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Pre-title sequence

It’s dark. Everything is calm and quiet except for the lapping of waves against the shore, the distant chink of champagne glasses and occasional snatches of laughter caught on the breeze. The agent emerges from the water and wades up the beach. He glances round before peeling off his specially made rubber over-suit to reveal the tuxedo he is wearing underneath. He spots his contact, who rushes over to whisper some hurried words and sprinkle him with a few drops of Hennessy brandy, the final touch needed to give the impression of a drunken party-goer. As prepared as he ever will be, the agent strides towards the seafront casino and introduces himself.

Audiences have certain expectations when they sit down to watch or read a James Bond adventure. Secret missions, daring stunts, big explosions and evil plots may be part of any spy, thriller or action film. But there is something unique about Bond, something the filmmakers themselves came to term ‘Bondian’. There is no other franchise like it. A secret agent risking his life swimming through hostile waters to infiltrate enemy territory dressed in a dinner jacket and black tie is exactly what you would expect of an opening sequence in a 007 film. It is how one of the most iconic Bond films, Goldfinger, introduces itself to audiences. It is also real life.

The man with the evening suit making his stylish way towards the casino in the opening paragraph was Tazelaar, Pieter Tazelaar. He was a member of the Dutch Resistance who was dropped offshore at Scheveningen in Nazi-occupied Netherlands at 0435 hours on 23 November 1940. The mission, the boat that dropped him there, the rubber suit that kept his tuxedo dry, had all been arranged by the British secret service.

The world of James Bond is a fantasy of larger-than-life villains, plot holes you could steer Stromberg’s supertanker through and cars overstuffed with so many gadgets they should be undriveable. But, without some grounding in real life, some grains of truth at its heart, or acknowledgement of the real world, it would become an absurd parody of itself.

The well-worn formula of girls, quips, guns and plans to take over the world has attracted an estimated quarter to a half of the world’s population to watch a Bond film, and over 100 million people to read the books. Part of the joy of watching and reading these stories is living a thrilling vicarious life from the comfort of our sofa, basking in their glamour but untroubled by the danger from which our fictional hero is always fighting to extricate himself.

There will be times in this book when I write about Bond and his world as though they are real. This will annoy some but be completely understandable to others. Many of us have fantasised about living Bond’s exciting life or speculated what we might have done in his position. But with 007’s adventures deliberately paced at breakneck speed, it is only after putting down the book or staggering out of the cinema at the end of the film that we can catch our breath and start to think about what just happened.

This book is an extended version of those conversations and speculations after watching a Bond film, told from the point of view of a fan and a scientist. Film by film and iconic moment by iconic moment, this book explores some of the many tropes that we have come to love and expect from a Bond adventure. So, with cuffs straightened, vodka martini in hand and tongue firmly in cheek, let’s take aim straight down the gun barrel and head off on our mission to explore the science of James Bond.




A NOTE ON THE AUTHOR

Kathryn Harkup is a former chemist turned author, who writes about the dangerous side of science. Her first book was the international best-seller A is for Arsenic: The Poisons of Agatha Christie, which was shortlisted for a Mystery Readers International Macavity Award and a BMA Book Award. She has also written Making the Monster: The Science of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and Death by Shakespeare.
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001



Dr No and the gun-barrel sequence


A white dot moves across the screen. A man appears at its centre. The circle follows him as he walks. Suddenly, he turns, aims a gun and shoots. Red washes down the screen and loud, familiar notes blast out from the speakers. Bright colours, abstract shapes and silhouettes of writhing women appear. Within seconds we know exactly where we are and what to expect. More or less.

The James Bond theme, the gun-barrel sequence, the highly stylised titles – it was all there from the start. The only things missing from the first Bond film were a pre-title sequence and a title song. The following 24 films would be introduced in almost the same way, rearranged and reinterpreted, but instantly recognisable as part of the same franchise. Each new cinematic addition is simultaneously comfortingly familiar and new and exciting. It is an impressive trick the producers pull off: repeatedly reinventing a highly formulaic series of films that draws audiences of millions back for more, time and time again.


