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The Science of JFK 
 

Fifty years ago, on the 22 November 1963, the 
world stood still. The newswires were filled with 
the news that the charismatic young President 
John Fitzgerald Kennedy had been assassinated 
at Dealy Plaza in Dallas, Texas. America and the 
world mourned. 
 
Kennedy had inherited the Presidency of a nation 
that was on the edge of the most profound 
scientific revolution of the twentieth century. The 
atomic bomb was only sixteen years old when he 
became President and new technologies stood in 
the wings that within a generation would change 
everything. Computers, modern transplant 

surgery, new means of communication, new forms of transportation (particularly in 
aviation and the space sciences) were on the cusp of history.  
 
Kennedy was the tragic midwife of this late twentieth century scientific revolution. 
Although not a scientist himself, he presided over a major increase in science spending -
particularly an overhaul of the American educational system - that was widely perceived 
to be weak and therefore responsible for the so-called ‘missile gap’. The ‘missile gap’ 
was a widely promoted media sound-bite that assumed, incorrectly as it turned out, that 
the Soviets were far ahead of America in science and technology.  
 
Although many of the files from the Kennedy years remain classified to this day it is 
possible to piece together the story of the sciences that were born under Kennedy’s 
regime. 
 
Richard’s lecture will look at the science of fifty years ago 
and explore how far and fast we have come since 
Kennedy’s day and what the next fifty years are likely to 
bring. He will explore themes of space and aviation 
technology (the U2 and SR-71 high speed reconnaissance 
aircraft), the fears of alien invasion that dominated Cold 
War America, the development of the Nevada Nuclear Test 
site and its famous adjunct Area 51, as well as looking at 
the start of the exploration of the deep ocean via the Moho 
and Deep Sea Drilling Projects as well as the beginnings of 
modern, high technology medicine. 
 
By the time he died, John F Kennedy had become fascinated by science. Just a month 
before he was assassinated he told the US National Academy of Sciences “I can imagine 
no period in the long history of the world where it would be more exciting and 
rewarding than in the field today of scientific exploration. I recognize with each door 
that we unlock we see perhaps ten doors that we never dreamed existed and, therefore, 
we have to keep working forward.” 
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 Understanding Climate Change 
 
Following the recent scientific crisis meeting at the Met 
Office and my recent appearance on Radio 4's In Our 
Time with Melvyn Bragg I am pleased to present a wide-
ranging lecture on the science behind one of the biggest 
challenges facing our race and our planet – climate 
change. 
 
The climate change debate is one of the most 
challenging of our times and one of the most polarising, 
with climate change sceptics and proponents lined up on 

either side of a seemingly unbridgeable divide. 
 
Richard studied for his PhD at Cambridge under 
Professor Sir Nick Shackleton FRS – the man who 
proved that the Greenhouse effect controls the 
cycle of glaciations and interglacials in Earth’s 
history. Richard is therefore ideally placed to 
present the facts for climate change as a natural 
part of our planet’s history and show how man-
made climate change will affect our world and 
how its effects can be managed though 
geoengineering techniques. 
 
The essence of this lecture is to present the facts 
in an unbiased fashion and let the audience draw 
their own conclusions about this important scientific debate. 
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From Dinosaurs to the Lost Soldiers of Fromelles: The New Science of 
Old DNA 

 
Sixty years ago, two Cambridge biochemists broke the code 
that contained the secret of life. For this Watson and Crick 
together with their London colleague, Maurice Wilkins, 
received the Nobel Prize in 1962,Twenty years ago the 
scientific world was electrified by the possibility of cloning 
dinosaurs. Since then many technical issues have had to be 
faced and the prospect of cloning dinosaurs seems to have 
receded. And yet there is a real prospect that the 
Tasmanian Wolf – extinct since the early 1900s  - may yet 
be brought back to life. 
 
Richard takes a look at where genomic  science  is now and 

whether and when real cloning of extinct animals will be achieved. 
 
But genomic science has more to offer than the possibility of 
recreating extinct animals. It's role in modern criminology and the 
identification of the deceased is vital. Nowhere is this better 
illustrated than in the case of the World War 1 Battle of Fromelles. 
On 19 July 1916 over eight thousand Australian and British 
soldiers went ‘over the top’ and into No Man’s Land to attack the 
German Lines at the tiny French village of Fromelles (near Lille). 
Within twenty-four hours over five thousand of the soldiers had been killed, injured or 
captured. It was the single most severe loss of life in Australia’s history. 

