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Ulrich Loening

4 Pioneering molecular
biologist who led the
Centre for Human Ecology

Dr Ulrich Eduard Loening BA DPhil,
biochemist and human ecologist.

Born: 18 June 1931in Berlin. Died: 10 July
2025in East Lothian, age 94

origin, Ulrich Loening was the only

child of Lilli and Erich Loening. His
father wasa photo-chemistwho developed
early colour printing methods.

In 1937, the family was advised to leave
Germany immediately. They emigrated to
London where Erich set up a colour print-
ing company, Belcolor, which, however,
closedintheearlyyearsofthe Second World
War.Hethenworked untilretirementin the
Kodakphotochemicallaboratories,and his
later work contributed to the manufacture
of computer chips. Asthetourniquetof war
tightened, the police turned up in 1941 and
took Erich,asan “enemy alien”, into intern-
menton theIsleof Man.

Thefamilyfoundwhattheywoulddescribe
asaplaceof“welcomeandshelter” through-
out the war in Jordans, Buckinghamshire.
Thevillage of Jordans was builtin the1920s
by the Quakers as a self-help community,
aroundthehistoricJordans MeetingHouse.

The Quakers were conscientious objec-
tors,engagingin medicaland refugeerelief.
According to Ulrich’s family, “he attended
many Quaker meetings and was guided by
their ethos and morals all of his life. His life-
long interest in green issues undoubtedly
stemmedfromhisteenageyearsinJordans.”

The lad attended Gayhurst preparatory
school, followed by Merchant Taylors’ and
Oxford University. He obtained a doctorate
in biochemistryin1958.

Bycoincidence,on18Junel933,alittlegirl,
Franziska, was born in Berlin’s La Charite
hospitalwhere, twoyearsearlier, Ulrichhad
come into the world. The two met 22 years
later playing music at Oxford. She played
violin,hehadinherited hisfather’sloveofthe
cello. They wed in Jordans Meeting House
in 1957, and throughout their near 70-year
marriage, music was central to their lives.

In 1959 Ulrich, with Francesca (Franzis-
ka), came to Scotland on a three-year Agri-
cultural Research Council research fellow-
ship at the Edinburgh Botanic Gardens. At
the end of this he was offered a junior lec-
tureshipin the Botany DepartmentatEdin-
burgh University,andin1969 hetransferred
to the Zoology Department where he con-
tinued in molecular research on both ani-
mals and plants. He designed and built the
equipmentrequiredtodeterminethesizeof
large molecules. Professor Saveria Campo,
who worked with him on papilloma virus,
recalls: “Those were exciting times: Ulrich
had developed polyacrylamide gel electro-
phoresisand EdSouthernhaddevelopedthe
Southernblot. Thetwotechniquesallowed,
respectively, the analysis of RNA and DNA
during the dawn of molecular biology.”

Ulrich’s understanding of science was
always broad-ranging. In 1972, his col-
league the geneticist Conrad Waddington

Born into a respected family of Jewish

Ulrich Loening was fascinated by how Man’s activities fit into nature’s patterns

had founded the School of the Man-Made
Future, which the University of Edinburgh
shut down after his death in 1976. Large-
ly through Ulrich’s efforts, it was re-estab-
lished as the Centre for Human Ecology
(CHE) and he became its director in 1986.
TheCHEaddressed transdisciplinaryques-
tions which ranged from why organic agri-
culture is healthy for the soil, to planetary
“limits to growth”.

Inthelate1970s,globalwarminghad been
creepinguptheagenda,butthe UKlackeda
coherentenergystrategy. Margaret Thatch-
er’s government favoured the mega tech-
nology of nuclear power, which Ulrich was
actively against. He helped set up a cross-
party coalition, the Parliamentary Liaison
Group for Alternative Energy Strategies.
Madeupofconcerned MPsandPeers,witha
fulltime Westminster parliamentaryliaison
officer, it sought to bring new insights into
renewable energy for a sustainable future.

This was followed by the formation of
the Lothian Energy Group in 1982 and the
renewables exhibition, “Living with Ener-
gy”.Hugelypopular,itwaslaunchedin Edin-
burghin1983, before touring the UK.

Come 1992, and with a tiny cohort of part-
timecolleagues, heestablished the UKsfirst
master’sdegreein humanecology. The CHE
prioritised quality teaching over research
and consultancy. Ulrich was much loved
by his students, his teaching style cultivat-
ing their critical faculties. He would walk
into class and throw out a gambit: “Nucle-
ar power may be the answer”, then after a
short pause, “but what was the question?”,
andquestionwhyweneedall thisconsump-
tionandwhynotmoreenergy conservation.

The CHE was challenging to mainstream
academia, whether questioning the sus-
tainability of industrial farming, raising the
alarm on climate change or pressing the
case for Scottish land reform. In 1996, after
aprotractedstruggle, theuniversity closed it
down. A NewScientisteditorial said “atcon-
siderableloss to the university’s intellectual
tradition” ithad “decided to berid of its out-
spoken Centre for Human Ecology” and “a
tradition of fearlessinquiry will be broken.”

However, through the efforts of its former

students, staff and scholarly well-wishers,
the MSc course ran on. Initially this was
throughtheOpen University, thenatStrath-
clyde Universityuntilitcontracted itssocial
sciences teaching in 2010. Today, the CHE
(but no longer the MSc) is a small but inde-
pendenteducational unitbased in Govan.

“Human Ecology” is puzzling to most
people. As Ulrich wrote in an essay in Radi-
cal Human Ecology: “Most people readily
appreciatewhatgorillaorelephantecology
isabout; butnotwhen applied to humans.”