Dr No started what would become a familiar pattern over the following 60 years. The film opens with an intrigue: the assassination of a man and woman who both work for the secret service. Bond is briefed by M and equipped for his mission by the Quartermaster (see chapter 002): in this film he is given his trademark gun, the Walther PPK, and deprived of his favourite Beretta (see chapter 009). On his way out of the office he flirts with Moneypenny, then heads to an exotic location: in this case, Jamaica. He meets his contacts: Quarrel and Felix Leiter. Like a detective in a whodunit, he discovers clues everyone else has overlooked that hint at a plot much larger and more sinister than anyone had hitherto suspected: radioactive rocks from the mysterious Crab Key. Bond seduces Miss Taro, a beautiful woman working for the bad guys – a character type who, in future films, if she isn’t converted to the good side by Bond’s sexual charms, will almost certainly be killed and often in an unusual way. Bond meets Honey Ryder, another beautiful woman but she is on the side of good. She becomes instantly loyal to him but won’t succumb to his advances until the closing credits (see chapter 014). Along the way there are several half-hearted attempts on Bond’s life, but he must be kept alive and in sufficiently good shape to meet the main, heavily stereotyped villain (see chapter 019): Dr Julius No, a power-crazed Chinese-German with mechanical hands. The bad guy is living in very comfortable and technologically well-appointed seclusion (see chapter 004): a subterranean palace located on Crab Key island with a dragon (see chapter 018) and swamp to deter visitors, but also luxurious guest accommodation and prison cells for those who can’t take the hint, along with a nuclear power plant on the side (see chapter 012). With elaborate courtesy, the villain explains his plan for world domination (see chapters 006, 008): disrupting rocket launches from the USA using some kind of nuclear-powered radio transmitter. And the villain does all this before trying to kill Bond in an extravagant and convoluted way that enables his escape (see chapters 003, 021). The film finishes with a spectacular set piece involving lots of explosions (see chapter 011) and Bond getting the girl. Bond escapes Dr No’s lair as it blows up, thanks to his interference with the nuclear reactor, grabbing Ryder along the way, and they sail off together in a little boat. They finally kiss as the credits roll.

There is still time for cocktails, sardonic quips, daring stunts, exciting chases, magnificent sets and outrageous sexual innuendo, and all in a very entertaining, fun, fast-paced two(ish)-hour film. There is, of course, the secret agent at the centre of it all, James Bond, but he is the focus of later chapters (021 and 024). There are many other not so obvious factors that go into making a Bond film characteristically ‘Bondian’. One of the most notable features of any 007 film is the supreme self-assurance that oozes from every frame. Bond and everyone involved know exactly what they are doing.

Such confidence came from the producers’ firm belief in the project and certainty as to how best to present this character and his world on the big screen. It was also, in no small part, thanks to the existence of several novels and their author Ian Fleming being on hand to offer advice, background and ideas for what 007 was and should be. James Bond and his world are the products of elements from Fleming’s own life, his fertile imagination and lashings of exaggeration.


Setting the scene

Ian Lancaster Fleming was born on 28 May 1908 to Valentine (Val), a Conservative MP who died a war hero in 1917, and Evelyn, who dominated Ian’s life, especially after the death of her husband. Fleming attended Eton and Sandhurst but left both under a cloud.1
 His mother sent him to a finishing school in Kitzbühel, Austria, run by Ernan Dennis-Forbes, a former Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) employee, and his wife, the writer Phyllis Bottome. It was here that Fleming learned to ski and, with Bottome’s support, wrote what he considered to be his first story, ‘A Poor Man Escapes’. The plan had been for Fleming to enter the Foreign Office but he failed the entrance exams. Instead, his mother got him a job with Reuters, where he was able to hone his writing skills, travel and get caught up in exciting international intrigues such as the Metropolitan-Vickers trial in Moscow.2
 Ian seemed to have found a role that suited him but, bowing to family pressure, he gave it up. He went into banking then stockbroking, jobs he obtained based on his family owning a bank rather than any specific talent or qualifications, and was terrible at both.

Salvation for Fleming came in the form of the Second World War. He was recruited to work as personal assistant to the head of the Naval Intelligence Division (NID), Admiral Godfrey. His charm and connections made him ideal for the role although he had little in the way of actual qualifications or experience.3
 He liaised with different branches of the British Intelligence services – MI5, SIS (what became MI6) and the Special Operations Executive (SOE)4
 – and was privy to detailed information on secret intelligence and special operations. He was trusted enough within the organisation that he could make suggestions, some sensible that were taken on board and others that were outlandish and better suited to the novels he would write a decade later.5


Though Fleming was at the heart of many intelligence operations during the war, and met many people who would provide inspiration for his daring fictional spy hero, he was never personally involved in a mission. The risk of his being captured and divulging secret information to the enemy was too great. His high alcohol and cigarette consumption also ruled him out on health reasons, traits he passed on to his fictional spy, minus the debilitating hacking cough or hangovers.