 
In 2008 a mass grave was discovered on the outskirts 
of a local wood where the bodies of two hundred and 
fifty Australian and British soldiers had lain - 
undisturbed - since that terrible day. 
 
Amazingly, many of the Fromelles Fallen have now 
been identified using a combination of 
archaeological, anthropological and DNA sequencing 
techniques. Richard, through collaboration with the 
Commonwealth War Graves Commission, has written 
extensively on the subject and will share his insights 

as the ninety-eighth anniversary of the battle approaches. 
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“Richard gave a dynamic and superbly illustrated talk to our Sixth Formers for 
today’s Enlightenment Lecture. In keeping with the spirit of our lecture series, 
Richard opened our eyes to the inspiring, and sometimes questionable, use of 
science in various fields – from genetic research and cloning, through to identifying 
the dead from wars of long ago. Bursting with character, Richard is a 
knowledgeable, well-connected writer, broadcaster and scientist who is worth 
booking.” 

Iago Elkin-Jones 
Cokethorpe School, Witney 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

“Richard Corfield has a delivery like Alan Whicker” 
 

Cokethorpe Staff Member 
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Lives of the Planets: A Natural History of the Solar System 
 
Based on Richard’s recent book of the same name, Richard takes us 
on a tour of the Solar System revealing the latest research from the 
exploration of Mars to the possibility of life under the ice of the 
Jovian moon Europa and much more. 
 
Each planet is visited in turn through the 
eyes of the scientists and the probes 
and landers that they created to visit 
these distant objects.   
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Some Reviews of Lives of the Planets 
 
 “This enjoyable, insightful and well-researched romp through the solar system 
underlines the successes of the early space age while lamenting the transition from the 
money-is-no-object space race to today's parsimonious space dawdle.” New Scientist 
 
 “It's no mean feat to translate scientific information into material that's readily 
digestible to the average person. The challenge lies in keeping to the facts while making 
a story worth reading. Richard Corfield in his book Lives of the Planets – A Natural 
History of the Solar System wonderfully succeeds in making such a translation. In a 
planet by planet tale, he provides to the reader an engaging review of the information 
we've accumulated.” Optical Telescope 
 
 “...the spirit of such imaginative stargazers as the late Carl Sagan infuses this 
volume, with its enthusiastic technical descriptions of the sun and the nearer planets 
but more so of the further planets—Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus and Neptune—and its 
tantalizing consideration of the possibilities for carbon-based life that might one day be 
found amid the swirling mix of gaseous elements that make up much of what we know 
of our star system.” BookPage 
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Titanic 101. A Century of Titanic Science 
 

On April 14 1912 RMS Titanic hit an iceberg in 
the North Atlantic and sank within three hours. 
More than fifteen hundred souls perished in the 
worst peacetime marine disaster in history. If she 
had stayed afloat longer then many more people 
would have been saved since the rescue ships 
would have reached her before she slipped below 
the surface. In this lecture Richard explores the 
reason why Titanic sank so quickly. 

 
Richard concludes that Titanic foundered with 
such terrifying speed through a perfect storm of 

engineering flaws and human error. 
 

This lecture is based on Richard’s recent writing on Titanic which have won world wide 
acclaim having been featured in the Daily Mail, Discovery.com, Italian radio, The Jeremy 
Vine show on BBC Radio 2 and much more 

 

Press reaction to Richard’s  
Titanic writing 

 
“A perfect storm of fateful events conspired to cause the tragic sinking of the 

Titanic nearly a century ago, according to a study looking at the maths and physics 
behind the tragedy. Taking an in-depth look at the structural deficiencies of the ship 
and the events of April 14, 1912, Corfield concluded that 'no one thing conspired to 
send Titanic to the bottom of the Atlantic.'" 

 
“It was a classic 'event cascade', Corfield told Discovery News.” Discovery.com 
 
“Science Writer Dr Richard Corfield has analysed the maths and physics that led to 

the demise of the ‘unsinkable’ ship. His review of scientific evidence published in 
Physics World says the faulty rivets meant the part of the hull that hit the iceberg was 
much weaker than the main body of the huge vessel. 

