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a look back on an exciting and 
successful festival season with 

sex & Bugs & rock ‘n roll.

The long  
& winding 

road
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HeRe, tHeRe and eveRywHeRe
Helen Featherstone

What a year it’s been! I’ve had the joy of 
working alongside the Sex and Bugs and 
Rock n’ Roll project right from the very 
beginning. I’ve seen new ideas emerge, 
existing ideas get refined, skills being 
honed and festival-goers absolutely 
loving the opportunity to chat with 
research scientists. 

I joined the team at Imperial Festival, 
Wychwood and Green Man. Imperial 
Festival is a one-day festival at Imperial 
College, London. While we were 
upstaged by our next-door neighbour 
‘Impfest’ was a taster of things to come. 
We were swamped with enthusiastic 
festival-goers some of whom were 
Imperial College alumni, many of whom 
were families from the area or who 
travelled into the city for the day. We 
met a range of people from those who’d 
never seen a rabbit to others who were 
passionate beekeepers. Our activities 
were thoroughly tested – a few tweaks 
and the team were ready for the future.

Our handsome next-door neighbour at Imperial 
Festival

Wychwood Festival is a family-friendly 
festival held in early May on Cheltenham 
Race Course. Our visitors came to the 
tent with their own nature stories to 
tell – from the little girl who’s loved 
woodlice since she was old enough to 
spot them, to young adults deciding 
to take degrees in marine biology, and 
amateur ecologists who could identify 
every species they encountered. For 
those who were less inclined towards 
nature and ecology the activities and 
enthusiasm of the team hooked them in 
with many people returning several times 
over the weekend to repeat activities or 
to “complete the set”.

At Green Man we were in Einstein’s 
Garden, an area of the festival dedicated 
to celebrating science in creative ways. 
We were right by the entrance with a 
great view of the Main Stage so we had a 
steady stream of people visiting the stall. 
The mostly adult audience (young and 
young at heart) enjoyed talking with the 
team, seeing what was growing on their 
festival kit and finding out what species 
they were. People stayed, chatted and 
came back for more with one festival-
goer telling us “You’re the best bit of the 
festival – there’s so much to see and do 
in one little tent!”

It’s been really inspiring to see the team 
develop the project: ensuring its quality 
and rigour whilst also making it a lot 
of fun for the team and for the public 
they’ve been interacting with. 

I am tHe walRus 
Frazer Bird

Larmer Tree Festival is held every year in 
The Larmer Tree Gardens of Rushmore 
Estates near Salisbury. It has to be the 
most idyllic location for a festival; it’s a 
Garden of Eden for music lovers. The 

grass was soft under foot, no crowds at 
the main stage, no lines for the port-
a-loos and no mud; all in all not your 
average festival. Oh and Van Morrison!!!

The ‘Sex & Bugs’ team was here for 
nearly 7 days and it took some getting 
used to. At most of our other festivals 
the activities were the stars of the show, 
return custom for the poo game was 
not uncommon. This wasn’t happening 
at Larmer Tree, it felt like a very slow 
start and we couldn’t work out what 
we were doing wrong. The poo game 
was tried and tested by this point and 
it worked a treat. But Larmer Tree was 
a different, perhaps older, crowd. It 
took us a few days to realise that the 
main attraction wasn’t the activities 
– it was us, The Roadies. People were
genuinely interested in us as scientist 
and researchers. They wanted to know 
the specifics of our work and they had 
some tricky science questions that, even 
as a team, we couldn’t answer. This was 
a festival where our exhibits and the 
Bumblebees were the bigger hit. The big 
blue tent was now more like an expert 
museum, a bit like the genius counter 
in an Apple Store. There was a constant 
buzz of conversation and debate and the 
Roadies were rushed off their feet.

Larmer Tree showed us how versatile and 
adaptable ‘Sex & Bugs’ is. Our message 
is always the same but the way we 
deliver the science and engagement is 
always changing, a bit like cutting edge 
science itself. Larmer Tree proved to me 
that everyone loves science but they love 
it in different ways and we have to be 
aware of that as scientists. After a long 
week in the gardens the roadies had 
shown that scientists themselves are an 
attraction, all in all 1622 people popped 
in for a chat. 

The stars of Larmer Tree



magIcal mysteRy touR 
Kate Salmon

“I find you really sexy when you’re 
talking about poo”, said a young woman 
to Will, whilst he was giving clues in 
“Whose Poos?” A speechless Will pauses 
in astonishment, “No, please don’t 
stop…”

This is just a sample of the hilarity of 
Green Man. A relaxed, family-friendly 
atmosphere, Green Man was the perfect 
festival to tour the BES Roadshow. Four 
glorious days (of people, not weather), 
our stall was located in the beautiful 
Einstein’s Garden overlooking the main 
stage so we didn’t even have to leave the 
stall to see the action.