At the end of the war Fleming returned to a comfortable civilian life. He became manager of the foreign correspondents at the Keylsey newspaper group,6
 which included the Sunday Times, where he contributed columns. But while the rest of the UK was enduring the worst of the British weather, Fleming negotiated three months’ annual leave every winter, which he spent at his second home in Jamaica. He had told several people during the war that he was going to ‘write the spy novel to end all spy novels’ and, on the ‘third Tuesday in January’ 1952, Fleming sat down at his typewriter and started Casino Royale – ‘to take my mind off the shock of getting married at the age of 43’. He finished the first draft in two months and the book was published the following year. He soon settled into a routine of writing every morning during his Jamaican stay, churning out 2,000 words a day and a novel every year.

In Jamaica he let his imagination run riot. It was when he returned to the UK that he would smooth out the rough draft and fill in the details. To tether his outrageous plots to some semblance of reality, he included lengthy and accurate descriptions of cars, food and branded consumer goods as well as credible nuggets of information about the secret service and spy craft, while being careful not to reveal any genuine secret information (for example, Bond’s well-known cover story of working for Universal Exports is based in fact). From its establishment in 1909, the British secret service took the ‘secret’ part of its name very seriously. All sorts of elaborate cover stories and subterfuge were constructed to maintain the illusion of the service’s non-existence. At the very start a ‘cover address’ was set up for correspondence: ‘Messrs. Rasen, Falcon Ltd., Box 400, General Post Office, London’ – a supposed shipping and export firm that set the trend for ‘import and export’ as a cover for espionage work.

To add further realistic flesh to the bones of his fantasy, Fleming also borrowed real-life locations. A health clinic he visited ended up in Thunderball, and his golf club, renamed, features heavily in Goldfinger. The setting of Dr No’s Crab Key lair was inspired by a trip to Inagua, a ‘hideous island’ that ‘nobody in his senses ever goes near’, in the southernmost reaches of the Bahamas. It had last been officially surveyed in 1916, since when it had disappeared off the bureaucratic radar. Fleming and his friend Ivar Bryce were invited to join a scientific expedition studying the island’s huge population of flamingos.7
 It wasn’t the enormous numbers of pink birds that Fleming remembered most vividly, but the 260km2 (100mi2) shallow lake, ‘the colour of a corpse’ and stinking of rotten eggs, that they lived on. The flamingos shared the island with around a thousand people, almost all of them employed in the island’s only industry, a saltworks owned by three brothers who ruled over the island as their own private kingdom. It was the perfect location for a Bond villain to set up his criminal operation.

Characters and names were appropriated from Fleming’s vast network of friends and acquaintances. M was based on his former NID boss, Admiral Godfrey, who was known for his long face and look of permanent displeasure. The moniker ‘M’ was probably taken from the head of MI6 being referred to by a single letter, a tradition started by its original head Mansfield Cumming, who signed himself ‘C’.8
 Fleming simply switched the letter to M, perhaps after Sir Stewart Menzies, head of MI6 during the Second World War, or maybe after his mother, who signed her letters ‘M’.

Some people may have been flattered by the characters chosen to sport their names. Hilary Bray, a golfing buddy, became a heraldry expert in On Her Majesty’s Secret Service. Ernie Cuneo, an American friend, appeared as the ill-fated taxi driver in Diamonds Are Forever. Others may not have seen it as a compliment. Tom Blofeld9
 was at Eton with Fleming and became immortalised as Bond’s nemesis Ernst Stavro Blofeld. Lord Arran, a cousin of Fleming’s wife Ann, known to friends as ‘Boofy’ Gore, appeared in Diamonds Are Forever as a murderous hood. Lord Arran objected so strongly that an apology was given and the name changed in all subsequent editions of the book. The architect Erno Goldfinger consulted his lawyers after his name was appropriated for a Bond villain. On this occasion, Fleming refused to back down. He responded: ‘Tell him that if there’s any more nonsense I’ll put an erratum slip and change the name throughout to GOLDPRICK and give the reason why.’

