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The authors were friends of Godfrey. Stephen, Liz and Richard worked 
with Godfrey at EMI during his CT work. Adrian, Liz and Godfrey were 
active together at the British Institute of Radiology, where Adrian is 
Honorary Archivist and Liz is a past president. Adrian is a consultant 
radiologist and Clinical Director of Diagnostic Radiology for South 
London Healthcare NHS Trust, and has written and broadcast extensively 
on the history of radiology. The proceeds of this book go to charities 
associated with Godfrey, and the authors and contributors will collect no 
fees or royalties. Richard did most of the writing and the others corrected 
the text and provided support, advice, knowledge and the vision of what 
book Godfrey deserved.

“It is amazing what can be done with a hacksaw and a micrometer.” 
Cartoon by Tony Williams based on a casual remark by Godfrey
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Chapter 1 
Introduction

From Newark to the Nobel Prize
On 10 December 1979, an unassuming British engineer – Godfrey 
Hounsfield – received the Nobel Prize in Stockholm. The award was for 
the “Development of computer assisted tomography”. He had pioneered 
an entirely new machine which became a household name, the CT 
scanner. It was a remarkable event. Godfrey had no previous experience 
of working in the medical field but was an engineer who had spent his 
working life, prior to X-ray scanners, developing computers and radar.

Godfrey grew up on a small farm near Newark and left school with no 
academic qualifications. So his early years did little to suggest that he 
would pioneer such a great medical breakthrough or be awarded the 
highest honour in science.
Godfrey ushered in a whole new era of medical imaging when he published 
the first clinical CT scan pictures in April 1972. Many previous medical 
tests were made obsolete by his innovation, including painful and risky 

Carl XVI Gustaf, King of Sweden, presents the Nobel Prize 
(Photo ownership unknown)
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tests in which patients felt as if they had been kicked in the head by a 
horse. His method was fast, pain-free, and made the most efficient use of 
the allowable X-ray dose. Forty years on from his great breakthrough, CT 
scanners are still in use all around the world, and millions of people have 
benefited from better diagnosis. Modern scanners have few features that 
were not first envisaged by Godfrey in 1968.
CT stands for computed tomography, in which a computer works out the 
3D structure inside the patient from X-ray beams that pass through the 
patient from many different angles.
How did this happen? Many accounts have been written about the 
development of CT scanning which went on to have such a profound 
impact on medical diagnostic techniques. None of them has told the 
real story of the way that Godfrey worked and developed his ideas. We 
describe his life both before and after the CT scanner development. The 
dozens of contributors to this book knew Godfrey well, and help to give 
an insight into how his unique way of seeing the world led to one of the 
greatest medical advances. We attempt to answer questions such as:
• What was his background?
• How were the attributes that led to his discovery formed?
• How did he work and what was he like to work with?
• What was the driving force that led to his many inventions?
• What were the obstacles that he had to overcome?
• What led to the countless awards and recognition given to him?
• What was he like as a person: what would it be like to meet him?

Above all, this book will attempt to provide an insight into the way 
in which inventions grow from initial conception and become reality 
through the sheer perseverance and determination of one remarkable 
individual.
Sir Godfrey Hounsfield rarely used his title, so we called him Godfrey, 
as we do in this book. He was gentle, generous, modest and unambitious, 
but doggedly persistent in his work. He liked working in small teams, but 
he was always slightly outside the formal structure – a man who set his 
own rules. Although some people of his seniority rarely talked to those 
beneath them, he would talk to anybody who was interested in his work, 
whether it was the cleaner, the panel-beater or the managing director.
But most of all, he thought in an unusual way that he described as you’ve 
just got to use the absolute minimum of maths but have a tremendous lot 
of intuition. This is easy to say, but very hard to get right. He used a lot of 
pictures and mental models, a lot of analogies, and he had a lot of curiosity 
about how everything in the world worked. This was uncomfortable for 
academics. How could this highly mathematical field be opened up by 
someone who was not an academic, not a mathematician, but a man who 
used the subversive art of intuition? Describing how he thought is a big 
challenge, partly because he found it hard to describe himself.
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Part of his story is already in the historical record, but many interesting 
aspects have been omitted or have not previously been drawn together. 
The reasons for this were that Godfrey was modest and did not want 
to draw extra attention to himself, that technical areas were kept under 
wraps to avoid helping competitors, and that commercial aspects were 
not published unless they aligned with the public relations plan. Another 
factor is that from April 1972, events unfolded at a tremendous pace – 
writing the history could always be left until tomorrow.
From his teenage years he was interested in how things worked, and in 
how science and engineering could help to improve the world. He wanted 
to pass this enthusiasm on to the next generation. Although he dreaded 
public speaking, he agreed to speak to pupils at his former school. He 
wanted to tell them that each new discovery brings with it the seeds 
of other, future, inventions. There are many discoveries, probably just 
around the corner, waiting for someone to bring them to life. Could this 
possibly be you? What an inspirational message!
It was a pleasure to know him. We hope that this book will give readers a 
picture of the whole person, and perhaps encourage them to look around 
the corner and seek new discoveries.
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Chapter 2 
Early years in 

