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You’ve never had it so 
good (in the lab)
by Freddie Theodoulou, Science Editor

The first day that I was let loose in a real 
research lab to do an undergraduate project, 
I was fascinated to find a big folder filled 
with yellowing sheets of methods propped up 
against the freezer. Turning the first page, my 
eye was immediately drawn to ‘Preparation of 
ATP from autoclaved yeast’, filed under ‘A’. I 

never made it through to Z because the idea of having to isolate what 
seemed to me to be a very everyday reagent, before even thinking of 
doing an experiment, was quite a shock. Now we just flick through 
the Sigma catalogue for this sort of thing, but of course someone, 
somewhere has spent time extracting or synthesizing it. 

This anecdote calls to mind what has become an informal 
scientific sport, where seasoned members of our lab compete to 
celebrate ‘old-school’ methodology and alarm students with stories of 
alleged hardship at the bench. A newbie moaning that Stores has run 
out of DNA miniprep kits will inevitably be regaled with colourfully 
exaggerated tales of caesium chloride gradients that had to be run 
for days, industrial quantities of ethidium bromide and – for the 
more gullible audience – recklessly unbalanced centrifuge rotors 
careening across the room. References to time-saving technology 
often provoke a Pythonesque monologue: “In my day (assume gritty 
Northern accent at this point) we had to pour our own thin-layer 
chromatography plates/make our own dideoxys/mouth-pipette 
acrylamide/synthesize fifty millicuries-worth of radiotracers, all 
before breakfast!” (delete as applicable). I didn’t have to pour my 
own thin-layer chromatography plates for that first summer project 
but I did have to walk down the road with an old plastic bread bin, 
to collect them from the organic chemistry department. I remember 
feeling rather proud that I was a proper scientist at last.
Only last week, I caught myself slipping into ‘you’ve never had it 
so good’ mode. Discussing genotyping EMS mutants by sequenc-
ing, I couldn’t resist remarking to my colleague that he could now 
sequence a genome in a fraction of the time that it took me to get 
three good reads for each strand of the first gene that I cloned back 
in 1995. This is all good clean fun but these anecdotes imply not 
only that toiling at the coalface of biochemistry is an honourable 
thing (which of course it is), but also that we somehow look down 
on those for whom advances in technology has removed much of 
the laboratory drudgery that dominated our early research experi-
ences. But making life easier in the lab is a good thing! Moreover, 
we now expect much more of our PhD students in the three years 
that they spend at the bench, especially if they hope to publish in 
good journals. Almost every issue of The Biochemist features exam-
ples of how new methods and machines have allowed us to push the 
boundaries of resolution, to progress more rapidly, to ask different, 
bigger questions and (maybe) spend less time in the cold room. I, 
for one, am all for that.  ■ 
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The British Pharmacological Society’s flagship annual meeting is open to members and 
non-members, attracting over 1,000 scientists each year from the UK and around the 
world. The Society is pleased to announce initial details for this year’s meeting, which 
will feature symposia on a range of topics, including:

Plus career bootcamps to support your professional development.

The latest research will also be the focus for plenary lectures, oral communications, and poster 
sessions. As with previous years, there will be invaluable opportunities for participants to network with 
scientists from across the world.

For further information about attending or presenting at 
Pharmacology 2017, please email meetings@bps.ac.uk                             
or visit www.bps.ac.uk/pharmacology2017.

 Register & submit your research

PHARMACOLOGY 2017
11–13 December 2017
The Queen Elizabeth II Conference Centre, London

DEADLINES FOR YOUR DIARY
Abstract submission: 8 September
Bursaries (available to members of the British 
Pharmacological Society): 8 September

 Cardiovascular & Respiratory Pharmacology
 Drug Discovery, Development & Evaluation
 Integrated & Systems Pharmacology

 Molecular & Cellular Pharmacology
 Neuropharmacology
 Toxicology
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