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WHAT IS AWITNESS SEMINAR?

The Witness Seminar is a specialized form of oral history, where several
individuals associated with a particular set of circumstances or events are invited
to meet together to discuss, debate, and agree or disagree about their memories.
The meeting is recorded, transcribed, and edited for publication.

This format was first devised and used by the Wellcome Trust’s History of
Twentieth Century Medicine Group in 1993 to address issues associated with
the discovery of monoclonal antibodies. We developed this approach after
holding a conventional seminar, given by a medical historian, on the discovery
of interferon. Many members of the invited audience were scientists or others
involved in that work, and the detailed and revealing discussion session
afterwards alerted us to the importance of recording ‘communal’ eyewitness
testimonies. We learned that the Institute for Contemporary British History
held meetings to examine modern political, diplomatic, and economic history,
which they called Witness Seminars, and this seemed a suitable title for us to
use also.

The unexpected success of our first Witness Seminar, as assessed by the
willingness of the participants to attend, speak frankly, agree and disagree, and
also by many requests for its transcript, encouraged us to develop the Witness
Seminar model into a full programme, and since then more than 65 meetings
have been held and published on a wide array of biomedical topics.' These
seminars have proved an ideal way to bring together clinicians, scientists, and
others interested in contemporary medical history to share their memories. We
are not seeking a consensus, but are providing the opportunity to hear an array
of voices, many little known, of individuals who were ‘there at the time’ and
thus able to question, ratify, or disagree with others” accounts — a form of open
peer-review. The material records of the meeting also create archival sources for
present and future use.

The History of Twentieth Century Medicine Group became a part of the
Wellcome Trust’s Centre for the History of Medicine at UCL in October
2000 and remained so until September 2010. It has been part of the School
of History, Queen Mary University of London, since October 2010, as the
History of Modern Biomedicine Research Group, which the Wellcome Trust

See pages 209-15 for a full list of Witness Seminars held, details of the published volumes, and other

related publications.
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funds principally under a Strategic Award entitled “The Makers of Modern
Biomedicine’. The Witness Seminar format continues to be a major part of that
programme, although now the subjects are largely focused on areas of strategic
importance to the Wellcome Trust, including the neurosciences, clinical
genetics, and medical technology.’

Once an appropriate topic has been agreed, usually after discussion with
a specialist adviser, suitable participants are identified and invited. As the
organization of the Seminar progresses and the participants’ list is compiled, a
flexible outline plan for the meeting is devised, with assistance from the meeting’s
designated chairman/moderator. Each participant is sent an attendance list
and a copy of this programme before the meeting. Seminars last for about
four hours; occasionally full-day meetings have been held. After each meeting
the raw transcript is sent to every participant, each of whom is asked to check
his or her own contribution and to provide brief biographical details for an
appendix. The editors incorporate participants’ minor corrections and turn the
transcript into readable text, with footnotes, appendices, and a bibliography.
Extensive research and liaison with the participants is conducted to produce
the final script, which is then sent to every contributor for approval and to
assign copyright to the Wellcome Trust. Copies of the original, and edited,
transcripts and additional correspondence generated by the editorial process are
all deposited with the records of each meeting in the Wellcome Library, London
(archival reference GC/253) and are available for study.

For all our volumes, we hope that, even if the precise details of the more
technical sections are not clear to the non-specialist, the sense and significance
of the events will be understandable to all readers. Our aim is that the volumes
inform those with a general interest in the history of modern medicine and
medical science; provide historians with new insights, fresh material for study,
and further themes for research; and emphasize to the participants that their
own working lives are of proper and necessary concern to historians.

