
One final chastening thought: most of the articles and
letters that the BMJ receives are written by doctors or
relatives of doctors. How much worse do we sometimes
handle those who are less well informed and articulate?
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Archives of contemporary medicine and science

Are important ifwe want historians to assess our times

No period of human history has seen so many advances in
science and technology that have revolutionised medicine as
the twentieth century. In the words of Sir Henry Dale in 1950,
"Our successors ... are likely to recognise the first half of the
twentieth century as the period in which civilisation first
began to feel, for good or ill, the full impact of progress in the
natural sciences."' Since then the pace of scientific advance
has quickened further, the new sciences of molecular and cell
biology affecting both the principles and practice of medicine,
to say nothing, for example, of the immunological revolution.
It will be for historians to assess and analyse the ways in which
medicine and its allied sciences have developed during this
century, yet they can do so only if they have access to the
source material. Are we paying enough attention to archives,
or is our society discarding its history?

Until recently there has been little professional interest in
the history of recent medical science. The Wellcome Trust,
however, has now launched a new initiative to promote the
historical study of twentieth century medical sciences. For
historians, professional or amateur, the most important
sources are contemporary records. These may include pub-
lished work and the records of public bodies such as the
Medical Research Council. But they also include the valuable
information contained in correspondence, diaries, and-
particularly-the original laboratory notebooks of individual
scientists. Oral history and the recollections of individuals, as
well as film, audio, and even machine readable material, all
provide important subsidiary evidence. If the remarkable
history of twentieth century medical science is to be pursued
effectively, such archives and records must be professionally
preserved.
Some ofthese archives are and will continue to be housed in

well known repositories such as the Public Record Office. But
few working papers of scientists seem to have survived.
Scientists themselves, or more often their executors, com-
monly fail to appreciate the historical value of apparently
routine or mundane material. Records emanating from
government funded and research institutions are not always
deemed to be public records, and even when scientific
information is preserved it may be buried in administrative
archives. Some academic bodies do, however, hold records of
importance. For example, Sheffield University holds the
papers of Sir Hans Krebs, and University College those of
J Z Young, Karl Pearson, and Lionel Penrose. The personal
papers of Sir Henry Dale and Lord Florey are housed at the
Royal Society, and royal colleges and other institutions may
preserve similar collections, including biographical infor-
mation relating to their members or fellows, as well as their
own archives. This apparently random disposition is often

explained by the different acquisition policies of the various
repositories.

Introducing order
An attempt to introduce some order and positive action to

preserve papers of twentieth century scientists was the
creation in 1973 of a Contemporary Scientific Archives
Centre, set up in Oxford with the help of a grant from the
Royal Society. Renamed the National Cataloguing Unit for
Archives of Contemporary Scientists it is now based at the
University of Bath. It does not retain archives but locates and
catalogues papers of distinguished contemporary British
scientists and engineers and advises on the placement of their
collections in appropriate repositories.
The Wellcome Trust established the Contemporary

Medical Archives Centre in 1979 as a component of the
Wellcome Institute for the History of Medicine. The centre's
collections include archives oforganisations such as the Lister
Institute and the Strangeways Laboratories, records of pro-
fessional associations-for example, the British Pharmaco-
logical Society-and the personal papers of many medical
scientists.

For the future, we hope that those in possession 6f papers
will dispose of them to an established repository, where the
material will be correctly stored, listed, and made available. It
is not enough simply to hand over scientific collections to
other individuals or small organisations. This may lead to
confusion and will not always ensure adequate housing, access
for historians, and, ultimately, the long term preservation of
the material. While the records, archives, and personal papers
of twentieth century literary and political figures are trea-
sured, those of scienttists, medical or otherwise, are under-
valued and often neglected. If the history of twentieth century
medical science is to be studied effectively its source materials
must be preserved.

CHRISTOPHER BOOTH
Harveian Librarian,
Royal College of Physicians,
London NW1 4LE

JULIA SHEPPARD
Archivist,
Contemporary Medical Archives Centre,
Wellcome Institute for the History of Medicine,
London NW1 2BN

E M TANSEY
Historian of 20th Century Medical Sciences,
Wellcome Institute for the History of Medicine,
London NW1 2BN

I Dale HH. Advances in medical therapeutics. BMJ 1950;i: 1-7.

1408 BMJ VOLUME 301 22-29 DECEMBER 1990

 on 24 M
ay 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://w

w
w

.bm
j.com

/
B

M
J: first published as 10.1136/bm

j.301.6766.1408 on 22 D
ecem

ber 1990. D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://www.bmj.com/