Nottinghamshire
Life at school and on the farm

Godfrey was born in Sutton on Trent near Newark on 28 August 1919. He 
grew up on a farm and, although he was unsuccessful at school, he taught 
himself to test scientific ideas in a very practical way. Godfrey’s father 
Thomas was born near Sheffield in 1877. He was a farmer in Sutton on 
Trent from 1919 to 1939. His mother was born Sophia Blanche Dilcock 
in Sheffield, in 1885.

Thomas’s grandfather James Hounsfield lived in Hackenthorpe Hall, 
which is now a children’s nursery. It is a substantial building. Several 
members of the Hounsfield family lived in the Hackenthorpe and 
Beighton region, about six miles from Sheffield, near the border between 
Derbyshire and Yorkshire.

Thomas and Blanche 
Hounsfield 

(Courtesy of Andrew 
Hounsfield)

Hackenthorpe Hall 
(Courtesy of Hackenthorpe 

Hall Nursery)
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Godfrey’s nephew Andrew Hounsfield says, Grandfather (Thomas) had 
a birth certificate saying he was a ‘gentleman’. He came from a wealthy 
family in Sheffield, and had a trust fund invested in heavy industry, but 
it all went wrong. He ended up with a 50 acre farm in Sutton on Trent, 
which he found very difficult to make a living out of, with five children to 
support. My father was in constant trouble with grandfather, for getting 
in the way or breaking tools. He used to have to ‘single’ sugar beet 
seedlings, which he hated. He was paid by the row. They had a few cattle 
and chickens, almost subsistence farming. Grandfather employed one 
man but it was a real struggle to pay his wages.

Godfrey’s sister Molly wanted to marry a man from South Africa but their 
mother said that he wasn’t good enough for her. Molly stayed single and 
ended up spending a lot of her life looking after her mother, who lived to 
age 100.
In his excellent short autobiography on the Nobel Foundation’s website 
(www.nobelprize.org), Godfrey allocates a lot of space to his rural 
childhood: I was born and brought up near a village in Nottinghamshire 
and in my childhood enjoyed the freedom of the rather isolated country 
life. After the first world war, my father had bought a small farm, which 
became a marvellous playground for his five children. My two brothers 
and two sisters were all older than I and, as they naturally pursued 
their own more adult interests, this gave me the advantage of not being 
expected to join in, so I could go off and follow my own inclinations.
The farm offered an infinite variety of ways to do this. At a very early age 
I became intrigued by all the mechanical and electrical gadgets which 
even then could be found on a farm; the threshing machines, the binders, 

Family group, about 1920 
(Courtesy of Ruth Harston)

The children are, from left to right, Michael, 
Paul, Godfrey, and Joan. Godfrey’s eldest 
sister, Molly, is not in the photo. Godfrey 
became the most like his father in looks. 
Thomas was firmly in charge: Blanche had 
a wonderful contralto voice, but he would 
not let her sing except in church. Blanche 
had strong views on what was best for the 
children, and how they should behave.
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the generators. But the period between my eleventh and eighteenth years 
remains the most vivid in my memory because this was the time of my 
first attempts at experimentation, which might never have been made had 
I lived in a city. In a village there are few distractions and no pressures 
to join in at a ball game or go to the cinema, and I was free to follow the 
trail of any interesting idea that came my way. I constructed electrical 
recording machines; I made hazardous investigations of the principles 
of flight, launching myself from the tops of haystacks with a home-made 
glider; I almost blew myself up during exciting experiments using water-
filled tar barrels and acetylene to see how high they could be waterjet 
propelled. It may now be a trick of the memory but I am sure that on one 
occasion I managed to get one to an altitude of 1000 feet!
Acetylene lamps were in use in the 1930s. Acetylene gas was made by 
dripping water onto calcium carbide. It burns brightly and it can, as 
Godfrey describes, make an explosive mixture with air.
Godfrey put a tar barrel upside down in a trough that held drinking water 
for the farm animals. The trough contained about the same amount of 
water as you might use when having a bath, but it had rectangular metal 
sides. Godfrey rigged everything up, lit the fuse and withdrew to what he 
hoped was a safe distance. One of his experiments caused a big explosion 
that broke the drinking trough, and his father was not very pleased that it 
had been flattened out into a useless sheet of metal!
For Godfrey, these experiments were a very vivid way of testing whether 
he understood how things worked. As he says himself: During this time I 
was learning the hard way many fundamentals in reasoning. This was all 
at the expense of my schooling at Magnus Grammar School in Newark, 
where they tried hard to educate me but where I responded only to physics 
and mathematics with any ease and moderate enthusiasm.
Some of his persistence and determination may have come from thinking 
like a self-employed person – the man working alone on his farm who 
needs to find all of his own answers. The farm kindled his interest in 
understanding how things worked. He enjoyed testing his understanding 
and putting it to practical use. He says that the farm gave him opportunities 
to experiment, but there was something special in Godfrey – few farmers’ 
sons conduct such spectacular and dangerous experiments. Not many 
are allowed to take such liberties with expensive new machinery as 
were described by his nephew Andrew at Godfrey’s funeral: My first 
recollection of Goffa was of this mysterious scientist uncle who lived far 
away in London and drove a great big Jag: now how cool is that to a 
lad of age seven. The thing I found very appealing was that he wasn’t 
politically correct, well according to my parents anyway. (He was called 
Goffa at home from the 1930s.)
He took me down the A1 at 100 mph in that Jag. When I was being 
badgered into mowing the lawn, he agreed with me that mowing the lawn 
was boring. He told me not to worry about exams, as passing exams wasn’t 