See our group’s website at www.histmodbiomed.org.
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INTRODUCTION

As the last-ever Director of the MRC National Institute for Medical Research, my
job was to keep the Institute doing great research, to get it through its quinquennial
review, and, perhaps most important of all, to prepare for the NIMR’s move to the
Francis Crick Institute. The story of the move to the Crick might well be a subject
of a Witness Seminar in the future. But throughout my time as Director, in spite of
the various distractions, I could not help but look back at the history of NIMR —
especially during 2014, the year that saw the Institute’s centenary. As readers of this
Witness Seminar will discover, to mark the centenary we commissioned a history
of NIMR entitled A Century of Science for Health.' I am really grateful to its main
author, Julie Clayton, and to Frank Norman and Jonathan Stoye from Mill Hill,
for all their work in producing a book that provides an unapologetically NIMR-
centric view of the Institute’s life and science. In addition to this, Taslima Khan (a
former PhD student) produced a terrific film about Mill Hill called 7he National
Institute for Medical Research: The place, the people, the science. This, perhaps more
than the book, focused on the day-to-day life of NIMR, as Tas says: ‘when “Health
and Safety” was non-existent and scientists smoked in the lab; to the requirements
of wartime and the changing needs of a Nation. From the Antarctic to antibiotics;

flamethrowers to flu; hygiene to Hox genes; Macrocyclon to mesoderm; T-cells to
Toxoplasma gondii, NIMR did it all.’

Of course, the present volume stands on its own as a record of life at the Institute
from the perspective of the technical staff. However, it complements both the
NIMR history and the film. In particular, it introduces some of the characters in
more detail, provides context, and gives remarkable insights into what makes an
institute work. There are also some stories that might one day be included in a
second edition of the history or the ‘uncut version of the film. I think particularly
of the incident involving three Rhesus monkeys, the Prime Minister, Sir Henry
Dale, and Hampstead Heath. Times have indeed changed, and I can only say how
pleased I am that this didn’t happen under my Directorship?

One of the pleasures of reading this Witness Seminar is in hearing the voices
of former colleagues. Although I became Director of NIMR at the beginning

Clayton and NIMR staff (2014).

A trailer to the film is available online at https://vimeo.com/138064056 (accessed 27 April 2016), and
the first part of the film can be seen at www.histmodbiomed.org/article/mrc-national-institute-medical-

research-place-people-science (accessed 26 April 2016).

See page 23—4.
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of 2009, I had previously worked at Mill Hill from 1984 to 2000 (I spent the
intervening nine years at the Gurdon Institute in Cambridge). My knowledge
of Mill Hill therefore goes back almost a third of a century, and indeed I worked
with some of the dramatis personae in this volume. Many of them I have seen
quite recently at various NIMR Retirees’ Christmas lunches, including Rosemary
de Rossi, Jon Marsh, lan Mathison, John Sawkins, and Pete Turner. Ian was my
Head Technician when I came to Mill Hill as a tenure-track group leader in 1984,
and when it came to getting things done, or finding the right widget, he was just
the man. It was said of him (I wont say by whom) that he had a compartment
in one of those multi-drawer plastic storage cabinets labelled ‘Pieces of string too
short to be of any use’. I have since Googled this expression, and it seems to be
quite a common joke, so I'm sure it’s not true, lan. Or is it?

The first reaction to the conversations in this volume must be how things have
changed since the 1960s and 1970s. The participants highlight many examples,
a large number of which concern Health and Safety. After my own experiences as
a technician at the Tin Research Institute in 1973, I shouldn’t be surprised by the
participants’ references to the liberal use of chromic acid, the mouth pipetting,
the smoking, the splashing around of solvents and radioactivity, the cooking of
sausages in the fume cupboard, and the heating of Christmas puddings in the
autoclaves. But I must admit that I really was surprised, and this modern-day
Director could barely suppress a shudder, at some of the antics described. We may
have been a little cavalier with the chromic acid at the Tin Research Institute, but
we certainly didn’t cook sausages in the fume cupboards. And I don't think the
institutional hierarchy or the ‘Late Book’ would go down very well today! Together
with tales of the Institute’s social club, NIMROD, these wonderful stories show the
Institute at its occasionally quirky best, and they emphasize how that quirkiness led
to some fantastic science. One can understand Robin Lovell-Badge’s words near
the end of the film: ‘Yes, it does look a bit like a mental institution, which of course
is why it was used in the Batman movie as that. But its....it’s not a mental institute,
it’s not. We're not insane. It’s...its just a great place.’

