IBO Report 2008 - Anthony Martinelli
“There is one living spirit, prevalent over this world ... which assumes a multitude of forms according to subordinate laws.”

- C. R. Darwin

“Take young researchers, put them together in virtual seclusion, give them an unprecedented degree of freedom and turn up the pressure by fostering competitiveness.”

- J. D. Watson
My school had something of a reputation for doing well in the British Biology Olympiad. We had been classed as top school in 2004 and had boasted a range of medal winners and a few finalists. I had known for some time that I would eventually be sitting an Olympiad paper. It is, therefore, fair to say that I had a better idea than most of what I was getting into when I sat down to take BBO Paper 1 in early February 2008. However, no amount of research could have truly prepared me for the series of exciting and life-changing events that took place over the next few months, as the Biology Olympiad became an integral part of my life.


Having worked through the online first BBO paper, I (along with three other members of my school year group) was invited to sit BBO Paper 2 in late February. We had a strong year group, but I don’t think anyone had expected this degree of success. This annus mirabilis for Merchant Taylors’ biology was further emphasised when two of us were called up to the practical finals in Birmingham in April and our school was named as the top performing institution for 2008 (an achievement much appreciated by our retiring Head of Biology, Neil Richards).


I travelled to the University of Birmingham not knowing exactly what to expect. The accommodation was impressive and much appreciated by all the candidates, but the real excitement for a group of the country’s top young biologists came from the opportunity to work with the genuine scientists associated with the School of Biosciences at Birmingham. In addition, we were given access to rafts of unfamiliar pieces of equipment - automatic pipettes and spectrophotometers to name but two novel pieces of apparatus. The ten other candidates were all demonstrably intelligent (I believe that all Upper Sixth Formers present were holding Oxbridge offers) and easy to get on with. The testing over this intensive three-day period in the midlands was almost non-stop. We were taught botany, genetics and statistics on our day of arrival. The day after, we started our series of practical examinations and finished off the day with a relatively short theory test. The practicals continued on the third day, with a particularly memorable experiment on animal behaviour involving woodlice. In hind sight, the practical tests at Birmingham were set with a ridiculous degree of skill, as the tests we did in Mumbai, mere months later, involved tasks so similar that we had almost done them before. As the end of the period of testing came, I was shocked to find out that I had been selected to be in the 4 man IBO team (along with Thomas Flint, Paul Waldron and Ian Ross) - I can only assume clerical errors were involved. Immediately the gravity of our task was confirmed to us by the committee members present: no person had yet returned home from the IBO medal-less. This importance was well and truly hammered home when I was handed a copy of Biology by Campbell and Reece - the official 1236 page IBO Bible, generally known, simply, as a Campbell.

The following months saw me try to juggle (with varying degrees of success) the pressure of 5 A-Levels with preparation for the IBO in Mumbai. I began to delve into my Campbell (whilst going through the IBO syllabus) and my school was wonderful in terms of providing various opportunities for me to practise my practical skills, whether in lunch breaks or in the biology department on a school open day. What’s more, I was afforded such an uncharacteristic degree of attention that hearing my name read out at the latest school function by the Head Master almost became banal. I was also thankful to Norma Broadbridge who was always willing to send me new batches of questions to work through, in an aid both to learning and familiarisation with the IBO format. In mid June, I met up once again with the team members, Norma and Chris Glanville as we visited the Natural History Museum in London, where experts taught us branches of biosystematics related to Kingdom Animalia. Countless facts were provided in a way that stuck in my mind, such that months later, when faced by a rather nasty 10 mark IBO Paper 2 question on invertebrate classification, I had considerably less to fear than other candidates.

All too soon I had arrived at Imperial College, London to attend the BBO Awards Ceremony. It was nice to meet up with the finalists again and the speeches were all fascinating - particularly Professor Colin Blakemore’s analyses of sight. I quickly learned that all the other team members had the same fears as I did: being the first Briton to fail to win a medal and bringing shame on the country. Furthermore, we all, of course, knew that everyone else had done far more work than we had. We set off in the pouring rain with Stephen Winrow-Campbell and David Rigby (whose sense of “humour” would become legendary) to take the train down to Canterbury, our home for the next few days.

I think we were all struck by the grandiosity of King’s School when we walked through its gates. The picturesque courts and stunning architecture gave it the indubitable air of an Oxbridge college and even our dinner in the King’s canteen was a cut above most of the food we had been subjected to in our 13 year school careers. We enjoyed a little gentle conversation as we got to know each other a bit better (Federer-Nadal at Wimbledon was on most of our minds - Paul just smiled and nodded: as we later found out he had no interest in tennis). Of course, the real work did actually start today, as we prepared for our upcoming ethology practical with a video about vigilance and optimal foraging theory in barnacle geese. We retired to our dorms: Ian and Tom crashing out to sleep, whilst myself and Paul did a little Campbelling before joining them in the land of the unconscious.


