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If only the Department could provide me with a few
mice, I could test it.

AW:Alex, all I want is to get top marks in the RAE. 
I’m not interested in revolutionizing medicine and
saving lives. And I am certainly not going to waste
Departmental funds providing you with mice.

AF: So, Almroth, what do you want me to do?

AW:Simple. Stop wasting your time on penicillin and
work on the ketogenic diet. This will allow you to
get grants. Who knows you might even get invited
to meetings abroad and develop some markers of
esteem.

AW:One last thing, Alex.

AF: Yes?

AW:The Departmental Safety Officer has asked me to
insist that you wear a lab coat.

� Postscript
Fortunately, Alexander Fleming ignored his boss. He
continued working with penicillin and searching for new
antibiotics throughout the 1930s. St Mary’s did get its
Wright–Fleming Institute and penicillin did save
millions of lives. The ketogenic diet, as a means of
treating infections, slipped into oblivion. Finally, most
of the photographs of Fleming, as a famous laboratory
scientist, show him wearing a shining white lab coat!

Unfortunately, the minutes do not record the result of
the St Mary’s bid to the 1934 RAE.
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AW:As you are aware,
Alex, the next RAE is
upon us and we need 
to get our submission
ready in good time.
Last time we got 
top marks and we 
need to maintain this
standard, otherwise
our income will plum-
met and we will have
to engage in that
dreaded activity –
teaching.

AF: But what is the point
of the RAE?

AW:Well Alex, money is
tight and the Govern-
ment needs to make
sure that the ‘Golden Triangle’ of Imperial and
Oxbridge get most of it.

AF: But why don’t they just give it to them?

AW:Because, Alex, decisions must be seen to be account-
able. Now, let’s look at your submission. I see you
have given me the required four papers. All in low
impact factor journals. Could you start thinking
about publishing more of your work in Lancet or the
BMJ?

AF: But I publish in specialized journals in my field,
medical bacteriology.

AW: I know that, Alex. But these are now deemed to be
rubbish journals and we don’t want St Mary’s name
to be associated with rubbish, do we? As far as I can
see all that you are publishing on at the moment is
this penicillin stuff. 

AF: Well there is lysozyme.

AW:Yes, but you did that work outside the relevant
dates. Lysozyme doesn’t count any more. I don’t 
see much future in the penicillin stuff. Have you
purified it yet? You say in your paper it could be
used as a curative. Have you got any industrial
partners interested?

AF: I tried collaborating with Raistrick, but they were
only interested in the yellow pigment. We did some
tests on patients, but as you know, penicillin is very
unstable. Do you mind if I smoke?

AW:What about grants, Alex?

AF: Well, we applied to the MRC but they rejected the
penicillin work as a waste of time.

AW:Alex, you need to get some grant income. What
about dropping this penicillin stuff and working on
the ketogenic diet?

AF: You’re not telling me, Almroth, that you believe
that feeding patients masses of fat to change the pH
of their urine is the way ahead for medicine?

AW:Of course not, but Foresight committees have
deemed the ketogenic diet the way forward, and
that’s where the grant money’s going.

AF: All this is extremely anti-academic and philistine,
Almroth. Can’t we take on these bean counters?

AW:No, right or wrong, Alex, we have to fight for our
own slice of the cake. Times have changed.

AF: But real science hasn’t. Anyway, penicillin has a
great future.

AW:Look, I’ve taken advice from my friends on this.
They think that your first penicillin paper is weak
and badly written. And more importantly, no one
cites any of these penicillin papers, so they can’t be
important, can they? The RAE committees will
probably laugh if I submit them. What’s more
worrying, this penicillin stuff might adversely
affect their decisions.

AF: Well leave me out of the RAE, I don’t mind.

AW:Sorry, Alex, everybody goes in. No opportunity this
time for fiddling the books.

AF: Look, Almroth, if penicillin is as important as I
think, it will revolutionize medicine and save
millions. We might even get an Institute named
after us –imagine, the Wright–Fleming Institute. 
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