But more than all this, I was impressed by the Institute’s fantastic achievements,
often mentioned en passant by those at the Witness Seminar and many of which
pass unremarked outside NIMR. Some of these are described in detail in A
Century of Science for Health, but it is worth emphasizing here their breadth and
their significance. There was Griff Pugh’s work on human physiology, which
made possible the ascent of Everest (we were privileged to hear Pugh’s daughter,

 See, for example, page 119.



Harriet Tuckey, speak at Mill Hill a few years ago about her father’s work).” There
was the development of a drop-counting fraction collector that was eventually
manufactured and sold by two people in electronics through a company called
Medical and Biological Instrumentation (MBI).® There was, of course, gas
chromatography,” and there was the invention that would have saved me much
time when I did my PhD, which was the planimeter to measure the area under
the curve on a graph. The alternative, and these days it’s hard to believe, was to cut
out the area and weigh the paper, and I did an awful lot of this.’

All this is in addition to the Institute’s better-known achievements, which one can
read about elsewhere. Reading about them all, it is clear that many innovations
came through the Institute’s commitment to basic research, taking advantage of the
academic freedom afforded by core funding, and of Mill Hill’s multidisciplinary
environment. Jon Marsh mentioned twice that he hoped the freedom to innovate
would not be lost when NIMR moves to the Crick and I think I can reassure him that
it won’t be.” The Crick’s first strategic priority is Discovery Without Boundaries, with
the intention to ‘develop a distinctive approach to biomedical research that fosters
excellence, breaks down barriers between disciplines, works across institutions and
integrates knowledge gained from studies at different levels: molecular, cellular,
organ, whole organism and population.” I think the Crick should look carefully at
what NIMR has achieved over its 100-year history and which is summarized with
such immediacy, and so entertainingly, in this volume.

Dr Jim Smith
Director, MRC National Institute
for Medical Research, 2009-2015

o

Figure A

See page 12.
S See pages 22-23.

See Appendix 6.

8

See pages 64—5 and Appendix 5.

? See pages 46 and G8.

10

Discovery Without Boundaries. Strategy 2013, page 13, online at www.crick.ac.uk/media/131115/tfc_
full_document_for_web_single_pages.pdf (accessed 17 May 2016).
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Technology, Techniques, and Technicians at the NIMR ¢.1960—-c.2000

I
i
o

]

Figure 1: Dr Peter Morris, Dr Anthony Travis, and Professor Tilli Tansey

Professor Tilli Tansey: Good morning everyone. Thank you all very much for
coming to this Witness Seminar. This is a bit of an experiment for us. For some
years we've been running Witness Seminars in recent medical history where
we've had people who have been involved in particular discoveries or events
come and talk about what really happened, not just what’s in the published
paper. Many of you will remember that Peter Medawar gave a wonderful talk
about the scientific paper as a fraud, that if you just read the scientific papers,
the literature, you don't really get a flavour of what really happened, how things
were really done.’

The Witness Seminar format was devised to record events in recent biomedical
history, but today is slightly different because we want to have it more as a
workshop; we also have some historians here who are going to provide papers,
and some discussion points. We have Tony Travis and Peter Morris who are
particularly interested in the history of chemistry. The whole meeting is very
informal, so we want you to contribute as much as possible whenever you wish.

I’'m a neuroscientist by training, and came into history quite by accident in
1986 because I was interested in history of neuroscience. That same year
I got to know Bob Moore’ at the NIMR because I was working on Henry

' Medawar (1963).

2

Robert Moore was librarian at the NIMR from 1972 to 1999.



