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Presenter
Presentation Notes
GSK is a global biopharma company with a purpose to unite science, technology and talent to get ahead of disease together.We aim to positively impact the health of 2.5 billion people by the end of 2030. I have global responsibility for GSK’s heritage and history. The GSK Heritage Archives exist to document and support the business. It is our goal to accurately record the decisions and activities of GSK and its predecessors, and to use these records to inform and complement the current business.  They cover about 260 years of our history, and between the two collections we extensive have records relating to our four major legacy companies. One of those was Burroughs Wellcome, founded by two Americans in London, with major sites in both countries. Today, I’m talking about a project we did at our former American archives as we encountered challenges, different types of material and ended up with a couple of guides that it makes a very nice case study. 



• Joined Burroughs Wellcome in 1944, New York
• Moved to RTP in 1970 when business relocated
• Retired in 1983 but remained Researcher Emeritus
• Awarded Nobel Prize for Medicine or Physiology in 1988
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Gertrude Elion, 1980s

Gertrude Elion
1918 - 1999
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Elion joined George Hitchings' Burroughs Wellcome research team in Tuckahoe, New York in 1944. Until then she had been unable to find a graduate research position as she was female, despite having a masters degree and relevant experience. It was probably only due to the shortages of men because of the Second World War that she was hired.Elion had been inspired to become a chemist by the death of her grandfather from stomach cancer when she was 15. At the time she started Hitchings was using a new way of developing drugs, by intentionally imitating natural compounds instead of through trial and error. Specifically, he was interested in synthesizing compounds that would integrate into biological pathways and disrupt the abnormal processes. She synthesized anti-metabolites of purines, and in 1950, she developed the anti-cancer drugs thioguanine and mercaptopurine.Rather than relying on trial-and-error, Elion and Hitchings discovered new drugs using rational drug design, which used the differences in biochemistry and metabolism between normal human cells and pathogens (disease-causing agents such as cancer cells, protozoa, bacteria, and viruses) to design drugs that could kill or inhibit the reproduction of particular pathogens without harming human cells. 



1988 Nobel Prize ceremony
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Gertrude Elion
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This process of rational drug design led Elion and Hitchings to be awarded the Nobel Prize for Medicine in 1988, alongside their Scottish colleague Sir James Black. Elion was only the fifth woman to be awarded a Nobel for Medicine or Physiology. It’s said that any one of her drug discoveries would have earnt her the Nobel Prize, but she’s given the medical world more than a handful over her 40 year career. The drugs she and Hitchings developed are used to treat a variety of maladies, such as leukaemia, malaria, lupus, hepatitis, arthritis, gout, organ transplant rejection (azathioprine), as well as herpes (acyclovir, which was the first selective and effective drug of its kind). Most of Elion's early work came from the use and development of purine derivatives. Even after Elion retired in 1983 she retained an office in the Burroughs Wellcome labs until her death in 1999. Through this period she reviewed and advised on research projects, and travelled the world giving lectures.



Elion’s office, c.1981
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Gertrude Elion
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Remarkably, a large portion of the research she conducted throughout her career was retained in her office, rather than being sent to records management. The scope of the collection is unique – many employees retire or leave and as a result access to their work is limited. But Elion’s decision to stay on as a researcher emeritus provided an invaluable window into almost all the research she produced through her decades-long career. After her death these items were transferred to GSK’s Heritage Archives. We acquired around 70 records management sized boxes of files from her filing cabinets and some framed outsized memorabilia. It has been moved to each new archive store we’ve had over the past 20+ years without anything happening to it. For a long time there was no archivist for GSK, and once we did have one again we had a lot of reticence about working on highly scientific information, as most of us have humanities backgrounds – usually history. Each year I recruit for an intern or archives assistant and between us we work out what their project will be. When I was reviewing the CVs for the 2021 batch, two had biology-related undergraduate degrees, so the idea formed that one of them may be able to have a go at Elion’s papers. I did hire one of them, Molly Kucmierz, who is now working at an archives consultancy firm on various projects. 



RTP archives
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Before
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Here is a picture of the before state, the records management boxes, almost exactly as they were from when Elion’s office was packed up. You can see some of them have a box index stuck to the front – some I’d already removed. Elion’s admins had listed the contents of each filing drawer and kept the index up to date to about the mid-1990s. The boxes weren’t in any order, and the file drawers were generally across two boxes, so you can see my purple pen annotations and additions from another archivist. My first step had been to collate the index and mark up what was in which box, and to roughly index the ones that weren’t included on the lists. I found a pristine copy of the index in the last box! 



RTP archives

28 June 2023 6

Before
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Inside the boxes themselves was everything in their hanging files, exactly as they’d been taken out of the filing drawers. You can see the box edges are starting to get a bit chewed up from the hooks. Labels are starting to fall off, and files have been reused over the years, so old titles are now visible and don’t match the content and the titles themselves assume you know what it is. Elion and her admins were the users and creators of her system, so had familiarity with the material. Molly and myself don’t really, so there was a learning curve of what terminology and acronyms they used, and the sort of information they included and how it differed across different records. 



