
HOW DID WE GET HERE?  

Early history of the BSMB 

 

Prof. J.E. Scott   

Chemical Morphology, Stopford Building, University of Manchester 

 

Genesis. 

 

I had completed my Ph.D (in the Manchester Pathology Dept.) before I first met a foreign expert 

in the field. Contacts with British experts were as rare. My supervisor was spectacularly 

inconsistent, radically changing my remit every Monday morning after perusing current literature 

over the weekend, until I rebelled and demanded the right to pursue a project - at least for a 

while. This, quite by chance, was on ómucopolysaccharidesô. He retreated into industry and his 

replacement (Dr. John Kench) gave me free range to follow leads with which I had achieved 

some success. The thesis was awarded the A.V.Hill prize and led to an invitation to open an 

International Symposium in Boston, where I met the big names in the field on an equal footing. 

This experience highlighted what I and many young British colleagues had been missing. 

Communications in Britain between Institutes and Departments were at the Professorial level and 

contacts between workers at the bench in different departments were almost non-existent. This 

was a fundamental disadvantage.  

 

The ice broke in 1967 when Professor Ken Dodgson organised a Symposium on 

Mucopolysaccharides within the Biochemical Society meeting in Hull. For the first time post-

grads and post-docs met to exchange information and scientific gossip. A group of us at the 

meeting decided we could not allow return to the status quo. We decided to organise informal 

meetings where these exchanges could continue.  

 

I invited those I met in Hull and others I knew to the MRC Rheumatism Unit (Taplow) where I 

worked and asked them to tell their friends to join us. To my surprise about 70 turned up on 

November 11
th
 1967. After a short scientific session (see Appendix 1) we voted the 

Mucopolysaccharide Club into existence with a committee consisting of John Dingle (Chair), 

myself (Secretary), Leonard Simkin (Treasurer), Helen Muir and Ken Dodgson. I still have the 

original tallies and voting sheet. 

 

Leonard Simkin retired because of ill-health and Ken Dodgson for reasons of pressure of affairs. 

Charles Phelps became the new treasurer and remained so until the amalgamation 12 years later 

with the Collagen Club. In spite of annual requests for nominations to the committee, none were 

received and the original members served throughout the history of the Club.  

 

Activities 

 

We followed a routine of 3 meetings a year, each with 3 speakers (see e.g programme of 2
nd

 

meeting, Appendix 2). This allowed each speaker up to 90 minutes and gave everybody 

maximum chances to discuss and sometimes influence the outcome. Interruptions (usually polite) 

were allowed and frequent. We rotated meetings between Universities around the country, with a 

social evening in the bar and a meal preceding the meeting itself the following day. It would be 



difficult now to persuade organisers that their methods of programming are fundamentally 

unproductive. Short presentations with minimum discussion were not, it seemed to us, what 

science was about. We never had any difficulty in filling the time. Once, Jim Doyle, perhaps on a 

high with a feverish cold, so captivated the audience that they asked him to continue after lunch, 

which he did, clocking up over 2 hours of presentation time. 

 

For 3 meetings a year we paid a sub of £1, - for 4 years (Appendix 3)! None of the expenses of 

the speakers or the officers were paid and we soon achieved sufficient status that international 

speakers from the USA and Europe were willing to talk to us for free. Usually these visitors were 

guests in houses of members. I had the pleasure of hosting Lennart Roden, Vince Hascall etc. 

etc. We specialised in giving new post docs the opportunity to present their thesis work in 

extensis. Roger Mason was one of the first to benefit from this policy. 

 

Club members were scientifically productive and I tried to collect and disseminate an annual 

bibliography of all the publications that had been produced by members in the year. The 

response was good but the labour was intensive and the general concensus was that we didnt 

need quite such a complete record. Nevertheless, this document gives a detailed insight into the 

interests and achievements of the Club members at that time. 

Several publications described the activities of the Club in international journals  

(e.g  Scott JE. Connective tissue research and organization. (Guest editorial at meeting of 

Federation of European Connective Tissue Clubs) Calc.Tiss.Res. 3: 198 (1969).  Scott JE. 

Research in Britain on connective tissues. Connective Tissues (Japan).10: 1-4 (1978)) 

 

European Friends.  

 

Very soon after the birth, we were centrally involved in setting up a European organisation with 

the same aims, but that is another story.  

