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LETTERS 

Newton and Mercury Poisoning 

Tongue-in-cheek articles such as  "Sir 
Isaac Newton: Mad as a hatter" (News 
and Comment, 18 Sept., p. 1341) are fun 
to write and fun to read. But caveat 
lector. Such articles are not to be taken 
seriously. Granted Newton carelessly 
exposed himself to a variety of potential- 
ly harmful chemicals, including mercury. 
Granted that iii one time hatters suffered 
from occupational mercurialism in which 
erethism was a frequent manifestation. (I 
have seen many such.) But the most 
common sign of chronic poisoning from 
inorganic mercury is an intention tremor. 
In fact, this tremor is a sine qua non in 
diagnosing chronic poisoning. Jerky 
handwriting is routinely used as  a means 
for eliciting this finding. I suggest that an 
examination of samples of Newton's 
handwriting before, during, and after his 
"episode" would provide more reliable 
evidence for o r  against mercury poison- 
ing than does analysis of a hair. N o  
mention of tremor is made in William J .  
Broad's article, although other symp- 
toms are listed. 

More distressing is the reappearance 
of the notion that the Mad Hatter was a 
victim of mercury poisoning. Alice's 
Mad Hatter has been identified as one 
Theophilus Carter, an eccentric and er- 
ratic furniture dealer in Oxford who 
earned his sobriquet from never appear- 
ing in public without wearing an outland- 
ish top hat (I). The expression "mad as a 
hatter" is most likely a cockney corrup- 
tion of "mad as  an adder," common in 
the mid-19th century. 

Broad, in his article, mentions "New- 
ton folklore." I see nothing wrong with 
folklore as  long as it is recognized for 
what it is and it does not masquerade as  
fact or science. 

LEONARD J. GOLDWATER 
Department of Community and Family 
Medicine, Duke University Medical 
Center, D h h a m ,  North Carolina 27710 
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Cost of Research 

The "prospects for research libraries" 
(Editorial, 14 Aug., p. 715) are indeed 
grim. However, the answer does not 
seem to be in interlibrary loans and com- 
puter technology. What we lack is ag- 
gressive management of information by 
both librarians and researchers. 

Librarians must be aggressive in writ- 
ing treaties of cooperation. Without a 
national library for direction the heads of 
our libraries should fill the vacuum. We 
need more agreements on who is going to 
collect which subiect areas; the treaties 
must include arrangements for efficient 
delivery. Perhaps some innovative 
agreements with area business libraries 
would help the funding. 

Researchers, who benefit from the in- 
formation, also must be aggressive. We 
need strong critiques of the new (and 
old) journals coming out. Which editorial 
boards are doing their work (or, at least, 
which are capable of doing their work)? 
As it is now, anything published must be 
bought. Yet, everything cannot be good. 
Professional societies could help in this 
analysis of quality, and editors them- 
selves could give us direction. 

Computer technology will help in the 
management of information, but only if 
we actively decide what needs to be 
done. 

JULIAN W. GREEN 
Geological Sciences Library, 
Harvard University, 
Cambridge, Massachusetts 02138 

George Black's editorial accurately 
describes the problems research libraries 
face-maintaining subscriptions to an 
adequate number of journals, purchasing 
new books, and maintaining their pres- 
ent inventories in a time of rising costs 
and shrinking budgets. His proposed so- 
lutions, increasing interlibrary loans and 
cooperative stocking, are clearly neces- 
sary for the continued operation of our 
library system. . . . While I do not sug- 
gest that inadequate libraries are the 
cause of all our ills, I feel they may be a 
place to  d o  something about our decline. 
Printing technology is inadequate for the 
huge amount of information necessary in 
today's technological society and is rap- 
idly becoming too expensive. Something 
better is needed and fortunately is avail- 
able in computer and telecommunica- 
tions technology. 

Implementing a nationwide electronic 
library system is a very large challenge 
for a variety of reasons, notably the lack 
of standards and direction; but most of 
the hardware is available. The software 
required would probably take several 
man-centuries to  write, to say nothing of 
its cost. (New and current material can 
easily be entered, but I shudder when I 
think of the job of getting all previously 
published material on the system.) It is in 
everyone's best interest to  start planning 
now for such an electronic library. 

VICTOR A. L U P I D I  
Control Dntn Corporation, 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 19/03 