The stories Fleming concocted on his golden typewriter10
 were, he admitted, ‘the feverish dream of the author of what he might have been – bang, bang, kiss, kiss – that sort of stuff.’ It was a world that appealed to a lot of other people too, and his blend of realistic detail and overblown fantasy struck a chord with tens of thousands of readers. Sales were helped enormously by Fleming making excellent use of his extensive contacts to secure reviews in high-profile papers and magazines. But, while sales were healthy, the books were not exactly a publishing phenomenon. All that changed after the release of the first Bond film, Dr No.

Fleming had been involved in many discussions with filmmakers and TV executives over the years. Casino Royale had been adapted for a one-hour TV special in 1954 with Barry Nelson as an American Bond. Fleming had also been commissioned to plot out episodes for other spy-themed TV series, and options had been taken on several of the Bond books. But nothing else had made it into production, until Albert ‘Cubby’ Broccoli and Harry Saltzman appeared on the scene. In 1961, Saltzman had the rights to all the Bond novels except Casino Royale, but no backers.11
 Broccoli desperately wanted to make a Bond film but didn’t have the rights. Fortunately the two met and the rest, as they say, is history.



Establishing the rules

Initially, the producers were spoiled for choice. They had eight books at their disposal, all packed with ideal fodder for films: sex, violence, action and intrigue. They chose Dr No, the fifth novel, published in 1958, for a few reasons. Their preferred choice, Thunderball, was caught up in lengthy legal disputes.12
 
Dr No was based on an idea for a TV series that never got made and so much of it had been written with a view to how it would appear on screen. And there were plenty of other aspects that were a natural fit for film.

Exotic locations always feature prominently in the James Bond books. Fleming loved to travel and presumably readers loved to read about far-flung places at a time when foreign holidays were an unobtainable luxury for most. The sun-drenched, sandy shores of Jamaica must have looked particularly appealing to audiences watching Dr No when it was released in the UK in October 1962.


Dr No’s titular character, like so many of Fleming’s villains, has more than enough ego to fill the big screen.13
 His plan, to divert rockets launching from Cape Canaveral, is perfect for the 1960s, when the space race was in full swing. The radio jamming/guidance system he uses got a nuclear upgrade in keeping with atomic preoccupations of the age. It was an obvious path to take at a time when world leaders talked about technological advances with enthusiasm and optimism. John F. Kennedy spoke of the ‘new frontier’ as the United States set their technological sights on space and the moon. Harold Wilson in the UK talked about ‘the white heat of science and technology’. As the Bond series progressed, science and technology became a fundamental part of the movies. The filmmakers have continuously adapted and updated the science to keep pace with rapid developments and emerging areas of research in the real world. They have kept up with, and often exceeded, the technological capabilities of the day, to entice audiences into the cinema to witness up-to-the-minute gadgets and the latest cars.

Topicality is important to the films, but it also dates them. A joke about a stolen Goya painting in Dr No is lost on modern audiences but apparently brought the house down in 1962.14
 References to solar power, as a way out of the energy crisis that was happening at the time The Man with the Golden Gun was released, still resonate today, but for different reasons. Though these were deliberate additions, sometimes real life has overtaken the imaginary world of Bond. Licence to Kill, a film about a South American drug cartel, hit cinema screens six months before Manuel Noriega was arrested (see chapter 016). The release of No Time to Die, a film about a deadly infectious agent spreading across the world, was delayed because it coincided with an outbreak of a deadly infectious virus spreading across the world. Audiences first watched Dr No attempt to send American rockets off course a few weeks before the Cuban Missile Crisis.

Though the films are undoubtedly products of the post-Second World War and Cold War era, and later a post-Cold War world, the producers were keen to avoid politics. In the novel, Dr No is working for the Russians. Fortunately for the filmmakers, the novels contained a ready-made apolitical criminal organisation that was big enough and bad enough to take on any evil plan. SPECTRE (Special Executive for Counter-Intelligence, Terrorism, Revenge and Extortion), a kind of international private members’ club for megalomaniacs, was, I’m sure, more than happy to welcome Dr No into its villainous ranks. He already had the distinctive lair, exotic pet and unhealthy obsession with power and money that form the basic entry requirements. To keep audiences happy, and the films acceptable to almost any political persuasion, frightening or mundane reality is swept under a fantasy carpet or reshaped into a more appealing form.

