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Recently, I received an e-mail
from a friend that listed many
events of contemporary cultur-

al significance during the past six
decades that are seen by today’s incom-
ing college freshmen as virtually
medieval history. This e-mail says that
today’s freshmen were born in Ronald
Reagan’s second term and tend to
conflate him with Franklin
Delano Roosevelt. They
confuse Vietnam, Korea,
and World War II, and
they are the ones to ask if
Paul McCartney really
was in a band before
Wings. For them, satel-
lites, pharmaceuticals, jet
travel, and cell phones
have always been avail-
able. They never had a time without
computers at both home and school,
and a world where these contempo-
rary talismans were not present seems
part of a Pleistocene age. Some
younger chemists, I think, have a simi-
lar attitude about laboratory instru-
mentation.

If you go around any chemistry lab
today, it seems as if most of the organic
analyses revolve around liquid chro-
matography, specifically around high-
performance liquid chromatography, or
HPLC. It is a mainstay of the pharma-
ceutical and medicinal chemistry lab,
where chemists use it to separate
proteins, drug metabolites, and natural
products from extracts and solutions.
You can find HPLC instruments in
forensic and environmental labs, and it
is becoming the method of choice for
introduction of organic compounds into
mass spectrometers, not least because
of its ability to be automated. Yet as a
chemical technique, it is not much older
than today’s undergraduates.

Csaba Horváth, whose passing we
note on page 12 of this issue, built
the first HPLC at Yale in the mid-
1960s. But it was the development of

new column-packing materials and
high-pressure pumps in the 1970s and
1980s that gave HPLC its role as a
ubiquitous laboratory workhorse
instrument, and one whose applica-
tions continue to grow. It is the focus
of Mike Felton’s feature in this issue of
TCAW on liquid chromatography used
in food analysis for the determination

of antioxidants, as well as
our Instruments & Appli-
cations department on how
temperature programming
can be used to effect even
greater chromatographic
separations. All this from a
technique that, in human
terms, is just approaching
middle age.

So when you’re in a
lab looking at a computer monitor
with a display of an HPLC chro-
matogram, you might consider how
young the technique really is. We can
only fantasize about the kind of deter-
minations that will be made in anoth-
er three decades. But for now, you’ll
have to excuse me. Someone wants
to know if I was a friend of Lavoisier.

P.S.: I want to note that this month we are
publishing a special supplement, Chroni-
cles of Chemistry II: Enterprise of the Chem-
ical Sciences. This is the second in our series
of supplements highlighting the history of
chemistry and the chemical enterprise in
the 20th and 21st centuries. This supple-
ment was produced by the editorial staffs
of the C&EN Magazine Group, and is
being mailed to industrial chemists who
subscribe to Today’s Chemist at Work,
Modern Drug Discovery, and Chemical &
Engineering News magazines. If you were
not included in this limited distribution
of printed copies, I invite you to view it
online at http://pubs.acs.org/supplements/
chemchronicles2.
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