Technology, Techniques, and Technicians at the NIMR ¢.1960-c.2000

* Role of the technician

* Technical staff social life (NIMROD etc.)
* Technical staff hierarchy culture

* Equipment design

* Laboratory techniques

* Instrumentation

* Health and safety

* Biological Standards

* Engineer support

* ‘Break-Away’ companies

* Legislation

Table 1: Suggested themes for the Witness Seminar ‘“Technology, techniques,
and technicians at the National Institute for Medical Research (NIMR) ¢.1960 to ¢.2000’

Dale.’ 'm actually still an attached worker at the NIMR, I go over there quite
a bit, and still officially have an office there apparently, according to Frank
Norman.* It was through working there that I met people like Jon Marsh who
was still working downstairs when I was up in the library with Bob Moore. I
became very interested in the role of technicians because, as a scientist, I learnt
how to do my job from technical staff, but when I read histories of modern
biomedicine there weren’t any technicians mentioned. So for many years I've
been involved and interested in recording technicians’ experiences.’ I have long
interviews already with some of you® but today what we thought — when I
say ‘we’, I include Jon Marsh, John Sawkins, and Tony Travis, who have been
involved in helping me set up this meeting — wed like to do is try to get a
grounded set of experiences, to hear you discussing among yourselves what
really happened, who were the key people, who were often not the people we
know most about, what were the problems? To try to stimulate some kind
of discussion we divided it up simply into four chronological periods: before

®  Sir Henry Dale (1875-1968) was Director of the NIMR from 1928 to 1942. He was jointly awarded,
with Otto Loewi, the Nobel Prize for Physiology or Medicine in 1936 for ‘discoveries relating to chemical

transmission of nerve impulses’. See pages 177-8 for biographical details.
* Frank Norman was Deputy Librarian at the NIMR from 1989 to 1999 and Librarian from 1999 to 2015.
° For discussions of the interviews see Tansey (2008a, 2008b and 2008c¢); Hartley and Tansey (2015).

¢ Edited transcripts of interviews with several NIMR technicians will be available at www.histmodbiomed.org,
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Figure 2: Professor Heinz Wolff

the 1970s, the 1970s, the 1980s, and the 1990s and beyond. In each of those
periods we've actually just replicated a rather long list of the kind of issues that
we thought might be important (Table 1).

They don't all apply to each period but really what we want to know is how
you would like your roles at the NIMR to be remembered and what kind of
historical record can we leave for future generations. So really the meeting is
over to you. I'm here to try to facilitate, to help if possible in organizing the
notes that we will take away from this meeting. But really it’s up to you.

Before the 1970s, two of you were at Hampstead’ — Heinz and Rosemary. Heinz
has really already put himself in the position of the first person to speak, so
perhaps we could have some memories from Hampstead.

Professor Heinz Wolff: I started working at Hampstead in 1953 under rather
special conditions and properly as an employee in 1954. I became a head of
a division in 1962, invented the word bioengineering — I suppose it being a
subject that people take at university and makes them respectable —and I moved

7 The NIMR occupied the former Mount Vernon Hospital, Hampstead from 1920. In 1950 most of the
constituent laboratories moved to Mill Hill, where the farm laboratories were located. In 2015 the NIMR
at Mill Hill closed and it became part of the Francis Crick Institute. For further details of the movement of
staff and divisions, see Clayton and NIMR staff (2014).



Technology, Techniques, and Technicians at the NIMR ¢.1960-c.2000

Figure 3: National Institute for Medical Research: Hampstead. The main building is the Old
Mount Vernon Hospital and the Judge Ronan building is behind the tree on the right.

to Northwick Park to run another bioengineering division in 1971.% In fact, 1
had two appointments for a time in both places. I believe that I am probably the
only person from Hampstead who is here.

Mrs Rosemary de Rossi: No, youre not. I started at Hampstead in 1949.
Well, Hampstead was an old building and we weren’t allowed to use the main
lift unless it was absolutely essential because it was so old it just didnt work
terribly well. It was very much a hierarchical situation in those days. We had
separate dining rooms because there wasn’t a space to have everybody together
— there was one for the ladies, one for the junior technicians, one for the senior
technicians, and one for the scientific staff. It was very much a separated society
in those days. I don't know if you would agree on that?

