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It was fortune, really great 
fortune that Uncle Arthur 
avoided fabricating shoes at 

that time. Otherwise, one of the 
brightest masterminds of the 
20th century would never have 
visited a university and James 
Watson would have failed mis-
erably later-on in the fifties, 
trying all alone to decipher the 
structure of DNA.  

At the beginning of a fas-
cinating biography, author Matt Ridley, 
briefly narrates this anecdote. Crick’s fa-
ther, who had severe financial problems 
when following the traditional shoe manu-
facturing business of his family, could not 
afford the fees for his son to attend college. 
Fortunately, uncle Arthur, [who] set up 
as a pharmacist in Kent, [was] sufficient-
ly wealthy to pay for his nephew Francis to 

stay at University College as a 
graduate student. [That] un-
doubtedly saved Francis from 
having to give up science.

Tennis at Wimbledon and 
Nazi bombs to the rescue!

Numerous such amusing 
anecdotes have found their 
way into Francis Crick – Dis-
coverer of the Genetic Code. 
We learn that Crick’s father 

was a skilful tennis player (and unfortu-
nately, lost his only Wimbledon match) and 
that the famous son was far away becom-
ing a scholastic prodigy and consequential-
ly emerged with a disappointingly second-
class degree. We also learn that Nazi head 
Hermann Göring receives at least one mer-
it: In WW II, a stray German bomb “res-
cued” Crick from his dull PhD work: a na-

val magnetic mine dropped by 
parachute from an aeroplane 
scored a direct hit on the irre-
placeable apparatus he need-
ed for his experiments (by 
the way: when Watson and 
Crick solved their DNA puz-
zle in early 1953, the latter 
was aged 36 and still without 
a doctorate...).

Another weird event even 
suggests that there could be 
a kind of “ancestral predes-
tination” with Crick. Rid-
ley found a link between the 
greatest biologist of the twen-
tieth century, Francis Crick, 
and the greatest biologist of 
the nineteenth: Crick’s grand-
father, Walter, an amateur 
naturalist and beetle collec-
tor, had a correspondence 
with Charles Darwin him-
self! Finally, this even led to a 
very special Nature paper. It 
was to be Darwin’s last publi-
cation: 13 days later, he died.

Ridley must have un-
dertaken laborious enquir-
ies whilst researching for his 

book (for example, in all likelihood he vis-
ited the churchyard where Francis Crick’s 
great-grandfather is buried). On the oth-
er hand, he is far from being a mere bean 
counter. In addition to summoning up 
thousands of intrinsic details, Ridley finds 
an approach to Crick’s behaviour and his 
way of thinking. He brings close to the 
reader Crick’s intellectual technique (Ri-
dley calls it “dyadic pairing”), a long-run-
ning two-way conversation with a chosen 

friend, somewhere between an interroga-
tion and a Socratic dialogue. In the periods 
when he had no such intellectual sounding 
board he was visibly at a loss. [...] This part 
was filled [by] Jim Watson, Sydney Brenner, 
and Christof Koch. The department head in 
Cambridge, Lawrence Bragg, had another 
expression for Crick’s irritating habit, “He’s 
doing other people’s crosswords.”

 Matt Ridley’s brilliant appraisal of a 
nonchalant mastermind completes Jim 
Watson’s famous 1968 tale The Double 
Helix perfectly. Once again, we meet all 
the famous scientific heroes of emerg-
ing molecular biology at that time such as 
Wilkins, Franklin, Chargaff, Pauling and 
Perutz inside and outside of Britain’s most 
famous physics’ laboratory, the Cavend-
ish. And from page 145 onwards, we learn 
what Crick dealt with after the 1962 No-
bel Prize. It was a lot! You should read it 
for yourself.
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A Nonchalant Mastermind
Widely known as the co-discoverer of the molecular structure of DNA, Francis Crick was significantly more than James 
Watson’s alter-ego but an incessant and keen thinker. A worthy read, this biography reminds us of that great scientist.

Weanée Kimblewood 

Self-made reply card to refuse annoying invi-
tations (ca. 1963), also mentioned in the book.

Once in the fifties: Francis Crick, 
lecturing at Cambridge University.  


