 99 talks, including the one on aquatic dinosaurs.
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sults from every side, so for the 2013 conference I re-
ported on the latest dinosaur developments. Much has 
happened since, and I am currently writing a 130,000-
word book on this research scheduled for publication 
in May 2018. Then I set out to demolish the myth of 
creationism, and went on to show how Hollywood 
movies misinterpret the microscope. These all be-
came subjects for Critical Focus articles published in 
this journal (“Aquatic Dinosaurs Under the Lens,” 
The Microscope, 60:3, pp 123–131, 2012; “Debunking 
the Myth of Intelligent Design,” ibid., 61:1, pp 25–34, 
2013; and “Shining the Spotlight on Movie Microbes,” 
ibid., 61:2, pp 63–73, 2013). At Inter/Micro 2014, I re-
viewed early research on cell intelligence; explained 
the future applications of single-lens microscopes; and 
gave a ghoulish presentation on Russian research in 
which dogs had their heads transplanted, and even 
maintained alive after being detached from their body 
(there’s more in “Brainstorm: New Insights on Hu-
man Intelligence,” The Microscope, 61:4, pp 169–178, 
2013; and “There is Always Life After Death,” ibid., 
62:1, pp 15–24, 2014). The astonishing discovery of 
two unknown Leeuwenhoek microscopes, which I 
had authenticated the previous year, was reported at 
the 2015 meeting (a full bibliography of this research 
is available at brianjford.com/wavbiblio.htm), along 
with a critical report on the crisis in forensic micros-
copy and an Evening presentation that celebrated the 
350 years of microscopy since Micrographia first ap-
peared. The Leeuwenhoek research has since been the 
subject of extensive public exhibitions in Spain. 

Last year, I reviewed my research on a microscop-
ical explanation for the collapse of slurry tips, com-
memorating the 50th anniversary of the 1966 disaster 
at Aberfan, Wales, in a lecture that included a filmed 
experiment I had demonstrated on British television 
at the time. I also showed what the scanning electron 
microscope was now revealing about those newly dis-
covered Leeuwenhoek microscopes, and devoted the 
Evening with Brian to an exploration of the magical 
intricacies of living cells, which conventional physics 
can never hope to comprehend. At the end, as the list 
was being updated, the truth suddenly dawned that 
I had presented 99 lectures to Inter/Micro since 1969. 
Several people declared, “That’s a world record!” 
and the Royal Microscopical Society, reporting it in 
their InFocus magazine in 2017, hailed it as a “unique 

achievement,” while my reflective instinct made me 
wonder: “How would they know?” In any event, it is 
certainly a personal landmark. 

100 AND BEYOND

June 2017 marked my 100th Inter/Micro presenta-
tion, and I was left pondering the talks that remain 
to be given. I had to look back at them all for the 
2017 Evening with Brian presentation, then spoke on 
the ridiculous posturing of astronomers, who create 
imaginary planets just as medieval scholars fantasized 
about unicorns, and finally looked at the Stone Age 
culinary traditions thriving in the modern pizza—  
the subject of our previous Critical Focus (“Beer and 
Pizza: A Slice of Ancient Life,” The Microscope, 64:4,  
pp 173–85, 2016). 

The golden rule for a lecture is to be prepared 
when things go wrong (“The Good Guide to Bad Lec-
tures,” The Microscope, 58:4, pp 167–172, 2010). There 
are websites that will instruct you to “be confident.” 
This is hard when you’re new to the task, and the same 
sites don’t suggest how this miraculous confidence 
should be achieved. As we have seen, one answer is 
to speak on a subject you know thoroughly, for then 
there’s less to worry about. The pictures in your pre-
sentation can act as reminders of where you’re going 
next. “Be passionate,” is their other advice. So long as 
you don’t get bogged down in trying to impress the 
audience with long words, then your real passion will 
shine through. The most practical advice on lecturing 
was given to me by Basil Boothroyd, a great humor-
ist and friend. He was a wonderful speaker. “There 
are three rules for a speech,” said Basil. “First, have 
an amusing start. Secondly, make the ending memo-
rable. And thirdly — this is the most important rule 
of all — make sure you keep both of those really close 
together.” He is right about timing: people sometimes 
just go on endlessly, ignoring the clock. Forget how 
long you are supposed to speak; instead, remember at 
what time you are supposed to finish. 

As long as Inter/Micro continues to thrive (and so 
do I) then, if you’re sufficiently tolerant, there may be 
more talks. They might not be very good, and I can’t 
promise they will always be comprehensible, but you 
won’t hear anything like them anywhere else. And 
they won’t run over, not even by a minute. Promise.