Copyrighted material



Chapter 2 Early years in Nottinghamshire

7

important, and that getting up before 9 am was not to be recommended, 
and as you can imagine all of this horrified my parents.
Later on when I was working on the farm with my father, his visits were 
tinged with a little apprehension. Goffa would come to the farm, see a 
new machine and immediately want to know how it worked and what it 
did. If I could not tell him all the answers, which was invariably the case, 
bits would start to be removed from the said machine, with me nervously 
looking over his shoulder waiting for my father to come around the 
corner.
We used to be livestock farmers and it normally fell to me to feed them 
on Christmas Day. One year I managed to spill about four tons of corn 
on the floor and was busy shovelling it up when Goffa came through the 
door: without a second thought he got another shovel and started to help 
me. I can safely say I am the only person in this world to have shovelled 
corn on Christmas day with the help of a Nobel Prize winner!
When the great diagnostic benefits of the CT scanner became evident, 
I know that Goffa was very moved, and got great pleasure from the 
thousands of letters he was sent from people whose lives had been 
transformed because of his invention. It is not just his family or the village 
he grew up in or even the country he lived in but the whole of mankind 
that has gained and benefited from Uncle Goffa’s life.

Godfrey’s family lived and farmed on the south side of the village of 
Sutton on Trent. The nearest large town was Newark, and Godfrey went 
to school there at the Lilley and Stone preparatory school, and from 

Boyhood home 
(Courtesy of Andrew Hounsfield 

and Jean Waltham) 
The upper photo shows the house in 
Godfrey’s time and the lower photo 

shows it in 2011.
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age nine onwards attended Magnus school, which in those days was 
a grammar school. Magnus is about nine miles away from Godfrey’s 
house, and London is a further 120 miles beyond Newark.
Godfrey’s niece Lynda Hounsfield says, When Godfrey was very small 
Grandma saw something in him, by the way he put his building bricks 
together, just little things. Her grandfather clock hadn’t worked for ages, 
and when he was five he took it to pieces and put it back together and 
it worked! I heard this first-hand from Grandma. He was not good at 
school: his concentration was poor and he was very dyslexic, but they 
didn’t call it that then, they just called you thick.
Whether or not dyslexia is the correct diagnosis, there is no doubt that 
Godfrey thought in a different way to most people, and that he learnt best 
by being self-taught rather than in a classroom.

Godfrey’s school report card shows that he started at Magnus in 
September 1928 at age nine and left in April 1936 at age sixteen and a 
half with no qualifications. This was due, in Godfrey’s own words, to a 
lack of ease with subjects apart from physics and maths. Those subjects 
included Latin, which was compulsory at Magnus until it was dropped 
for pupils below age sixteen in 1939.
His report card shows average form positions for his first four years of 
eleventh, third, sixth, and twenty-sixth. After being demoted to the B 
stream in February 1932, his form positions were tenth, twentieth, and 
twelfth. He was not doing well at school, but demoting him did not 
produce much change.
Two notes on the report card may have been written by Godfrey’s house 
master, and both record visits by his father. On 13 February 1932: 

Magnus school 
(Courtesy of Jean Waltham)
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