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Over the years, I’ve given a lot
of presentations and talks at
scientific meetings. Typically,

they have been about work I was doing
at the time, covering such things as new
approaches to analytical determinations
or perhaps a different way to meet the
requirements of an environmental regu-
lation. This year was a little different.
Last fall, I was asked to be
the keynote speaker at the
Laboratory Informatics
2004 conference held in
conjunction with this
year’s Pittsburgh Confer-
ence in Chicago.

While pleased to
accept the invitation, I was
a little concerned about
what to cover in the talk.
I haven’t worked with laboratory instru-
ments or their computer systems since
becoming TCAW editor. It’s been a
while since I made up a set of analyte
standards, set up a chromatography
data system, or helped someone struc-
ture the LIMS database of a newly
acquired laboratory computer system.
But a keynote speaker has license to
look beyond his own work to try to
put the present into the context of
how—and especially why—laborato-
ry computer systems have come to be
what they are today.

There was a time when experiments
and their results were recorded not in
bytes but in ink on the page of a labo-
ratory notebook. So that was the
approach I took in the presentation,
namely a historical trip from the precom-
puter chemistry lab to today’s interwoven
data world. That talk was the basis of
our LIMS history article on page 34.

In searching for an illustration to
show the state of precomputer labora-
tory record-keeping, I remembered
some old lab notebooks that were
part of my family’s attic memorabilia.
Though these books have been around
for as long as anyone could remem-

ber, no one had actually read them.
When I finally did, they were a reve-
lation. It turns out the notebooks were
my father’s from his days as a gradu-
ate student at Cornell. In them, he
defined and recorded his experiments
in wonderful detail, filling the pages
with illustrations of equipment and list-
ings of final data. Most impressive to

me, an erstwhile GC-MS
operator, was the fact that
almost all his experiments
involved chromatography.

In a 1945 experiment,
a portion of which we
reproduced on page 36,
he shows exactly how the
constituents of a new
flashless gunpowder were
chromatographed on a

200-mm column filled with silica
gel.  After separation, he noted that
“the top double band was cut out
and saved.”  Later he washed the prod-
uct out of the silica gel, removed the
solvent, and weighed the fraction.  It
came to 0.0582 g. He then went on
to characterize the UV spectra of the
material.  

That is the essence of chromatog-
raphy—separation, quantification, and
characterization. It is a very physical
process, and in these experiments it’s
easy to see and understand. We don’t
get to see chemical analyses up this
close anymore, and in a way, that’s too
bad. To me, the only way to truly
understand something like chro-
matography is to visualize it as a phys-
ical process. I’m sure that’s the way my
father saw it and why he was able to
describe his experiments so well.  It’s
the way we should all see the tools of
our profession—as something physi-
cal and elegant.
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