
TONY DAVIES COLUMNTONY DAVIES COLUMN
 VOL. 34 NO. 8 (2022)

Mohan Cashyap mentioned to 
me recently that an old colleague, 
John Hollerton, was retiring from 
a long career at GSK and that we 
ought to take this opportunity to 
have a chat with him. Great idea 
I thought. John is not only a lead-
ing industrial analytical scientist, 
but I know from working with him, 
Mohan and Ian Michael in the past 
on the LISMS conference (Linking 
and Interpreting Spectra through 
Molecular Structures) that he is 
also an innovative ideas man with 
some interesting stories. In fact, 
our online chat ran well beyond the 
time we had allocated and was full 
of insightful observations for indus-
trial colleagues, software and hard-
ware vendors, educators as well as 
any scientist looking to make career 
choices at the start or even middle 
of their careers. We chatted for 
so long, not only on technological 
topics but also around people, that 
we will present the result over two 
columns to avoid dropping any of 
the good bits!

Anyway, this will be a slightly 
different format to the usual 
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articles (and hopefully a lighter read 
for dark winter nights!).

Introducing John Hollerton
TD: Thanks for agreeing to speak 
to Spectroscopy Europe/World 
following your retirement from 
GSK after so many years. How 
long did you work within the 
pharma giant “Glaxo-Welcome-
Smith-Kline-Beckman-Beachams-
French” and through how many 
incarnations?

I joined Glaxo in 1980 which 
was not long after the Ware R&D 
site opened, just after Allen & 
Hanburys became Glaxo. I lived in 
Ware; I had left university and was 
looking for a temporary job. I basi-
cally had no idea what I wanted to 
do when I started out, that’s for 
sure.

TD: But over the years you 
succeeded in becoming one 
of the top industrial analytical 
spectroscopists in the UK, but this 
was not your intention when you 
started out?

I knew that I liked computers. I 
knew that I liked analytical chem-
istry. I also knew that I didn’t want 
to do synthetic chemistry. So 
really, I knew what I didn’t want 
to do, but I didn’t know what I 
wanted to do. Then having joined 
Glaxo, I had the opportunity to 
develop my skills as an analytical 
chemist and do some computing. 
I really enjoyed it!

I think I probably changed my 
job on average every four years. 
So, had lots of different roles 
and in my time, I managed all 
sorts of things from compound 
registration, physical chemistry, 
X-ray crystallography, chroma-
tography, mass spectrometry—
pretty much the whole gamut of 
stuff that we that we did over 
the years.

But fundamentally I  was an 
NMR spectroscopist. That was 
my primary skill and it was prob-
ably the thing that I enjoyed 
most of all. Once an NMR spec-
troscopist, probably always an 
NMR spectroscopist. It keeps 
your interest. You learn some-
thing new every day—and that’s 
remarkable. Even after 40 odd 
years, I was still learning stuff 
in NMR which I think is tremen-
dous. I mean, that’s the sort of 
thing that really gets my juices 
flowing.

But I’m not sure I would class 
myself as being a top industrial 
analytical spectroscopist!

TD: OK so how would you define 
yourself?

I don’t know. Just someone who’s 
tried to make a difference in my 
field. I’ve probably been vocal, and 
I quite like presenting so maybe 
people see me more. A lot of it is 
about visibility.
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TD: There is a phrase which I hate 
which is “Thought Leader”. But 
from my interactions with you, 
limited as they’ve been from both 
within GSK and from without. 
You are an ideas person. This is a 
rare personality trait if I put it that 
way around. There is a significant 
number of people who only look to 
ticking the boxes they are required 
to tick, and they would be happy 
doing that. It’s then very difficult to 
hold a conversation outside of an 
existing box. You know, it’s often 
only a limited number of people 
within some companies that you 
can hold a conversation with about 
“Wouldn’t it be great if…”

Yes. I’ve met the same sorts of 
people. There are lots of people 
who do their dream job and they 
do it very, very well, but they 
don’t tend to look beyond what 
they do. