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This paper reflected upon the importance of medical historians engaging in the history of contemporary medicine. So much medical history had occurred in the past century, and so few historians were engaged in recording or analysing it, that the speaker made a particular appeal to members of the BSHM to consider turning their historical attentions to recent medicine. After a review of the sources available to a historian of contemporary medicine  –  some very similar to those used by historians of previous periods, such as  publications, archives, images and equipment, but with additional problems of decay, quality, manipulation and distortion, the speaker focussed on one particular oral history format she had developed at the Wellcome Trust, that of the Witness Seminar. Here she gave many examples of the enriching stories given by many who had been important, but unacknowledged, participants in significant events in recent biomedicine. 
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Thus the account of Tom Brown,
 a trainee engineer in the shipyards of Glasgow, who realised how the Professor of Obstetrics at the city’s university might succeed in his aim of visualising the foetus by the use of the ultrasound techniques he was then developing to detect structural faults in metals  in the workshops of Kelvin & Hughes Ltd.; and of Donna Chaproniere,
 who contributed to a meeting on the Common Cold Unit, but omitted to tell the participants (fortunately another member did) to say that the first common cold virus isolated was called DC (later rhinovirus 9)  in recognition of her vital work in its isolation and identification. 
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There was also Ethel Bidwell, the discoverer of clotting Factor VIII, the first significant treatment for haemophilia.
  She described collecting the necessary blood:
‘Animals were slaughtered in a slaughterhouse. .. When I got involved, it was done by the slaughterhouse men and they were very helpful, very kind. They wanted the very

best for me. They wanted me to have the animals that had won all the rosettes

at the shows, but ancient old cows were much better. I went down to the

slaughterhouse on my Vespa motorbike and I came back with a large glass

container. I got concerned lest I tipped off my motorbike and tipped blood on

the floor. [I collected] about a gallon. People don’t realize that plastics were only just

coming in. It cost me about the equivalent of a week’s wages to buy a plastic

container to put the blood in so that it wouldn’t break on the road to Oxford.’ (page 13)
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The speaker also told of Archie Norman who, at the meeting on cystic fibrosis, reported his joy as a young doctor in the late 1940s being able to prescribe antibiotics for the lung infections, which had until then killed his young patients, and how the coming of the NHS meant that their families did not have to worry about the cost of their life-saving drugs. Mary Dodd, a consultant physiotherapist in Manchester, told the same meeting of the problems that then arose when so many children, who in earlier decades would had died, survived, and her familiarity with groups of grumpy 18–20 year olds still assigned to paediatric clinics, whilst Sir John Batten confirmed that the cystic fibrosis clinic at the Brompton Hospital had over 650 adult patients at the time of the meeting (2002).
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And an examination of the origin of the cervical screening programme heard this from one of the pioneers, Professor Dulcie Coleman:

‘Many of the pathologists, who were responsible for offering or arranging screening in their own hospitals, really were not in a position to cope with the job because it is very time-consuming, and they were willing to take on anyone. I remember saying: ‘Well, I have been to a training school’ …and ‘I know how to do it.’ They said: ‘All right, we will take you on a trial basis.’ You were put in a little hole in the corner to get on with it on your own. I remember I actually sat in a fireplace, my feet were in the fireplace, and my microscope was on the mantelpiece and I had a suitably high stool to sit on. Until I proved my worth, I wasn’t given an office or a proper desk or anything. This is the way it started up.’(page 12)
Having used a corruption of the Walrus’ speech in Alice through the looking glass as her title, the speaker finished with a quote from the White Queen from Alice in Wonderland : ‘“It's a poor sort of memory that only works backwards,” the Queen remarked’, and suggested that all those members of the BSHM who had memories  that only worked backwards might seriously consider addressing topics in recent medical history.
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