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On August 22, 1985, the crew and 
passengers aboard the River Orrin, a 

British Airtours plane en route to the island 
of Corfu in Greece, heard a loud thump. 
Believing a ruptured tire to be the culprit, 
the pilots slowed their takeoff and began 
steering the plane off the runway to assess 
the situation. Within seconds, the fuselage 
was ablaze. The loud thump, it turned out, 
was not the sound of a blown-out tire—but 
that of a blown-out engine. The fire that en-
gulfed the cabin claimed 55 lives.
	 The incident was pivotal to overhaul-
ing aviation safety measures, as delays 
in opening the cabin doors caused most 
to perish from smoke inhalation. For a 
plastics enthusiast from Hartlepool, Eng-
land, it was a personal challenge. There 
simply had to be a better cabin material 
that didn’t burn as easily.
	 Maurice Ward was no scientist but 
rather an avid tinkerer. As a hairdresser 
in the 1960s, Ward would mix his own 

hair products and dyes. People from all 
over northern England would seek out his 
coloring artistry. His heads, he boasted, 
could not be copied.
	 In the early 1980s, Ward ventured in-
to the plastics business with his purchase 
of an industrial extruder. Though the ma-
chine was intended to stamp out hoods 
for automobiles, Ward found more val-
ue in the scraps it produced. That left-
over material, which Ward dubbed  
“gubbins,” would form the base of the be-
spoke flame retardant he set out to formu-
late in the wake of the River Orrin tragedy. 
	 At a self-proclaimed rate of 20 new 
formulations for a flame retardant per day, 
Ward ultimately happened upon one with 
which he was satisfied. Able to withstand 
the 2500°C blast from his blowtorch, the 
pliable substance remained cool to the 
touch. Thus, Starlite was born.
	 Everything, it seemed, had culminated 
in this moment for Ward. The applications 

of Starlite seemed limit-
less, reaching well be-
yond airplane cabin safe-
ty. But for years, noth-
ing happened. Whether 
it was Ward’s status as a 
mere amateur or his vise-
like grip on the secret to 
Starlite’s true composi-
tion, Ward’s invention 
proved as inert to invest-
ment as it was to heat. It 
simply didn’t catch on—
until 1990. 
	 Starlite made its offi-
cial debut on Tomorrow’s 
World, a BBC television 
program that highlight-
ed advances in science 
and technology. Pitted 
against one another in 
the style of an infomer-
cial demo was an egg 
coated with Starlite and 

a bare, ordinary egg. The challenge: which 
could survive a blowtorch flame longer? 
The bare egg cracked immediately. Min-
utes later, host Peter Macann turned to the 
Starlite-coated egg, switched the torch off, 
and casually placed the egg in his palm—
charred side down. And then the reveal. 
Macann cracked the still-raw egg into a 
small glass bowl. “The egg,” Macann said, 
“hasn’t even begun to start cooking.” 
	 Months later, Ward and his Starlite-
coated eggs found themselves at the British 
Atomic Weapons Establishment at Foul-
ness. It was time to step up the challenge. 
According to Ward, Starlite was submitted 
to a battery of tests that included a nuclear 
flash equivalent to 75 Hiroshimas, which 
produced temperatures of up to 10,000°C. 
The result was the same: runny eggs. 
	 That’s when the calls poured in.
	 Investors hounded Ward for the chance 
to commercialize his wonder material, with 
some offering money upfront for a piece of 
the action. Even NASA was reportedly in 
the mix. But Ward was unrelenting in his 
negotiations. At the crux of the matter was 
Ward’s unwillingness to sign any confiden-
tiality agreement, fearing that companies 
would reverse-engineer Starlite and mar-
ket their own off-brand versions. 
	 The material was believed to be a type 
of intumescent paint. Unique for a mate-
rial that asserted to be thermal- and blast-
proof, it was claimed to be 90% organic.
	 Ward’s experiences during that period 
only tightened his grip on his formula. It 
would take more than a decade before Ward 
began warming up to the idea of collaborat-
ing more openly. He even started a blog in 
2009 to keep readers aware of new devel-
opments and invite “suggestions on how to 
bring Starlite into the commercial market.”
	 Sadly, Maurice Ward passed away in 
2011 at the age of 78.
	 Despite the openness he shared with 
followers later in life, Ward kept Starlite’s 
formula a secret. Some reports suggest 
that Ward divulged the recipe to members 
of his family. To date, however, no news 
about Starlite has surfaced: whether it has 
been fabricated by anyone other than 
Maurice Ward, whether it exists in some 
other form today, and perhaps most essen-
tially (and most disappointingly), whether 
it was all simply too good to be true.	  

Wish upon a Starlite
By Omar Fabián

HISTORICAL NOTE

MRS BULLETIN • VOLUME 44 • APRIL 2019 • www.mrs.org/bulletin316

Top: Maurice Ward with his invention, Starlite. Bottom: Still image 
from 1990 episode of the BBC TV show Tomorrow’s World, demon-
strating Starlite’s heat resistance and strength by wrapping it around 
an egg and blasting it with a Bunsen burner. Credits: BBC UK.
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