
Animal Pharm 
Reading the late Mark Purdey’s book about the Mad Cow Disease affair I am struck by 
the parable of the blind philosophers trying to separately describe an elephant by feeling 
the surface of the animal in a dark cave. Each philosopher examines a different part of the 
beast and reconstructs a different animal by extrapolation from the part he is aware of. 
The origin and cause of the disease, and its transfer to humans remains a puzzle which 
Purdey’s observations and discoveries only add to. 
 The development of Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE) in the period 
1986 -1996 and its appearance in humans as a new form of fatal neuropathy, vCJD, in 
young people was a story I had been involved in through a Green Party campaign which I 
began in 1996. I met Purdey twice around then and discussed the origin of the disease 
with him. In those days, he was convinced that the disease in cows came about because of 
the use of a particular organophosphate (OP) compulsory warble fly treatment. But by the 
time I finished his book, it was clear that he had carried out a great deal of research since 
that period and had abandoned the OP’s as sole basis of the epidemic. I approached this 
book with some considerable interest in Purdey’s final take on the origins of BSE but left 
it, with a few exceptions, more or less where I started: the book brings in so many 
necessary causes for the condition that the reader is left breathless and confused.   
. However, the book is not only of interest for BSE. It is about independent 
research, bravery, energy, hard work, doggedness and a life spent well, looking for 
answers. It is about activism and speaking truth to power. It is about cover-ups, 
skullduggery, harassment and possibly murder. And  I do think that anyone with an 
interest in this curious episode can learn a great deal from the narrative, both about the 
possible causes of BSE and similar diseases (called Transmissable Spongiform 
Neuropathies, TSEs) but, perhaps more important, about the political forces at the  heart 
of the British democratic system and how they move swiftly to defend economic 
interests. Although the BSE/CJD episode was terribly costly financially, and many 
innocent people died, the key message that emerged was that the public cannot trust the 
authorities who exercise control at the science policy interface. This message is very 
relevant today with such clear evidence of harm to human health in so many areas, 
depleted uranium exposure, ionizing radiation pollution, genetic modification of foods 
and of course, the effects of high frequency electromagnetic radiation from mobile 
phones, base stations and wi-fi. This is why we should all be very clear about the 
message that is contained in Purdey’s book. The government scientists, the scientific civil 
service, are a bunch of crooks and people have died and will die because of their stupidity 
or bias in underwriting policies that result in harm to human health. 
 Mark Purdey was born into a middle class, fairly well-off family in 1953. He was 
brought up in the country in Hertfordshire.  He seems to have been clever, rebellious and 
independent; he was expelled from school, he never went to university, but instead was 
able to set up an organic farm in the 1970s. This and other stories identify him as one of 
the hippie crew of independent thinkers that were created in the 1960s and 1970s; he 
played the saxophone and hung out. Like Voltaire’s l’ingenu he asked original and 
awkward questions and then questioned the replies. His independence and general class 
background enabled him to have sufficient strength to resist the system of lies and half 
truths that define the culture. And it was one particular aspect of the system that he took 
on in 1984 that was to define his whole life. He refused to treat his dairy cattle with the 



organophosphate pour-on insecticide phosmet, part of a Ministry of Agriculture 
campaign to eradicate warble fly. And when the Ministry tried to force him, he took a 
legal action against them, and won. He did this by playing them at their own game. 
Purdey was that rare kind of intelligent educated non-scientist who was sufficiently 
secure to enter the science arena asking simple questions and supplying the answers by 
reference to published scientific research. These people are few but very valuable: 
another successful example is Georgina Downs, the pesticide activist who is currently 
taking a judicial review action on pesticide spraying.  Purdey, using photocopies obtained 
through the local library service from the British Library at £1 a request, and analyzing 
the evidence with regard to the effects of OPs, was able to defeat the government 
scientists in the court.   
 Shortly after this, the first cases of Mad Cow disease (BSE) began to appear in the 
UK. Purdey, on whose farm cases occurred, and having researched the neurological 
effects of OPs, naturally believed that the OP warble fly campaign seemed a likely cause. 
After all, OPs target the brain, farmers who had used the preparation had suffered serious 
neurological illnesses and there were similarities between the microscopic descriptions of 
brain material from OP treated and BSE brain. It seemed to Purdey (and to many other 
independent scientists, e.g. Narang, Dealler, Lacey) that the government explanation of 
the disease could not be true. This was that it was caused by an agent that was derived 
from the sheep encephalopathy disease, scrapie, which had somehow crossed the species 
barrier following the addition of sheep brains to animal feed pellet preparations in the 
1980s. This somehow resulted in an infective agent that could be passed from animal to 
animal by contamination with brain or nervous system tissue. The government scientists 
held that the infection could not cross the species barrier from cow to other mammals. 
But they were wrong: it soon emerged that the infective agent could. By 1990, mice, cats, 
pigs, monkeys, cheetahs, kudu, a host of mammals (and even an ostrich) had been found 
to succumb by feeding and by injection of contaminated tissue. And of course, it was 
only a matter of waiting for the first human BSE victim. Even when Stephen Churchill, 
aged 19, had died in May 1995 of what was described in The Lancet as variant CJD, the 
government was still stating that there was no evidence of a link with BSE.  Five months 
later, the government admitted the causal relationship. 
 Animal Pharm describes Purdey’s search for the cause of the disease and his 
endless fights with the scientific authorities. He took his theses to the newspapers, he 
gave lectures, he published in the journals, he traveled around the UK, he went abroad, he 
survived financially on the support from individuals, he scratched about for a living. He 
tried to get government funding for research into his thesis. He managed to persuade 
many people, including the Environment Minister Michael Meacher, that there was a case 
to answer, but time and again he was thwarted by the scientific civil service. Even when 
committees were forced into being to examine his ideas, they found ways of dismissing 
him. A favourite method was to misunderstand his argument and attack the wrong idea. 
Or they told lies. In one example he gives (p30), the Horne committee report conclusion 
was predicated on crucial errors: Horne stated that all the cows that developed BSE were 
born after 1982 so were never treated with phosmet to eradicate warble fly. However, 
1982 was the start of the compulsory warble fly treatment, not its end.  
 Where all the independent scientists agree is that the government explanation was 
wrong. All the evidence cited by Purdey points to an environmental cause, a 