 

The French Society was running before ours and I had met their leading member, Dr Laszlo 

Robert some years earlier. They too had had difficulties; some senior French scientists did not 

encourage independent activities. Laci Robert and I quickly arranged a joint meeting of the two 

societies in Paris from which FECTS sprang. 

 

Prof Milan Adam in Prague led a connective tissue research society and here too we found much 

common ground. I spent several years and my own cash in visiting other European countries to 

persuade them to set up their own clubs, sometimes successfully as in Italy. Surprisingly some 

countries did not move for decades in this context.  

 



People 

One of the aims of this history is to ensure that  people who played important roles in setting up 

the system for the exchange of scientific information in the connective tissue field are not written 

out of history. 

 

First I draw attention to Prof Ken Dodgson of Cardiff. He was one of the boys, one of us. He 

was also Secretary of the Biochemical Society which meant that his comradely approach could 

be implemented in practice. He worked with his colleague Spencer, on the sulphated mucins of 

snails. In those days authors numbered their papers in the BJ in order as they were published and 

they had reached the mid-nineties. 

 

Geoffrey Dutton of glucuronic acid fame later composed a limerick which conveys a flavour of 

their activities. 

 

 ñTwo Welshmen called Dodgson and Spencerôs     

  bibliographies grow ever immensers, 

  by following the trails 

   of sulphating snails, 

   from Cardiff to Brobdigovensis.ò 

 

The Society should also note the generous support given by Professor Eric Bywaters, Professor 

of Rheumatology in the Post Graduate Medical School and Director of the MRC Taplow Unit. 

He gave me free access to secretarial assistance without which my task would have been 

onerous. He allowed correspondence to pass for free through the Unit mail for 13 years which 

helped underpin the low subscription rate. He was left wing for a clinician and I suspect he 

enjoyed the thought of an iconoclastic society which would show clinicians and others what 

could be done by people motivated by a love of science rather than by career or financial 

considerations. 

 

Other significant support came from Prof Neuberger FRS, Miles Partridge FRS., Sandy Ogston, 

FRS., Dame Janet Vaughan FRS and Dame Honor Fell FRS. 

 

The Collagen Club 

 

The formation of the Mucopolysaccharide Club in Taplow was greatly encouraged by my friend 

Raph Consden, who also worked in Taplow, a great scientist who developed the technique of 

paper chromatography, narrowly missing a Nobel prize. He was a collagen man and we agreed 

that it would make sense to have a parallel society devoted to collagen-related topics (See 

Appendix 4). Raph took a leading part in setting it up. 

 

We assumed from the outset that there would be joint meetings and these were organised as 

parallel sessions with at least one joint session for both clubs. We worked together in organising 

the first FECTS meeting in Cambridge in 1968 and there was little doubt that we would have a 

very close relationship if not actual amalgamation. Unfortunately Raph Consden suffered a 

stroke and Alan Bailey became the secretary. 

. 



There was discussion about the problems caused by two independant Clubs working together, 

outlined in a discussion document (See Appendix 5a & Appendix 5b). After some friction,  the 

concensus was that complete amalgamation was the best solution. This was agreed at the last 

meeting of the Club, the 37
th
, held in Manchester on April 16

th
 1980 (See Appendix 7 & 

Appendix 8a & Appendix 8b).  

 

The last slide to be shown at this meeting (also used on the cover of the Abstracts of the meeting, 

Appendix 9) portrayed two mice sailing into the sunset in intertwining harmony. 

 

The amalgamation took legal form with the presentation of a Constitution covering the activities 

of one Society, in Cambridge shortly after. The foundations had been well and truly laid during 

the previous 13 years in which the joint efforts of many people had born spectacular fruit in both 

the National and International arenas. The Mucopolysaccharide Club could be proud of the 

pioneering part it had played, Europe-wide, in giving the scientists who were at the bench on a 

day-to-day basis a role in bringing their efforts to a wide audience ï scientific democracy. 

 

(Copyright JE Scott)     

 



Appendix 1 
 

Programme of first meeting of the group which took the title ñMucopolysaccharide Clubò in 1967. A 

committee was elected and the general format of the meetings was agreed. 

 

 



Appendix 2 

 

Programme of 2
nd

 meeting of the MPS Club in the format which was to last until the merger with 

the Collagen Club 12 years later. Note the extended time per presentation (90 minutes). 

 

 



Appendix 3 

 

First Annual Report, on the three meetings of the MPS Club in 1968. Note the subscription level 

and the willingness of the new Club to reach out into Europe and the International scene. 

 

 

 


