Public policy, he continued, must move
towards “fitting our activities into nature’s
patterns, makingus morefittosurvive.” For
this, “theattitude of Human Ecology is vital
to stimulate imaginative creativity for solu-
tions...toHow,Whereandintheend Wheth-
er humanslive on the Planet.”

Central to the CHE'’s success was Ulrich’s
and Francesca’s hospitality, notjustin Edin-
burgh, with dinners around the student-
made elm wood table after the Tuesday
publiclectures, butalso outin East Lothian
where, with their own hands-on effort and
skills, theyhad renovated thederelictcoach
houseatOrmiston Hall.

Herestudentsgraduatedundertheancient
Ormiston Yew Tree. Scholars gathered for
small but weighty conferences. Travellers
from around the world were welcomed by
the Loening household.

Together, Ulrich and Francesca gardened
and keptbees. Ulrich created Lothian Trees
and Timber, a small company promoting
sustainable forestry and the use of Scot-
tish hardwoods for furniture and stringed
instruments. Itnever made money, it made
music.

While not subscribing to any formal reli-
gion, Ulrich maintained a lifelong con-
nection to his German Jewish roots, and
remained a fervent European. In May this
yearheattendeda conferencein Athens,and
into his last weeks, while already seriously
ill, he completed papers and worked on his
autobiography until hedied in July.

Heissurvived by Francesca, histhreechil-
drenGica, AdrianandNicolas,sevengrand-
childrenand twogreatgrandchildren.
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1666: The Great Fire of London
beganin a bakehouse in Pudding
Lane and ended on 6 September at
Pye Corner. Although an enormous
amount of property was destroyed,
including St Paul’s Cathedral, no
more than six people died.

1792: The September massacres
of the French Revolution began,

as rampaging mobs in Paris
slaughtered three Roman Catholic
bishops, more than 200 priests and
prisoners believed to be royalist
sympathisers.

1807: The Royal Navy bombarded
Copenhagen with fire bombs and
phosphorus rockets to prevent
Denmark from surrendering its
fleet to Napoleon.

1898: The Battle of Omdurman
took place, with victory for
Kitchener’s British-Egyptian
forces over the Khalifa’s Dervishes,
winning back the Sudan for Egypt.
1900: Nationalists staged a large
demonstration in Phoenix Park,
Dublin, demanding that Ireland be
free of British rule.

1939: Under the National Service
Bill, men in Britain between the
ages of 19 and 41were conscripted.
1944: Future US president George
W Bush ejected from a burning
plane during the Second World
War.

1945: VJ Day - the formal
surrender of Japan aboard USS
Missouriin Tokyo Bay.

1946: The Interim Government of
India was formed, with Jawaharlal
Nehru as the country’s first prime
minister.

1971: An IRA bomb destroyed the
headquarters of the Ulster Unionist
Party in Belfast.

1980: John Arlott commentated
on his last cricket match — England
v Australia at Lord’s.

1982: Rolling Stones guitarist
Keith Richards’ house burned
down.

1985: England defeated Australia
at The Oval to regain the Ashes.
1986: Singer Cathy Evelyn Smith
was sentenced to three years’
imprisonment for injecting actor
John Belushi with a fatal drug
overdose.

1987: West German pilot Matthias
Rust went on trial for flying a
private plane from Finland to
Moscow, where he landed close to
the Kremlin.

1987: Philips launched the video
version of its compact disc, called
CD-video, combining digital sound

and high-definition video.

1989: South African riot police
arrested more than 400 anti-
apartheid protesters in Cape Town.
1990: Iraq allowed 700 hostages,
mainly women and children, to
leave the country, including 200
Britons.

1992: Nicaragua was struck by an
earthquake and flooding which led
totheloss of 118 lives

1994: Cyclist Miguel Indurain set
anew world Hour record of 53040
kilometres, beating the previous
best set by Scotsman Graeme
Obree.

1995: Frank Bruno became world
heavyweight boxing champion
when he outpointed Oliver McCall
in London.

1998: Swissair flight 111, en route
from New York to Geneva, crashed
into the Atlantic Ocean near Nova
Scotia, killing all 229 on board.
2010: Former Labour prime
minister Tony Blair’s book, A
Journey, became Waterstone’s
fastest-selling autobiography ever.
2012: A decade-long ban on veiled
female news presenters was lifted
from state television in Egypt

4 BIRTHDAYS

Keith Allen, Welsh-born actor,

72; Lennox Lewis CBE, former
undisputed world heavyweight
boxing champion, 60; Jimmy
Connors, Wimbledon champion
and commentator, 73; Mark
Harmon, actor, 74; Salma Hayek,
actress, 59; Keanu Reeves, actor,
61; Chris Tremlett, cricketer, 44;
Joey Barton, footballer, 43; Marcus
Ericsson, Swedish racing driver, 35;
Hiroki Yoshimoto, Japanese racing
driver and rock vocalist, 45; Olivier
Panis, French racing driver, 59.

4 ANNIVERSARIES

Births: 1913 Bill Shankly OBE,
Scottish football manager; 1927
Francis Matthews, actor; 1929
Victor Spinetti, actor; 1937 Derek
Fowlds, actor; Billy Preston,
musician; 1948 Christa McAuliffe,
teacher and astronaut.

Deaths: 1973 JRR Tolkien, author;
1994 Roy Castle OBE, entertainer;
1997 Sir Rudolf Bing, founder

of Edinburgh Festival; 1998 Sir
Alastair Dunnett, editor of The
Scotsman 1956-1972; 1998 Jackie
Blanchflower, footballer; 2001
Christian Barnard, heart transplant
surgeon; 2013 Frederick Pohl,
science fiction writer.
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As of today in 1939, all men in Britain between the ages of 19 and
41were liable for conscription into the services



