By J.S. King
Now comes the time when I must bid you
adieu, leaving you in the hands of Cosmas
and Damion (the patron saints of medicine)
and of my successor, who has my best
wishes. He will find that the laws of Parkinson, Mmphy, et al. apply with a vengeance,
especially these:
.
.

nothing is as easy as it looks;
everything takes longer than you think
it will;
. if anything can go wrong, it will;
. nothing is impossible for the man who
doesn’t have to do it hlmselfi and, of
course,
the last oerson who suit or was fired
will be h~ld responsible for everyt.tdng
that goes wrong—until the next person
quits or is fired.
●

On the other hand, my successor will find
the work easy and challenging in some
ways. Because his handiwork is invisible,
he can, like most professionals, work only
as hard as his conscience dictates. There
will be intervals of sheer tedium, such as
seeing an evaluation of the nth procedure
for serum glucose. He must resign himself
to these as he would resign himself on looking up from the operating table and finding
that his surgeon is parkinsonian. Everything
is done indoors, and no heavy lifting is involved. He will have an opportunity not to
add to the world’s extraordinary profusion
of injustice. Hk objectivity must be beyond
question.
Intellectually, an editor can be the lowest
common denominator in a sense: if he crmnot undemtand what an author is trying to
say, then a good many other readers probably also canno~ so something needs fixing.
He should continually try to thhk of ways to
make this journal more interesting and more
useful, but he must be as convincing as a
seductress and must make his bosses believe
that any change he suggests is really their
idea if he is to have any realistic chance of it
being effected.

Back to Introduction

He should remember, but never say out
loud, that he is working for you, the readers,
and not, in the final analysis, only to please
contributors or the various parrjarrdmms
who hold sway over hti most of whom are
convinced that the job is a simple one and are
confident that they could do better than he.
If he (and the reviewers) do theirjob properly—i e., do not merely dkpeuse soothing
unction-he (and they) occasionally will
evoke the wrath of an author. This is not
surprising for one who, in effec~ makes his
living by criticizing other people’s babies.
The wrath usually vanishes once the paper
is printed-the smiling baby now appearing
in ribbons and bows, with all (or most) surface defects missing.
He should be prejudiced in favor of excellence, which usually simply means taking
extra pains.
He will deal with some incredibly careless
authors who never mouble to learn and will
be content to allow him to spend more time
editing their papers than they did writing
them. Such contributors, like a recalcitrant
mule, will need hitting with a figurative
plank to get their attention. (k isn’t called a
“discipline” for nothing.)
He will be certain of a spiritual life at least
once a month when-mirabile dictu-the
journal appears, an achievement buttressed
by a monthly backup stack of paper as high
as himself.
So much for sage admonition and alarams. Such platitudes hardly need illumination, and I apologize for rehearsing them.
Of the sundry empioyers I have had over
the years, none has, on the whole, been as
kind, supportive, and pleasant to work for as
have the officers and members of this Association. Not the least of the fringe benefits
has been the freedom (license?) to put in this
space, every month, aaytldng that fancy dictates, especially my prejudices with respect
to government stupidity, bureaucratic interference in our lives, throwaway journals,
—careless authors, and megalomaniacs.
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(Mark Twain said “It may be thought that I
am prejudiced. Perhaps I am. I would be
ashamed of myself if I were not.”)
Honors and kind words were bestowed on
me last July at the nationrd meeting (and,
during these last months, by many conhibutors). I am grateful. I especially thank Drs.
Carl Burtis and Jack Ladenson for their role
in a particular sutpise: a scholarship in my
name granted by the Association to Berea
College, that unique Kentucky workhudy
school where, in Depression days, one of
my jobs was in the College Press. 1There I
acquire~ along with the prewar part of my
education, an unusual appreciation for the
mechanics of how the printed word is produced (what changes since then !) and how it
can be made more aesthetically pleasing.
Being Executive Editor of this journal
(and, for a time, AACC’S Executive Director) has been the world’s best job. But now,
after 243 months, the sacred fns have
cooled a little. Someone is needed who is
closer to the laboratory bench. And I sense

that the days of the conventional printed
scientific journal (costWise a relatively inefficient way of communicating information)z maybe numbered.
I have been unusurdly blessed with skilled
and dedicated colleagues in this dltorial office, for most of the years two and never
more than three,s to whom I cannot give
enough credit for their diligence and cheerful tolerance of sometimes unreasonable
demands.q
I must also thank the thousands of reviewers, who have kept us on the right path.
When I compare volume 16, no. 1, with
current issues, I can only be proud-of us
and of you. May your profession continue
this astonishing evolution ! You are benefactors to the world, continually making your
part of health care more cost-efficien~ reliable, and effective. It has been a long time
now since the physician could validly
choose to believe only those results that tit
his or her preconceptions, if those results
emanate from a good laboratory.

‘During 1920-1980, 134 year-old Bcre& which is committed to and draws mual of ita 1500 students from the farms
and coal fields of Suuthcm Appalachia. reportedly ranked second in the .%uth (33rd in the natimr) in k ppurtion
of
gmduatea who wem on to cam d@umtes. It was rated by U.S. New and Worfd RepoR the number me U.S. colfege
in its categury for the third consecutive rime in 1988. (In 19S8 rmd 1989, Wake Fureat University, here in WinatnnSatem, ranked nn. 1 in it$categoty.) In 1989, it ranked third in a mure-cmnprehenaive category. Witfr no tuition, it costs
the avmage freshman the least [thanks to endowments, gifts (neady $12 million last year), schnlerahipa, and the wmk
pmgmm] of any U.S. college, except for the miMary/navaf/air fome academiea, for which of cuurse you, the taxpayera,
foot & bills.
z Studies show that a small propordun uf any jourmd’s contents is read and used by any given reader See also “Haa
tfre medical journal a fumre?” (Leek S, Tmns Med Suc Lend 1987:52).
3A prominent mcdicaf juumal with a aimihm number of text pages, far leas well edited than this mre in terms of
obwxwing international recmnmendations, lists a atatl of 35 on ita masthead. But then there m mum of tfrem (i.e.,
physicians) than U, and they’re a gcmd deaf richer.
‘An exsmple: the thankfess task of typing in camera-ready frrrm the entire text of ona of the 35 w actAACC honks that
have been prepared for pressin this oftk
Another the agonies of “rnmputerizing” this office, which, once acmnrplished, has Foved gratifying. It is a satisfaction to leave such a congenial and smmthty finxtioning office.

Reprinted, with permission, from Clinical Chemisrry 36(2)413-4,
Chrical Chemistry, Inc.
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CORRECTION

In the essay announcing Current Contents on Diskette ~ with Abstracts (Current
Contenfs (19):5-9, 13 May 1991), the last paragraph on page 8 contained an incorrect
toll free number to call for information about the product. The ccmect number is:
1-800-336-4474, operator 257. We tegmt any inconvenience this may have caused.
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