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Obituary

Funeral address by Dr
David Wood, Deputy
Director, British Library
Document Supply Centre,
Boston Spa, West
Yorkshire, a n d formerly
Chair of the UKSG

Donald Urquhart was
indisputably a giant on the
library and information scene
in the late 1950s, 60s and
early 70s. This was largely
due to his almost single
handed creation of a unique
library institution - the
National Lending Library for
Science and Technology.
Developed from small
beginnings in London, it opened at Boston Spa
in 1962 and by the time it became a constituent
part of the British Library in 1973, it had
developed a worldwide reputation as a
provider of interlibrary loan services second to
none.
This was achieved in spite of, or perhaps
because of, the fact that Donald was not a
librarian.
He was trained as a physicist, obtained his
doctorate in metallurgy and then worked at the
English Steel Corporation. Shortly before the
war he was introduced to libraries and
information work when, having applied for a
job at the Science Museum in London, he was
told that the post was in the Library - he
decided to accept.
During the war he worked in the Ministry of
Supply and then for a further spell a t the
Science Museum Library before taking up an

appointment as Head of the Technical
Information Section in a government department
which no longer exists, the Department of
Scientific and Industrial Research. It was in 1956
that his boss in DSIR came to him, told him to
drop everything and make plans for a new library
to serve the needs of scientists and technologists
throughout the UK.
Donald rose to the challenge, drawing on his
knowledge of the use of scientific literature at the
Science Museum Library and his experience of
management and administration gained at the
Ministry of Supply.
He had also learned another important lesson
whilst at English Steel, namely that complete
accuracy or perfection is hardly ever required and
to seek it is to court problems through the
implementation of overly complex, time
consuming, expensive and altogether impractical
systems.
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Also, he never lost sight of his scientific
training and the use of scientific methods, and he
applied this to his new task. He collected
management information, analysed it, developed
hypotheses, tested them and discovered solutions
to problems.
In this case his problem was to determine the
needs of scientists and technologists for scientific
literahre and to satisfy that need as quickly as
possible.
He had little faith in the librarians of the day
being able to assist in this process because of their
traditional training, and instead chose to
surround himself with scientists - a biologist,
chemists, a geologist, a physicist and an engineer,
not because of their subject knowledge but
because of their ability to apply analytical skills to
problem solving.
He and his team were innovative and
iconoclastic, developing uncomplicated and in
some cases technological solutions to allow
library services to be provided quickly: literature
was stored in alphabetical order rather than in
classified sequences; catalogues were kept to a
minimum; conveyor belts were built to move
stock around; telex was introduced for the receipt
of request; holerith punched cards were used to
created library records, and so on.
Among the best of what were regarded by
traditionalists as his crazy decisions was to locate
the library at Boston Spa, rather than in London.
Anticipating with typical foresight the need for
the library to expand, he took over a part of the
Royal Ordnance Factory and thereby ensured that
sufficient cheap space was available for the
future; a fact that has stood the British Library in
good stead as it has wrestled with costly
accommodation problems in London and
relocated many activities to Boston Spa.
All these non-traditional developments, plus
his policy of not recruiting librarians, led to a
great deal of initial animosity between the NLL
and the library establishment of the day but that
did not bother Donald, who preferred to be
judged on results. The results were good - so
good that business boomed, the criticism
gradually faded away and a steady stream of
visitors from both the UK and overseas came to
Boston Spa to see for themselves what had been
achieved and how. They marvelled at the scale of
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the operation and particularly at the simple
systems which worked so effectively and which in
many cases are still in place today. In the case of
overseas visitors, they went away envious of this
unique UK library resource.
Donald certainly put Boston Spa on the library
map and he was eventually hailed as a leading
member of the library profession. Honours were to
follow.
An honorary Fellowship of the Library
Association, the Presidency of the Library
Association, honorary doctorates from several
British universities and last, but by no means least,
the CBE.
I was privileged to have been a member of the
team that created the NLL and that worked under
him. As a manager I suppose he has to be
described as autocratic. He would, I think, have
been unsuited to the current scene when as one
management journal recently put it - managers are
redundant, team working is the order of the day.
Notwithstanding that, he was a highly respected
leader who knew what he wanted to do and,
autocratic or not, carried others along with him.
He knew everything about the NLL, could have
done any job within it and, as he walked the job
daily, would talk with and know the names of all
grades of staff - would that more managers of
today were like him!
Donald undoubtedly had a formative influence
on a whole generation of librarians. Through his
professional writings, his direct contact and by
criticising and helping to modify training courses,
he played a part in changing the job of a senior
librarian from being a sinecure with time for
reflection and scholarship into that of being a real
manager.
It is 20 years since Donald retired. During that
time he continued to contribute to the
development of his adopted profession - lecturing,
doing consultancy work and, provocative to the
end, writing letters to The Times.
In concluding my remarks, I should like to
quote from a recent library journal where the
author described the National Lending Library for
Science and Technology as "the most significant
development on the UK library scene this century".
The library world is certainly a richer place for
Donald Urquhart having been around, and the
library world will long remember him.