RTP archives
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How to sort?
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Step 1 is always my favourite, I tell people to make a mess. Get out boxes, empty them, work out what you’ve got and make piles of like material, so here you can see Molly has pulled files from a bunch of boxes and is using post-its to mark which box it came from and what each pile is – you can see the label ACV, standing for Acyclovir, just above the yellow file nearest us on the right. Depending on the size of the collection this can take a while and can take up a lot of space. Molly had to work with a range of boxes at a time, and re-file her piles to keep them safe once all that material was together – rather like a juggling act. Alongside this we talked about how to group the material and came up with a wide series of categories that eventually got more and more refined – this mirrors the hierarchical structure that now exists on the collection. Groups like admin and management, R&D, items relating to the Nobel prize, papers relating to George Hitchings etc. etc. Using the rough index we had, Molly was able to pull all the conference related files out of the 70 odd boxes and put them together into one. She worked her way round all the groups until she had a small group of misc. stuff that we discussed where it may fit. From there, she then focussed on one group or series at a time and came up with any sub-series groups. If we use admin as an example, it breaks into organisational, her extensive correspondence, legal related papers, publicity material, travel and conferences, charitable work and so on. Then each of those may be broken further or just put into chronological order. 



Elion documents
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Range of materials
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Once the material is broadly organised how we want it, then we move on to the descriptive listing and processing of everything. As a basic standard all paper is rehoused in acid free files and any metalwork removed – things like paper clips and staples can be replaced with plastiklips or cotton tape as best fits the item. The vast majority of the collection is paper based, but we also have some interesting other things that need to be treated slightly differently. Thinking about paper , we discovered a set of printed graphs showing results of various tests that were on a thicker fragile paper, similarly chromatography papers which had been wet to create them have lost any moisture over the years, the results have faded and break into small pieces or shards. The value of trying to stabilise these against the information they actually show just isn’t worth it. The data captured on these types are usually collated into other things, like tables or summarised into other reports, so the raw data just isn’t worth the effort. Raw data also tends to be quite voluminous and low value, so this material didn’t get kept. 



Elion LNB
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Range of materials
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Here’s some of her lab notebooks, they are primarily notes taken alongside experimentation, and may includes some results and summaries. 



Elion transparencies
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Range of materials
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These transparencies have been digitised to go alongside their data sheets, but others were not so well kept – many had wrinkled or bubbled with age making it harder to see the content. These had to be individually placed into clear Melinex photo sleeves so that each transparency was safe.



Webstore image
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35mm slides
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35mm slides are the Powerpoint of old, so Elion had a massive collection of thousands of slides. They were arranged in a few systems, some as produced by the reprographics team using their numbering system, some several thousand in Elion’s own numerical system and others that we came across and had to add in. The majority were already housed in these types of slide pages, so Molly was able to consolidate them all into the slide binders we had for protection. Luckily there was a related index, so we’re able to see what most of the slides actually contain. 



Webstore image
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3D material
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Larger outsized material like plaques, framed certificates and awards or medals were wrapped in acid free tissue and carefully arranged into a couple of outsized boxes. 



RTP archives
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After
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This is a wonderful animation of the work in progress, as files are transferred into acid free folders and boxes and marked up for final labelling. From the 70 or so records management boxes we now have around 190 of these archival boxes and a few outsized ones too. 



Elion structure
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Intellectual arrangement

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We arranged by like things, the top-level hierarchy of her papers is shown on the left, but each series and sub-series needed thought too, and especially what each item or bundle would be called – do you replicate the name on the original sticker or index, do you add in explanations for particularly scientific names? After a bit of discussion, we agreed to try and keep the original names for files – some labels had fallen off and some had never been organized, so there was an element of us having to select titles in some areas. As we relied on Elion and her admin’s original descriptions, Molly collected together a key of acronyms in use within the collection, to aid users reading and browsing – this ultimately developed into a wider finding aid, description of the collections and Elion’s background.
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Finding aid
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This sort of detailed finding aid is not something we normally do for our collections. The material and provenance of the rest of our collections are fairly obvious and easily understood, and we use the same hierarchy and schema across all our legacy companies. As these are the papers of a scientist we’ve chosen to add the surrounding detail about her life and work to frame the collection, especially as it was created, organised and now arranged in a completely different manner to the rest of the business records we hold. 



Processing guide
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Future accessions
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Nearly lastly, Elion’s extensive work serves as a template for what other researchers’ papers would have looked like during that era of scientific research, including shared terminology, what files they may have retained that pertain to company history, and the kinds of raw data produced during experimentation. We can also identify gaps in the records created by Elion, such as missing departmental meeting agendas or laboratory notebooks, or overlapping coverage of subject areas, and then seek out or avoid those materials in other researchers works. R&D has a vast array of scientific papers and materials in retention, and as these items come to the end of their semi-active lives, we must evaluate what we want to preserve and what will likely be unnecessary to keep. By applying the knowledge gained from working with Elion’s collection, written up into a processing guide for scientific collections, we can narrow our selection criteria from broad categories to more specific items of interest and we can also refine our collection development guidelines to reflect these changes. As we continue our research and development acquisitions and processing, the choices we make to preserve and showcase our company history will become more routine and natural to us. 



heritage.archives@gsk.com
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Of the four other women who won the Nobel prize before her, Elion’s is the only one whose work is available to researchers in such a complete form, making its retention historically important and valuable. Her collection is incredibly remarkable because it can give present-day researchers a glimpse into the world of 20th century scientific research and the pharmaceutical developments that have helped shape GSK into what it is today.   This time-intensive process helps preserve and make accessible Elion’s research, but it also helps inform future decisions we must make when other researcher’s works come out of retention and can be added to the archives. We are constantly learning from what we do, and Elion’s collection helps us understand what kinds of materials we might be offered and what we might additionally want to seek out in the future. 
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