There was, however, no true rest for the wicked as we got up bright and early and headed off to the University of Kent (on their graduation day no less) to work in their labs as practice for the molecular biology practical. We encountered spectrophotometers (still an exciting piece of equipment for me) and the incredibly useful automatic pipettes for the first time since Birmingham. Merely having the opportunity to work with such equipment was a blessing, considering that practical biology is non-existent in the countries of some teams (such as Afghanistan). Familiarity with the two pieces of equipment proved invaluable as the actual IBO practical involved none other than using them to analyse enzyme activity in the presence of varied quantities of inhibitor, with a colouring agent to make the assay viable. To this end, I am incredibly grateful to the staff of the University’s School of Biosciences for their assistance. 


We returned to King’s and set off immediately for a team-bonding session at a the school sports centre. The highlight for me was a badminton match between myself and Paul - it was truly epic. At one point I was 1-7 down, but I dug deep, stiffened the sinews, summoned up the blood and fought back to win 16-14. After this excitement, we went back to Stephen’s lab for some experiments related to abdominal pumping for Locusta in varying concentrations of CO2 and associative conditioning related to path choice for samples of Lumbricus terrestris.

The next day saw us change tack slightly as, instead of working, we had the unique experience of visiting a Pfizer research centre at Sandwich. We were taken through several areas of the drug discovery process and saw countless bit of worryingly expensive equipment, whilst the experts talked to us about their jobs and research projects. As someone who had arrived at Pfizer believing that drugs companies were evil (albeit a necessary one), I felt somewhat guilty as the people who worked there were all so friendly and interested in our IBO adventures. We returned to the school to put in a final few more hours of work, this time dissecting invertebrates with varying degrees of success and watching a video on ethology. The day was rounded off rather nicely with a tour around the beautiful city by an enthusiastic guide. Tomorrow we would be leaving for India.

Having said goodbye to Stephen in Kent and worked throughout the train journey up to London, we met our other escort to India, Chris, at Charing Cross and took a pair of London cabs to Kew Gardens. Here we met up again with Norma and, with the help of a particularly knowledgeable and friendly member of the Royal Botanic Gardens staff, assaulted the bastion of complexity that was plant classification. The experiences with Lamiaceae in particular will live long in my memory - and there is a phrase I never thought I would type. Fortunately, we also had time for a stroll around the scenic grounds and even a trip around the much publicised and newly added treetop walkway. A journey on the London Underground later and we were at Heathrow Terminal 4, ready to go to Mumbai. The plane journey was, in truth, fairly uneventful (we mostly slept) with the exception of midnight, at which time we wished Paul a very happy 18th birthday.


Upon exiting the airport we were immediately hit by the humidity and heat of Mumbai. The rather unconventional nature of the city was confirmed as, upon leaving the airport, we were propositioned loudly by a host of different money lenders, each desperate that we should exchange our pounds for rupees at their particular stall. Having checked in at the hotel (the second team to arrive, after the Belgians), whilst Tom had a nap, the other five of us decided to brave a trip through the streets of Mumbai. We were exposed to the odd olfactory sensations of the world’s second most populous city, as we travelled to the nearest Thomas Cook to stock up on the local currency. The roads were an experience in their own right - crossing them was a sick thrill. Dinner at a local curry-house followed, where we met a few delightful members of Paul’s family, residents of Mumbai. The rickshaw ride back to the hotel confirmed my suspicions - road rules simply do not exist in Mumbai, it is a case of every driver for himself. Other first impressions of the city formerly know as Bombay persist in my memory: namely the sheer differences between it and any other place I had visited - to be blunt, poverty was visible with alarming frequency and cleanliness was certainly not a high priority.

The following day was our last before the onset of actual competition: a sojourn to the National Park was the order of the day. The views were breath-taking and the wildlife dissimilar to anything I had seen before - monkeys, vultures and a snake eating a lizard were my highlights. By now I almost felt adapted to life in this new country and was eagerly anticipating the arrival of other teams the next day…


… And arrive they did: in their hoardes. The hotel lobby became flooded with students from across the globe. Meeting and greeting became a priority as people from countries ranging from the USA to India itself said hello. Dinner seemed the ideal time to network - having eaten on a francophone table, I moved over for some after-dinner chat with the fellow English-speakers (read: people from countries we used to own). It was both mortifying and pleasant that I was talking to a group of people my own age who found the (never, ever actually used I hope) chat-up line “I wish I were DNA Helicase, so I could unzip your genes” as funny as I did.

The opening ceremony was a feast of pomp and circumstance. People in national dress or smart suits were present and we rushed to take as many photos as possible with different teams. Our costumes were simple, but our slanted Union Flag ties were much appreciated by everyone else present - inspiring jealousy and awe in almost equal measure. We went up on stage with our trusty team guide, Chetan, bowed to the roaring crowd and sat down in our seats for the remainder of the show. The cultural programme did seem to drag on a little, but being told to stand and take the official Olympic oath was an event which confirmed just how significant this competition was, particularly in the context of 2008 being an actual Olympic year. After an eventful journey back to the hotel (the details of which I’m sure Paul will recount in his report) we changed out of our uniforms and continued with the business of the IBO.

