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Nira Chamberlain is the President of the Institute of Mathematics and its Applications. He was 

advised to be a boxer; his child was told to be a singer. Each wanted to be a mathematician. His calm 

description of his progress towards a doctorate age 45 is inspiring. His challenges were great. His 

work to remember and to recognise black engineers and mathematicians is important and 

interesting. 

Listen on playback to his conversation with Professor Jim Al-Khalili in The Life Scientific series. Hear 

how he worked out the replacement cycle for large military kitchens. Learn how he helped to save 

the large carrier programme. Every student who hears his schools lecture “The Black Heroes of 

Mathematics” will love the subject and admire those who overcame prejudice, low expectations and 

reduced opportunity to achieve, to contribute and to let aspiration become reality. 

On Tuesday, having listened to Nira, I considered the practical contributions of maths to many of the 

day’s group discussion issues. They included reduction of road crash fatalities and serious injuries 

around the world, the statistics of positive and adverse experiences in older lives, the campaign for 

free lancers and others excluded from public support during the Covid lockdowns. 

Not everything that matters can be measured; not everything that can be counted matters. The 

general truth is that knowing how to use numerical analysis can help. I used it in simple operational 

research when I led a small electrical contracting firm putting neon lights outside West End theatres 

and cinemas. 

It was vital when I had responsibility to cut casualties on our roads and previously with ministerial 

responsibility for safety at work. Yes, in each field we were just about the best in Europe and in the 

world; no, we could not eb complacent as there was much more that could, that should and that 

would be done. 

‘It Ain’t Me You’re Looking For’ is the title of the fifteen-minute segments this week on Radio 4 

between the lunchtime news and the Archers. Bob Dylan was pushed from the top of the charts by 

the Beatles. He created fabulous albums; he and the Fab Four were friends. We enjoyed both.  

Virginia and I may have seen him distantly at an Isle of Wight pop festival. Her father observed that it 

was the greatest number sleeping out except at times of war. We talked together backstage at the 

Hyde Park Festival during Euro ’96. His manager explained that he enjoyed our warm words; we 

should not expect him to say much in response after a long session. 

At a Commons vegetarian lunch, long before Covid restrictions, Paul McCartney was surrounded by 

middle aged groupies. When he crossed the room; we shook hands; he said: You are Peter 

Bottomley. I replied that I knew and I could play the same game, telling him his name.  

He asked when we had met. I told him we had been at the same place on December 10, 1965. At the 

Hammersmith Odeon, Virginia and I were two rows in from the back of the upper circle, three and 

four seats in from the right. He nodded, claiming to remember it well.  

 


