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“Do not go where the path may lead, go where there is no path and leave a trail.”








Ralph Waldo Emerson

Name: 
Gail M. Preston

Age: 
33

Place of birth:
Bolton, England

Higher education
BA(Hons) Natural Sciences, Christ’s College, Cambridge; 


Ph.D. Department of Plant Pathology, Cornell University, USA

Current position: Royal Society University Research Fellow, Department of Plant Sciences, University of Oxford.

My research is in the field of plant-microbe interactions, studying the interactions of plants with disease-causing and plant growth-promoting bacteria. As a scientist, I’ve always been fascinated by interactions between organisms, and in my laboratory we are particularly interested in understanding the molecular communication that takes place when a plant cell meets a bacterial cell, and how it affects the outcome of bacteria-plant interactions. 

I have been fascinated with the natural world since an early age, and as a child, wanted to be a naturalist, vet or zookeeper. My family are almost all Christians, mostly Church of England, and I attended C of E schools until I went to university. I read a lot of books on biology and evolution while in school, from Charles Darwin to Richard Dawkins, and began to realise that I couldn’t reconcile myself with conventional church teaching on God, or any divine force, as creator. The more I read and thought about the topic, the more I developed the opinion that science could and would explain the origins and behaviour of the natural world. I came to the decision to define myself as an atheist as a teenager, and my scientific interests were certainly influential factors in this decision. I don’t believe that there are any forces at work in the universe that cannot be explained by science, and find recent research into the origins of the universe and the biological basis of human consciousness fascinating.

I don’t believe in an afterlife, but I do think it is important to leave a legacy of thought and word and deed that lives on in people’s memories and improves the quality of life on earth. By this I don’t mean grand achievements, I mean loving and caring for your friends and family, respecting other people, working and playing to the best of your ability, and thinking about the consequences of your own actions for other people and the environment. I am passionate about the importance of fairness and equality, and have been actively involved with organisations that promote equal opportunities and equal rights, not just for women, but for any group subject to discrimination. If I adopted a creed it would be a lullaby by the American folksinger Fred Small called “Everything Possible”. The chorus begins with “You can be anybody you want to be, you can love whomever you will”. I do believe that the world would be a better place if more people sang this to their children. 

I would say that the core of my values system has it’s origins in two main sources – my parents, who raised me to treat everyone with politeness and respect, and from innate empathy. Knowledge is gained by instruction, observation and discussion; rules are learnt by instruction, reward and punishment. Empathy, in its simplest form, is the ability to put oneself into the position of another, to focus on the needs and interests of another rather than on your own. One positive side to some religions is that they support and encourage people in developing and exercising their ability for empathy. However, empathy is an innate ability with a biological basis, which is present in the majority of people, whether they are religious or not. 

As a scientist, what you do and say can positively or negatively affect quality of life for a large number of people. Scientists are entrusted with important decisions, from predicting natural disasters, to testing new medical procedures on animals and humans, or deciding whether to flush chemicals down the drain. I do believe a scientist’s education should include ethics, politics and communication skills, and that scientists have a responsibility to think very carefully about the impact of their research and their beliefs on people and on the environment, and to explain and justify the value of their work both to funding bodies and the general public. However, I believe that most scientists, including myself, are already doing this without being trained, because we feel empathy for other people and the world we live in.       

I do think that women are changing science, and in a positive way. Modern science is increasingly dependent on teams of scientists, and in my experience many women, including myself, tend to value collaboration and teamwork more than some of their male contemporaries. Good scientific teams work on the basis of dedication, competition, communication, complementary skills and mutual respect, regardless of gender. As a senior scientist I spend a lot of my time training less experienced scientists, and I try to bring Charles de Kunffy’s philosophy of “them, them, them, without ego” to my role as a trainer. I find that one of the most rewarding aspects of being a scientist is training students and young scientists who are genuinely enthusiastic and interested in science and helping them grow in confidence and independence. Such interactions frequently refresh my own interest in a subject and generate new ideas. From my perspective the positive sides of a career in science definitely include intellectually and creatively stimulating work, the opportunity to continue learning, every day, and the opportunity to succeed on my own merits. I’ve also benefited from the opportunity to organise my own time, to travel and to interact with a wide range of people. 

One of my main interests outside science is horse-riding. I enjoy being outdoors and interacting with horses, and find that being a student, rather than a trainer, in a mentally and physically challenging discipline that is unrelated to my scientific career helps me to find balance, humility and inspiration. 

For a quote I’d choose Emerson (top) – for a creed the song below…

Charles de Kunffy is a famous dressage rider and trainer.

EVERYTHING POSSIBLE
by Fred Small
We have cleared off the table, the leftovers saved
Washed the dishes and put them away
I have told you a story and tucked you in tight
At the end of your knockabout day 

As the moon sets its sails to carry you to sleep
over the midnight sea
I will sing you a song no one sang to me
May it keep you good company 

You can be anybody you want to be
You can love whomever you will
You can travel any country where your heart leads
And know I will love you still 

You can live by yourself, you can gather friends around
You can choose one special one
And the only measure of your words and your deeds
Will be the love you leave behind when you're done 

There are girls who grow up strong and bold
There are boys quiet and kind
Some race on ahead, some follow behind
Some go in their own way and time 

Some women love women, some men love men
Some raise children, some never do
You can dream all the day never reaching the end
Of everything possible for you 

Don't be rattled by names, by taunts, by games
But seek out spirits true
If you give your friends the best part of yourself
They will give the same back to you 

You can be anybody you want to be
You can love whomever you will
You can travel any country where your heart leads
And know I will love you still 

You can live by yourself, you can gather friends around
You can choose one special one
And the only measure of your words and your deeds
Will be the love you leave behind when you're done. 

Words and music by Fred Small. ©1983 Pine Barrens Music (BMI).
From the album, Everything Possible: Fred Small in Concert (Flying Fish #625).
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