Wolff: No, I wouldn't. In fact, there weren’t any dining rooms at all for a time
when I was there.

de Rossi: They were up on the top floor. Perhaps theyd finished by the time

you joined us.

Wolff: Charles Harington was the director, of course, and actually lived in a
building next door to the Hampstead laboratory so he was on the site, and I

8

The Clinical Research Centre; see page 72 and note 124.
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Figure 4: Mrs Rosemary de Rossi

think he was a marvellous director.” What I think typified Hampstead during
my period, which was the mid-1950s to the beginning of the 1970s, were some
very large experiments, because the MRC was committed to doing experiments
for the armed services — the APRC, the Army Personnel Research Committee,
and the Navy Personnel Research Committee, which involved going to Aden
and setting up in the desert or having myself set free in a life raft in the Atlantic
hoping that I would be picked up again at some stage.” So there were activities
at Hampstead which were totally different from the sort of activities which went
on at the NIMR itself [Mill Hill]. There were climatic chambers being built
at Hampstead where it was possible to produce any climate from the Arctic to
the tropics — really large and expensive installations.” So there was a bit of the
MRC which, though it was NIMR, did things that were really quite different
and involved technicians in quantity who went abroad and flew with Britannias
to Aden and went to bordellos in Aden — that is not part of the official history.

Tansey: I think those are the stories we might want to hear.

? Charles Haringron (1897-1972) succeeded Henry Dale as Director of the NIMR in 1942, a post which
he held until his retirement in 1962. For further information see the biographical notes on page 178.

° For projects involving the armed forces see Clayton and NIMR staff (2014), Chapter 18, pages 294-5.

' Otto Edholm (1909-1985), Head of the Division of Human Physiology at the NIMR from 1949
to 1974, commissioned the construction of climatic chambers to conduct research in cold and extreme
conditions. See Clayton and NIMR staff (2014), Chapter 18. For Edholm, see Anon. (1989).
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de Rossi: The move from Hampstead to Mill Hill was quite traumatic too
because we had to pack literally everything up in tea chests and it was all
transported to Mill Hill. Everything had to be labelled and as there were still
shortages after the war in those days, there wasnt a lot of money to replace
equipment so we couldnt throw anything aways; it all had to go with us.

Tansey: What date did you move, Rosemary?
de Rossi: Oh, it must have been possibly 1950. I'm not really sure.

Tansey: But your department stayed at Mount Vernon, didn’t it, Heinz, at
Hampstead?

Wolff: Let me quickly tell you how I got there at all. It was all to do with the
generosity of the MRC, which I think ought to be documented. I left school in
1946 and I was going to do a degree in chemistry in Oxford, where I had a place.
I got a postcard one day saying could I possibly do it a year later because all the
ex-servicemen were coming back. I got myself a job at the haematology research
unit, which was MRC money but not strictly speaking an MRC unit, run by a
man named Gwyn Macfarlane, who was one of the haematologists.” I invented a
machine for counting blood cells, threw out my chemistry ambitions, and taught
myself engineering and electronics for four years in a sort of autodidactic way. I
then went up to an MRC unit at the Pneumoconiosis Research Unit (PRU), to
count dust particles, which were supposed to be similar to red cells.” Then the
MRC said: ‘Look, Heinz, you have to become respectable in some ways, you
know. You haven’t got a degree, you've got a high school certificate. You can go
to any university and you can take any degree you like and you don't have to
come back to us, but the only thing which we impose on you is that every long
vacation or any vacation you work in a different MRC unit so you know what
the MRC is all about.” I worked at King’s College in the ‘Double Helix year’, for

the losing team." It was very interesting. The second year I went to the Division
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Professor Robert Gwyn Macfarlane (1907-1987) was appointed clinical pathologist to the Radcliffe
Infirmary, Oxford, in 1940 and Radcliffe Lecturer in Haematolo