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One hundred and twelve years ago, J.J. Thomson discovered the electron. He 

did this with a new device he constructed: the cathode ray tube. Little could he 

have imagined that within 60 years, almost every home in the western world 

would have this first particle accelerator in their living room using the electrons 

Thomson discovered to paint moving images from across the globe on the 

screens of what we call television. This translation of basic science into 

communication technology has made our planet a smaller place, a connected 

place, bringing once distant lands and distant times very near.  Indeed one 

has the impression the future accelerates towards us.  

 
Conveying the excitement of science, the challenges it brings, the benefits it 

can deliver, in terms that everyone can understand is a skill the world needs 

more of. Today we honour one of Britain’s most influential communicators of 

science and technology, Judith Hann.  Her life and work connect Derby 

County Football Club, via St Aidan’s College, through teaching and 

journalism, to more than 20 years on television, to books on human life and 

cookery, to her cultivating a garden full of herbs: all part of science and its 

endless communication.   

 

We live in a world of science and technology: it shaped our past, it is our 

present and tomorrow’s world relies on how we forge the knowledge we have 

to feed the population of our little planet, to deal with disease, to remedy 

genetic defects, to deliver new ways of communicating, new techniques of 

working, better ways of handling waste and generating sustainable energy, as 

well as coping with the problems we have created in the past and continue to 

produce, like global warming. Judith has over the years powerfully 

communicated all these ideas. 
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Growing up in Derby with a mother, who had boundless enthusiasm, and a 

father, who went the route of local heroes from a mining community near here 

to play football for both Sunderland and Newcastle, then Derby County as 

both player and trainer,  young Judith came to Durham to study Zoology  as a 

member of St Aidans. Though in those days Aidans was an all-women 

college, they did allow male tutors. Judith was fortunate to have David 

Bellamy as a tutor: a man who could look under any leaf and see a world of 

fascinating mini-beasts, a man who could bring excitement to the life sciences 

and was to become a TV personality too.  He recalls Judith’s lively 

contributions to tutorials, to College life and to sherry drinking with delight. 

 

As for many of today’s students, university forges relationships for life with 

both friends and partners. Judith was no exception. In particular she met 

John, a Castle man, who was and remains passionate about politics and who 

became her lifelong partner. After she graduated in 1964, Judith became a 

sixth form biology teacher in Sunderland.  John had entered journalism on the 

Northern Echo. The editor was then another Durham alumnus, Harold Evans, 

later editor of the Sunday Times for many years. John moved into editorial 

work at Head Office in Darlington and Judith became a journalist too.  

 

Missing science and the role of teacher, she started a regular science column. 

Judith was so good at this she won the prestigious Glaxo Wellcome 

Association of British Science Writers prize, not just once but twice. The only 

woman ever to have done so. The family had moved to London, when 

husband John joined the BBC as a news editor working on every news 

programme you have ever watched, while Judith continued in journalism. The 

second Glaxo prize brought her the attention of the Executives  and Directors 

of a new BBC programme “Tomorrow’s World” and in 1974 she stepped 

before the cameras to become its presenter for next twenty years. 

 
Tomorrow’s World brought the first of everything into millions of living rooms: 

from the prototype of a magnetic levitation train to first personal stereo and 

memorably the first compact disc. It brought new ways of breeding silk worms 

with Judith in Japan fetchingly wearing a kimono. Tomorrow’s World 
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responded to news events. The horrific explosion at a nuclear power station in 

the Ukraine, brought Chernobyl to everyone’s notice. The radioactive products 

shot into the stratosphere travelled with the prevailing winds and were brought 

to Earth wherever it rained.  Nowhere in the UK does it rain more than in 

Cumbria, and sheep and their farmers were most affected. Judith reported on 

this story, very poignantly as her then teenage younger son was receiving 

treatment for leukaemia. Though thankfully now he has been long in 

remission, Judith became a fundraiser for Leukaemia research. She has 

always had a keen interest in the life sciences. She recognised that the new 

techniques of in vitro fertilisation would bring hope of children to many a 

childless couple. She presented these developments, as they unfolded on 

Tomorrow’s World, and heard from women that these features not only 

brought them hope, but babies too!   

 

Her colleagues say that the secret of Judith’s ability to communicate on 

television is that she told you the story in a completely natural way - with 

empathy, accuracy and, where appropriate, with humour.  

 

She has always used her time to the full: as a member of the Biotechnology 

Commission providing government with independent advice, chairing 

roadshows on energy efficiency and on recycling, writing best selling books 

on subjects such as child care and food, and creating a culinary herb training 

school. She has inspired many a young woman to go into science and more 

recently through The Royal Society coached many a scientist, both men and 

women, to become better communicators. Indeed our own academics have 

benefitted from this training enabling them to promote greater understanding 

of their research through both the national and international media, and in turn 

put Durham firmly on the map. 

 
The importance of science communication is something our University takes 

very seriously. Projects like the North East Technology Park, the Beacon for 

Public Engagement, the Science Learning Centre, the Durham Science 

Festival and in a host of outreach activities, our staff, postdocs, research 

students and undergraduates on “science into schools” modules, all take part 
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in enriching the curriculum in schools and colleges and engaging with the 

wider community throughout the region, bringing inspiration and enthusiastic 

debate to better prepare the young, the old and the middle aged for 

tomorrow’s world. 

 

Judith’s friends and colleagues have emphasised how if aliens were to visit 

our Earth (as in a Star Trek adventure) and we decided to greet them with the 

finest example of all that is good about humans, we would send out Judith. 

She has the unerring leadership qualities of Captain Kirk, the mental brilliance 

of Mr. Spock and above all the extraordinary empathy, intelligence, 

understanding, kindness and caring of Dr. "Bones"  McCoy.  What better 

person could take us into tomorrow’s world. 

 

“Mr Chancellor I present Judith Hann to receive the degree of Doctor of Civil 

Law  honoris causa.” 
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