The practical tests were the part of the week I was most fearing. There is an inherent stress and pressure allied to practical exams, in a way that is not true for theory. The fact that 4 days of Indian food had well and truly got to me did not help - throwing up all over a plant dissection seemed a very realistic possibility. Fortunately, I made it through the day with the only real medical problem being a deep cut into one of my finger caused by some over-enthusiastic sectioning (anyone looking at my question paper for that particular practical would have found blood spattered across it, which I am fairly sure is against health and safety regulations). The exercises were for the most part novel - I even enjoyed Animal Anatomy and Physiology (where we had to analyse and match together skeletons) and ethology (where we kicked back and watched some videos). Having finished these we met up once again with Chris and David at their ridiculously nice hotel, where we were told to forget about the practical exam completely.

This task was made very easy for us as on Wednesday there was a welcome break from work. Leaving an ill Tom back at the hotel, Ian, Paul and I went on an excursion. Having adopted a member of the Irish team whose 3 team-mates had all been struck down by various forms of malady, we made the most of having a top theme park entirely to ourselves. The rides were, of course, nauseating in the extreme (special credit to Ian for braving a ride which literally seemed to be designed to imitate a washing machine). In short, I enjoyed them immensely. In fact in a surprising (not least of all to me!) turn of events I even enjoyed the impromptu lunchtime disco. I have a feeling Paul enjoyed this as well - he certainly attracted a lot of attention on the dance-floor. The afternoon allowed us to cool off as we donned swimming gear and visited the pools and slides of the theme park’s accompanying water park. The whole day was brilliant as, as well as cementing the bonds between Teams UK and Canada, we were able to banish any nerves or worries about the theory tests which would take place tomorrow…

It started off so well. A gentle, multiple choice exam with oodles of time to spare. I felt good, I felt confident. Two hours in and I was well into medal territory. Then came IBO Paper 2. Two and a half hours of masochism and the urge to stab my stupid prescription calculator with any form of sharp object available. It was, almost universally, agreed to have been a horrible paper (as it turned out, I had actually done relatively well). But then, even with my misgivings about this exam, it didn’t seem to matter - I was done. My friends had finished A-Levels around a month ago, and now I knew how they felt. Two and a half months of holidays and relaxing lay ahead of me and I was in no way able to contain my smile at this prospect. Work for the IBO had finished and it was time to make the most of our last few precious hours in India.

Our last days were filled with simple things: exchanging gifts (it turns out googly eyes are surprisingly popular), hanging about in hotel rooms chatting with our new friends, “joshing” our favourite American on every possible bus ride (and consequently also the long periods we spent waiting stationary in buses) and even hazarding the occasional wander down to the hotel bar (for strictly non-alcoholic beverages, of course) with its adjacent dance-floor. The visit to the Indian History exhibition was interesting, but there is an inevitable point (more or less upon reaching the late 18th century) when a Briton begins to feel slightly uncomfortable (Robert Clive was an old boy of my school, no less). In addition, the planetarium was unfortunately designed such that it was an ideal place to catch up on lost sleep. Visits to a research institute and a rapid session of what can only be described as “man-shopping” the next day were better, but still the real fun lay, as it had all week, not in the activities, but in the company.


Late on Saturday afternoon, having endured what seemed like days of cultural “entertainment” (even the jurors found it literally soporific), it was the time of reckoning. Prolonged speeches put off the announcements of awards: how well, or how badly, had we done? This was revealed in the most agonising way possible - counting upwards. Page after page of medal winners was read out - Ian went up first to collect his bronze and received a huge ovation. He was able to relax whilst Tom, Paul and I sat in our frenzied states in our comfy seats in the auditorium. No fewer than 108 people had been called up to get medals before, on the penultimate page of silvers, my name appeared (next to Paul’s interestingly enough) and I could take to the stage. A 30th place finish, ahead of 2 members of team China, and a mere 7 places from gold, was hugely satisfying. Tom was read out moments later and we Britons felt so proud. 3 (of the highest) silver medals and a comfortable bronze - a far cry from the fears of abject failure which had dogged us a mere two weeks earlier.

We shared a bus to the closing ceremony with the Canadians (all of us wearing our lustrous medallions) and at the closing dinner congratulated all our medal winning friends… the Australians, New Zealanders, Americans, Dutch, Swedes, Irish, Indians, Belgians, Slovenians and no doubt many others I have forgotten had all done incredibly well and this pleased me immensely. We headed back to the hotel and stayed up as long as possible, our last moments tinged with sadness as we realised we would, in all likelihood, never see our international friends again. First the Swedes departed at some ungodly hour before dawn and then, all too soon, it was morning. Some hasty packing and a rapid shower later and I was in the hotel lobby, hugging people who had been complete strangers a mere week ago. I boarded our bus to the airport and waved goodbye to the 19th International Biology Olympiad and everything and everyone associated with it - an experience unlike any I have ever had or am likely to have again. 

To this end, I do truly feel honoured and privileged that I was involved in the British Biology Olympiad. I would like to thank, most sincerely, all the volunteers on the committee: Norma, Chris, David and Stephen; as well as the multitude of staff and experts I met at various points of my journey from Rickmansworth to Mumbai via Birmingham. It was wonderful.
Anthony Martinelli, 2008