contamination which brought about a change in the conformation (the shape) of a protein 
which exists in the brain of mammals called a normal Prion or Pr(c). The changed Prion, 
named Pr (Sp) builds up in the brains of affected individuals over time and this results in 
the production of vacuoles and the destruction of brain cells, leading to the terrible 
neurological symptoms. Purdey traveled over the globe investigating similar 
Transmissable Spongiform Encephalopathy (TSE) diseases in animals and humans, from 
Kuru in Papua New Guinea (supposedly caused by cannibalism and the eating of brain 
tissue) to Guam in the Pacific where a TSE called lytico bodig exists, to Groote syndrome 
in an island off north east Australia. In a fascinating account of these and other areas 
where occur, Purdey shifts from his OP theory and makes a persuasive argument for the 
implication of other causal agents, from radionuclides originating in the Bikini Atom 
Bomb tests (Guam) to manganese contamination (Groote syndrome). He measures the 
concentration of manganese is soil in TSE areas and shows that it is always high, and that 
usually also copper concentrations in these environments are low.  But having moved 
away from, or added to his OP theory, he seems to go on to include so many causes that 
the reader may become somewhat confused. By the end of the book we are given OPs, 
radionuclides, natural excesses of certain elements in the environment, manganese, 
barium, strontium, deficiencies of copper, excess ultraviolet light due to altitude, metal 
microcrystals entering the brain through the nasal passages, sonic bangs from Concorde 
and bombs falling, picric acid, piezoelectric excitation of proposed metal (and picric acid) 
microcrystals, wartime munitions, mobile phones, the list seems to go on and on.   
 Some of these causes seem rather unlikely to me, given the specific temporal and 
spatial trends.  So although I think Purdey was asking all the right questions, and 
accurately dismissing all the government nonsense, I personally don’t think he got the 
answer: but the readers can decide for themselves.  And I think that there is a simple 
general answer which fits most of the observations: it seems that if you can get certain 
agents into the brain by destroying the blood brain barrier then it is possible to bring 
about changes in the resident Prion population, and this results in amplification of the 
rogue prion protein which causes the effects. 
 For me more interesting was the response of the system to Purdey and his method 
of counter attack and survival.  He was dismissed, vilified and derided by the government 
scientists. But he used the media and took his message to the people and the politicians.  
He was successful in showing that the science policy interface is controlled by powerful 
interests. I believe that these people were very frightened of him because someone knew 
that he was close to discovering the real environmental cause of the outbreaks. They put 
obstacles in his way, his phone lines were cut, his barns were shot at, his access was 
blocked. The vet who was supporting his ideas, helping his research and treating his cows 
with BSE was killed in a car accident at a critical point, apparently having been driving 
on the wrong side of the road. Indeed, I find it rather curious that Mark Purdey died of a 
brain tumour at such an early age. I think of Martin Gardner, the Sellafield 
epidemiologist who died of lung cancer suddenly and unexpectedly at the age of 50 just 
before the Sellafeld child leukemia trial that was based on his work. I think of Patricuia 
Sheehan in Ireland who was researching the link between the Windscale fire and Downs 
syndrome. And Hilda Murrell and David Kelly.  Purdey will be a loss to the green 
movement, to the environmental activists, to the scattered and isolated heroes who 
continue to fight the system of scientific chicanery that supports government policy in 



many areas where powerful economic interests go head to head with human health.  And 
we should thank his brother Nigel for putting this book together from Mark’s notes and 
for adding his own observations.  
 Despite the lack of specific references to statements made in the text and the 
inclusion of so many possible causes for the disease I think that this book is worth 
reading for the information it gives about BSE, CJD and similar diseases and their 
possible causes, but most of all as an account of the dreadful state of the science policy 
interface and its control by the civil service and industry. If we cannot find a way of 
dealing with the cover-ups and the biased and sometimes dishonest science that underpins 
current policy, many people will die, just as they did as a result of the BSE affair. 
 And this episode shows us that science is still well described by the famous 
painting by William Blake depicting Newton naked, sitting disconsolate on the seashore, 
measuring a small piece of illuminated ground with dividers, whilst all around him is 
darkness.  
 
Chris Busby 


