
evidence that the recent debunking of them as 
a nationalist myth has gone too far. His chief 
input to the Britishness debate is that biologi-
cally and culturally, the Anglo-Saxons were not 
the first English nation.
Bryan Sykes agrees. In Blood of the Isles, a 
shorter and less well-illustrated volume sup-
ported by a website, he reports on the Oxford 
Genetic Atlas Project. The added interest is his 
account of racist scientists such as Robert Knox, 
who distinguished between the hard-working 
Anglo-Saxons and the indolent Celts on the 
basis of hair colour and head size. Sykes is par-
ticularly good at demolishing these repugnant 
myths with his genetic data, although I was 
alarmed by his impudent claim that “my art is 
oblivious to the prejudice of the human mind”. 
Historical genetics is just as much an interpre-
tation for its time as the shape of skulls was in 
the nineteenth century. 
So, where does all this leave Britishness? 
As Sykes says, “this really is the history of the 
people, by the people”. We carry our past in our 
genes and, as Oppenheimer shows, if we are 
looking for that common ground where sci-
ence and education meet, then it was 15,000 
years ago when small groups of highly mobile 
hunters entered a postglacial wasteland. Get-
ting there first, rather than in large numbers, 
is the key to the dominance of these found-
ers in our British genes, and this applies to 
both women (mitochondrial DNA) and men 
(Y chromosome). Gordon Brown’s British-
ness needs to be extended back by at least 
13,000 years from the familiar world of Celts 
and Romans to consider those who contrib-
uted most to our common heritage. A further 
700,000 years needs to be added if we are to 

A physics travelogue
From Clockwork to Crapshoot: A History 
of Physics 
by Roger G. Newton 
Belknap Press: 2007. 352 pp. $29.95, 
£19.95, €27.70 

David Lindley
If you have just an afternoon to spare for your 
first visit to the British Museum in London, 
you have a choice to make. You can trot smartly 
up and down the corridors, trying to glimpse 
as many items as possible, or you can choose to 
linger thoughtfully in a handful of rooms, hop-
ing to absorb a sense of the entire collection’s 
scope. In his role as tour guide to the com-
plete history of physics, Roger Newton seems 
to have had trouble deciding which strategy to 
adopt. Sometimes he pauses to reflect on the 
meaning and significance of the most crucial 
exhibits; at other times he seems determined 
to march briskly down the centuries, ticking 
off names and discoveries great and small 
with bewildering haste. As a result, the truly 

interesting perspectives that he points out 
along the way get lost in the confusion.
From Clockwork to Crapshoot begins by 
defending Aristotle against the bad press he 
sometimes gets in histories of science. While 
Plato mused abstractly about the ideal nature 
of things, Aristotle turned his attention to 
the ‘efficient causes’ of empirical phenomena 
— meaning, in a nutshell, that if something 
happens, there must be something else that 
makes it happen. That is a modern philoso-
phy of science, but in his specifics, Aristotle 
was mostly wrong. It was medieval scholars, 
rediscovering Aristotle from Arab writers, 
who treated his writings as a revealed truth, 
insisting on scrupulous adherence to his 
in correct explanations but failing to grasp his 
style of reasoning.
After dropping in on Roger Bacon, Wil-
liam of Ockham and Nicole Oresme, we’re 
onto Copernicus, Galileo, Kepler and Newton 
— the beginning of science as we now under-
stand the term. This is familiar territory, and 

although the author’s travelogue is fluent and 
intelligent, the narrative interest starts to flag. 
With the basic method of science settled, the 
story is one of advancing enlightenment on 
many fronts, and our guide is determined 
to give at least a brief wave to everyone who 
contributed. Taken individually, his sketches 
of Laplace, d’Alembert and Gauss, of Henry, 
Faraday and Maxwell, and of Rumford, Joule 
and Clausius, are engaging enough. Thrown 
at the reader one after the other, they become 
rather wearisome.
The story picks up again when the author 
tackles the emergence of statistical mechan-
ics and then quantum mechanics. As the 
book’s title suggests, the evolution away from 
strict determinism into a world governed by 
laws of probability marked a tectonic shift in 
the foundations of science. Quantum theory 
raised questions about the meaning of physical 
reality that remain unresolved today. And of 
late, Roger Newton suggests, Plato is staging a 
comeback against Aristotle. Now that we have 
a pretty good understanding of how electrons 
and other particles behave, we are returning, 
in attempts to find a ‘theory of everything’, to 
the deeper problem of understanding why 

The Socotra islands, in the Arabian Sea off the 
Horn of Africa, are home to many plant and 
animal species found nowhere else, including 
the Socotra sunbird shown here. First settled 
by man several thousand years ago, this 
unique environment is populated by a small 
 group of fishers and pastoralists. In 2003, 

Socotra became a UNESCO Man and 
Biosphere Reserve. Socotra: A Natural History 
of the Islands and their People by Catherine 
Cheung and Lyndon DeVantier (Socotra 
Conservation Fund/Odyssey, £39.50) is the 
first full natural history of the flora, fauna and 
people of these islands.

Treasure islands

understand the full evolutionary picture. 
And what is the policy implication? This 
concerns an overhaul of the UK national curri-
culum, where presently the debate on British 
identity starts with the Middle Ages. As a 
result, education is being denied access to sci-
entific progress. 
These three books show why we can no 

longer ignore our earliest ancestry in deciding 
who the British think they are. It is time to cel-
ebrate those first economic migrants, because 
that is who we are. ■

Clive Gamble is in the Department of Geography, 
Royal Holloway, Egham TW20 0EX, UK. His latest 
book, Origins and Revolutions: Human Identity in 
Earliest Prehistory, will be published in 2007.

H. 
& 
J. 
E
RI
K
S
E
N

24

BOOKS & ARTS NATURE|Vol 445|4 January 2007


	evidence that


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage false
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 450
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 450
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 2400
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck true
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly true
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXOutputCondition (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <FEFF004e005000470020005000520049004e005400200050004400460020004a006f00620020004f007000740069006f006e0073002e002000320032006e0064002000530065007000740065006d00620065007200200032003000300034002e002000500044004600200031002e003300200043006f006d007000610074006900620069006c006900740079002e>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [665.858 854.929]
>> setpagedevice