 
Combined with the unusual climactic conditions which caused the berg to be lying 

in wait for Titanic, there was ‘a perfect storm of circumstances that conspired her to 
doom.” Daily Mail 
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 Last Thursday we welcomed Dr Richard Corfield to Summer Fields. He is a 
scientist and science writer who has studied in detail the story of the sinking of 
the Titanic, with particular reference to some of the more scientific aspects of the 
tragedy. In his very interesting and informative lecture we heard about the 
collection of circumstances that together created the “perfect storm” that led to the 
disaster (almost exactly 100 years ago). We learned about watertight bulkheads, 
“best” and “best-best” rivets, shearing forces and other scientific aspects, as well 
as some of the human factors that contributed to the accident. Dr Corfield 
illustrated his talk with a plethora of pictures and video clips. The question-and-
answer session was as impressive for the quality of questions asked as for the 
slick way in which our visiting expert dealt with them all. Everyone in the audience 
agreed that this had been a fascinating presentation. 

 

Andrew Bishop, 

Summer Fields School, Oxford 

 
Thank you so much for coming. Your talk was informative and well delivered. 

Boys found the combination of slides, video and chat to be very effective. The 
drama of the event was well represented. 

 

Tim Dawson, 

Sherborne School, Dorset 
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The Silent Landscape: The Scientific Voyage of HMS Challenger  
 

One hundred and forty years ago - in December 1872 - HMS 
Challenger set out from Portsmouth on an extraordinary voyage 
of scientific discovery. Her scientific and naval crew were to map 
and sample the ocean floor, in the process visiting nearly all of 
the world’s oceans on a journey that would take almost four 
years. 

 
When Challenger returned to Spithead in 1876 she had travelled a 
staggering 68,890 nautical miles and had single handedly 
established the fields of oceanography and marine geology. Yet 
today, while the voyage of Darwin aboard Beagle is the stuff of 
legend, the voyage of Challenger is almost unknown.  

 
In The Silent Landscape Richard tells the story of this epic 

expedition, using the logs and journals of the scientists, officers and crew and updating 
the scientific discoveries that they made from the perspective of 21st century 
knowledge about the oceans and the ocean floor. 

 
Richard Corfield is the author of The Silent Landscape which has received critical 

acclaim and which has been optioned for television. 
 

Reviews of The Silent Landscape 
 
“The success of Corfield’s book lies in the intermingling of the Challenger’s 

findings with the current state of oceanographic knowledge…The Silent Landscape is a 
compelling reminder of the God-like powers of the waters around us…” The Sunday 
Times 

 
“If all that Richard Corfield had done was to present the Challenger expedition to 

the modern reader by clever editing of contemporary accounts, he would have written a 
good book and inspired a new generation of oceanographers. What makes The Silent 
Landscape outstanding is that he has interspersed the accounts of Challenger's long-
dead heroes with chapters that bring their legacy fully up-to-date.” Times Literary 
Supplement. 

 
“The book is an entertaining and informative combination of history and modern 

science…    One characteristic of a successful book is that one puts it down longing for 
more …The Silent landscape is indeed successful.” Nature 
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Frequently Asked Questions 
 
Our Philosophy 
 

Richard is committed to communicating science in a fun and accessible way to 
audiences of all levels of skill.  
 
How long is a lecture available for? 
 

Richard’s lectures are permanently available after the start date.  
 
How long does a lecture last? 
 

Each lecture lasts approximately 45 minutes with 15 minutes thereafter for 
questions. 
 

Please email us for availability and pricing at contact@richardcorfield.com  
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About Richard 
 

 Richard Corfield (born 1962) is a scientist, science writer and broadcaster based 
near Oxford in the United Kingdom.  
 
 He received his B.Sc from Bristol University in Zoology and his Ph.D from 
Cambridge University where he worked with Professor Sir Nicholas Shackleton FRS on 
the greenhouse effect during the Paleocene Epoch. 
 
 He is the Managing Director of the Science and Media consultancy Hanborough 
Consultants. He has written three books: Architects of Eternity: The New Science of 
Fossils, The Silent Landscape: In the Wake of HMS Challenger and Lives of the Planets; A 
Natural History of the Solar System.  
 
 As well as contributing to magazines, on-line publications and newspapers such 
as Physics World, Chemistry World, Chemistry and Industry, Cosmos, Australian Popular 
Science, Discovery.com, Astrobiology.net, Space.com, The Washington Post and The 
Orlando Sentinel he also wrote and appeared in the Newton Channel/Guardian 
documentary An Interview with Craig Venter. He is currently working on a biography of 
Sir Nick Shackleton. 
 
 He is also a regular contributor on radio, particularly In Our Time with Melvyn 
Bragg, The Material World and The Report. 
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For more information about Richard and his 
work visit 

 
www.richardcorfield.com 

 
 
 