Team Open University, made up of Will, 
Kate and Leanne suffered a minor hiccup 
when Leanne thought she had tonsillitis 
but luckily it was nothing that a few 
ibuprofen didn’t fix. We were joined at 
the festival by Hannah, Tom, Ian and 
Catherine from Lancaster, Holly from 
London and Helen from Exeter.

The BES Roadie veterans (aka Will, Helen, 
Hannah) were pretty slick at setting up 
the stall so we were ready to go in no 
time. The slow trickle of people on the 
first day became more of a torrent by 
the end and we were glad we had extra 
people to help out. The bees proved 
a popular attraction to young and 
old alike, and many people expressed 
concern and interest about their future. 
One person in particular went into 
detail about her very own bee army. She 
and her friend collected dead bees and 
dressed them up in little capes, giving 
them “weapons” to fight each other. 
Does anyone else feel a Tate Modern 
piece coming on?

Friends and families competed against 
each other at the swabbing station where 
socks, armpits, hat rims, watch straps, 
old toys and spectacles were sampled for 
their diversity of microbes. We got some 
beautiful cob-webby moulds by the end 
of the festival. The poo and mushroom 
smelling games proved so popular that 
children dragged their parents and 
friends back to play again and again.

Tom dressed up as a cockroach, which 
provoked much chasing and stabbing 
from children with small sticks and as 
Ian discovered, even worked as a pick-up 
outfit.

Hannah and I were so engrossed in 
working that we missed our idol Caitlin 
Moran walking past the stall. Ian’s talent 
for celebrity-spotting meant we quickly 
tracked her down again and waited in 
the shadows trying desperately hard 
not to look star struck. She signed a BES 
T-shirt and we got a photo with her, we 
left in a dreamy daze.

Overall, Green Man was brilliant fun 
and a great success for the BES. Lots of 
people were confused as to why they 
hadn’t heard of the BES considering 
that we were celebrating the 100th 
anniversary. I hope we managed to 
change that perception and that we will 
see them on the 101st anniversary too.

tell me wHy 
Hannah Griffiths

Going to music festivals in the name of 
ecology? It seems a little too good to 
be true, doesn’t it? If you like festivals 
and you like talking, I can’t see why 
you wouldn’t want to get involved. The 
opportunity to chat to non-ecologists 
about the importance, delights, and 
annoyances of ecological research in 
a relaxed and fun environment was 
amazing. And don’t forget about the 
advantages of the setting – when we 
were finished working, we were free to 
join the festival-goers for the evening’s 
entertainment.

As a young scientist, I think being 
involved in activities like this is 
really worthwhile, as the more you 
communicate science with a variety 
of different audiences, the easier and 
more effective you’ll become at doing 
so. I certainly feel that being a Roadie 
has boosted my confidence in talking 
about my research. Also, when my PhD 
comes to an end, I hope my involvement 
will stand out to potential employers as 
something different from, but relevant 
to, my academic work, demonstrating 
that I can do more than just research. 
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A ‘swab plate’ with some lovely fungal growth

Tom the Cockroach delights visitors at  
Green Man Festival.

Kate and Hannah with Caitlin  
Moran and autographed T-shirt
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Finally, in addition to the chance to 
attend festivals, the Roadies put on two 
workshops in science communication 
and public engagement. These were 
informative and useful and something I 
would have attended even without the 
chance of a festival ticket at the end! 

So in summary, being a BES Roadie 
provided training, was fun, professionally 
valuable, and really rewarding! I would 
encourage anyone to do it next time!

wItH a lIttle HelP fRom 
my fRIends

Emma Sayer

We’ve come really long way from the 
initial pint-fueled brainwave in the pub 
and we’re very fortunate to be part of a 
learned society that will take a chance 
on a crazy idea to see what happens. 
All the ‘Roadies’ sacrificed a lot of their 
spare time to make this work and I think 
we can safely say that Sex & Bugs & Rock 
‘n Roll been a resounding success: we’ve 
talked to over 5000 festival-goers, more 

than 8500 people have visited our blog 
and, in addition to the invitations we’ve 
had to turn down this year, we already 
have a long list of invitations to events in 
2014. 

So many, many thanks to everyone who 
has supported us* and for all the positive 
feedback we’ve received from INTECOL 
delegates, BES members, festival-goers 
and event organisers.

I suspect (I know) it won’t be the last you 
hear from the ‘BES Roadies’. In fact, why 
not come along and help us celebrate 
another anniversary next year? We’ll be 
back at the lovely Wychwood Festival 
from 31st May to 1st June 2014 to wish 
them a very happy 10th birthday. 

* Acknowledgments: Georgina Mace, 
Julie Hodgkinson, Amy Everard, Hazel 
Norman, Richard English, Bill Bewes, 
Alan Crowden, Andrew Beckerman, 
Tom Ezard, David Price and science 
made simple.

BES Presidents present and past try their luck at the Roadie gamesThe Roadies at Green Man, on a Sunny Afternoon