Britain in the 1950s and 60s was still economically and physically scarred by the Second World War. Its once-vast empire was fracturing and breaking away from British rule. The Suez crisis of 1956 had been a political embarrassment. The defection of Guy Burgess and Donald Maclean in 1951, and Kim Philby in 1963, left doubts over the effectiveness and security of the British secret service. But Fleming’s James Bond exists in a world where the British empire hasn’t crumbled, the UK is still a major influence in global politics and individual, plucky British heroism can save the day.

The novels contain all the raw material the filmmakers needed to build the escapist fantasy world of 007 we see in cinemas, but they can veer wildly between the graphically realistic and the inexplicably daft. More than a little refining was needed for the big screen. The screenplay for Dr No went through many iterations before the producers were satisfied. The science and technology got a more prominent role and some of Fleming’s worst excesses were trimmed back. Bond’s big fight with a giant squid was cut and Dr No’s death under a pile of bird poo was changed to drowning in the coolant of his nuclear reactor.15
 Even a franchise that would later show Margaret Thatcher, Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, in conversation with a parrot, had its limits.16
 Scenes were cut, new ideas were pasted in and some things simply got lost in translation. In the film, Bond escapes from Dr No’s prison cell through the ventilation system, which has gallons of water sloshing around in it for no obvious reason other than it’s exciting to watch Bond avoid being washed away in the flood. In fact, it was a hangover from the book, in which Dr No has deliberately installed an elaborately booby-trapped maze of tunnels out of his prison cells so he can watch his captives suffer as they try to escape.

The aim was to make the film as exciting and entertaining as possible without confusing the audience, but the result doesn’t always make sense. Why, in the gun-barrel sequence, are we looking down the barrel and not through the sights? How does so much blood get inside the gun when gunshot victims in the rest of the film barely bleed? How can someone clever enough to build a nuclear reactor on a remote swamp-infested island have such poor safety controls that his whole operation can be sabotaged by Bond turning a wheel? The 007 filmmakers





Bond will return





Notes



	1 Eton because of his over-enthusiasm for hair oil, cars and women. Sandhurst because he contracted gonorrhoea.


	2 Six employees of the British firm were accused of spying, but more of this in chapter 002.


	3 Though speaking French, German and a smattering of Russian were a definite asset.


	4 SOE was set up during the war to carry out clandestine operations in Europe, such as parachuting people and equipment into occupied territory.


	5 Contrast recruiting a team of commandos (30 Assault Unit or 30AU) to retrieve important German documents, with the proposal to recruit Aleister Crowley for his expertise in black magic.


	6 Foreign correspondents were sometimes used as cover for MI6 work at this time.


	7 Fleming and his party travelled around the island on a marsh buggy that would become the fire-breathing dragon tank of the novel.


	8 Every head of MI6 since has been known as ‘C’.


	9 Father of the cricket commentator Henry ‘Blowers’ Blofeld.


	10 He really did write on a specially commissioned gold-plated typewriter. Many of his friends thought it a vulgar affectation. Fleming didn’t care.


	11 Saltzman’s daughter suggested Harry may have got the film rights because of a mutual understanding between Fleming and himself; they had both been involved in secret missions during the war. Saltzman had done classified work for the Psychological Warfare Division of the US Office of War Information. Some suspect the two had first met much earlier than 1961.


	12 
Thunderball started life as a film treatment co-written with Kevin McClory, Jack Whittingham, Ivar Bryce and Ernst Cuneo. When it failed to go into production, Fleming used many of the ideas for his next novel. McClory and Whittingham sued. Their names were added to subsequent editions of the novel and they gained the rights to be involved in any film production should it come about.


	13 Fleming suggested his friend Noël Coward for the role of Dr No, to which Coward responded by telegram, ‘Dr No? No! No! No! No!’


	14 The painting was stolen from the National Gallery in London on 21 August 1961 and wasn’t recovered until July 1965. But it was a retired bus driver Kempton Bunton who did the deed, not Dr No.


	15 Or is he boiled to death? Or frozen? Maybe he’s electrocuted or killed by the radiation. From what we see on screen, I honestly can’t tell, but it looks unpleasant.


	16 An early draft, where Dr No is revealed to be not the tall, skinny, yellow-skinned man of the book, but a spider monkey sitting on his shoulder, was rejected immediately.


	17 See the 1967 adaptation of Casino Royale.


	18 Of course, everyone’s mileage will differ.


	19 And all American producers since Saltzman’s departure from the franchise.


	20 It can also be sombre-toned, gritty realism, such as The Spy Who Came in From the Cold, written as the antithesis of James Bond.
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