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I remember when lasers first made the papers. The re -
search journals in the main dismissed them as a minor
extension of previous work, but we in the Informal
Brother hood of Supervillains recognized their potential
almost straight away. After all, what is “light amplification
by stimulated emission of radiation” but the careful or -
ganization of a corralled population into an untenable
 situation, followed by a beam of high-energy, beefed-up
photons goose-stepping towards your target? The very
idea was too good to resist.

So while scientists mocked lasers as “a solution looking
for a problem”, we of the darker fraternity were working
on problems for those do-gooders to solve. I recall one of
the earliest attempts, when my dear friend Blofeld went
for the classic common-or-garden “city ransom” approach.
He was never terribly original, poor chap, and I was almost
glad when he was foiled by that Etonian thug, Bond. It left
the rest of us free to pursue far more creative applications.

And there was the other chappie – Gold-something-or-
other. He got all inspired by his time as a sous-chef in the
Orient and decided that laser light would make the most
sublime secret-agent sushi. It was not an unstylish idea,
even if in practice he had to downgrade his original laser
scheme in favour of an oxy-acetylene torch and a flash-
light. Technical difficulties, he said – but all in all it was
really rather a good thing he ended up sparing Bond (him
again!), since the damned contraption would have made
rather a mess of his lair.

Of course, I was but a young stripling then. While the
other kids were rocking round the clock, I was an aspir -
ational, entry-level nemesis furtively pumping and pri -
ming semiconductors in my dad’s shed. I still kept a
transistor radio in my work area though, despite the drop
in productivity – have you ever tried to air-cool a ruby
crystal while distracted by thoughts of Keith Richards?
He set me back weeks!

But that moment – ah, that sweet moment when finely
unbalanced statistical energy distributions tumbled into
a perfectly coherent beam, putting Busby Berkeley to
shame. I remember it like it was yesterday. The sweet
ozone smell of success was surpassed only by the joy of
demanding the return of my Rolling Stones album in the
best way possible: by firing a tight phalanx of photons into
the neighbours’ begonias.

So what if lasers were bulky? So what if they were
heinously inefficient? They had character. They had soul.
I loved them, and if it was up to me, we in the Brotherhood
would be menacing Lycra-clad men with them still. But
like many things, superweapons have moved on. I guess I
should not be surprised. Most of the soulful and personal
technology from the last century is now regarded as some-
how hilarious just because it was a bit chunky – a sentiment
that I am taking to heart increasingly as I age.

But more to the point, maybe, perhaps the laser’s
demotion from its evil-weapon perch has come because it
is no longer cutting-edge, obscure, inaccessible technol-
ogy. CD players may retain a little yellow sticker saying
“Danger – laser”, but no-one quivers at pieces of hi-fi
equipment pointed in their general direction. Worse still
are the health applications. Poor Goldie’s freeze-dried
corpse would be turning in its orbit if he knew his in -
dustrial cutting lasers were being used for humanitarian

 purposes. I mean, for Machiavelli’s sake, a significant pro-
portion of the population even save up to have their eyes
irradiated with our old superweapon! And that’s not even
including the more frivolous medical uses. One simply
cannot wreak havoc with a dermatology tool. You might
as well menace people with an exfoliating pad.

For a while, I tried incorporating lasers into other super-
weapons. Lasers on rods launched into active volcanoes;
genetically engineered superwarriors who shoot laser
beams from their fingers; sharks with lasers à la my col-
league Dr Evil; tidal-wave generators that would launch
pods of shark-mounted lasers at coastal cities…after a
while it just got ridiculous. I had to accept the difficult
truth that lasers had been left behind, and I with them. It
was time to retrain.

These days, I am doing an Open University course in
genetics. Based on extensive readings of Nature, the 
Daily Mail and Michael Crichton, I gather that this is what
strikes terror into the hearts of the modern populace. So,
every weekend (and some evenings if there is time after my
Women’s Institute meeting), I go into my basement and
tamper with nature. I am hoping to create a race of hyper-
coordinated wasps that will infiltrate key government
installations and hypnotize politicians with their synchro-
nized movements and subtle frequency combinations. As a
fallback, I am also working on a bacterium that will subtly
ruin the texture of any jam it comes into contact with, as I
feel this would rapidly demoralize the nation – or at the very
least win me the next WI preserve-making competition.

It is hard work. Sometimes I feel the modern world is
moving too fast and I should settle down comfortably
instead of trying to follow it. But in my heart, I know I will
never give up. Science is in my blood – or is that haemo-
globin? – and it never rests. And neither can you young
whippersnappers reading this, whether you are a “human-
itarian” or one of our power-grabbing quango. You might
think your shiny new nanotechnology is the bee’s knees,
shark’s lasers or the sum total of every natural defence the
platypus can muster – but remember, today’s grey-goo-
mediated apocalypse is tomorrow’s run-of-the-mill nano-
medicine. It can – and will – happen to you.

Kate Oliver is a freelance science writer and author of the
Schrödinger’s Kitten blog, e-mail thekitten@schrodingerskitten.co.uk

A villain’s life in lasers

I was an
aspirational,
entry-level
nemesis
furtively
pumping and
priming
semiconductors
in my dad’s
shed
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The New HF2LI
Lock-In Amplifier
Your Application. Measured.
Quantum and Nano-Physics, Microfluidics, Atomic Force 
Microscopy, Material Science, Semiconductors

Zurich Instruments, www.zhinst.com

50 MHz frequency range 2 independent lock-in units 120 dB dynamic reserve

Available options: multi-frequency, real-time programmability, 
phase-locked loop, AM/FM modulation.
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eagleyard manufactures laser diodes between 650 nm and 
1,120 nm. An enhanced generation of tapered amplifiers at 
780 nm and 850 nm is now available. Those compact and efficient 
semiconductor lasers achieve both excellent beam profile and 
highest output power up to 2 Watt.

eagleyard Photonics, headquartered in Europe‘s leading 
technology park in Berlin, Germany, is a fast growing and 
innovative player. From high power laser diode design to high 
volume production, eagleyard supports you every step of 
the way.

www.eagleyard.com

Wonderfully
Balanced
Laser diodes –
precise and powerful

Meet us at the

OPTATEC Frankfurt

15 – 18 June 2010

Hall 3, Booth #C56
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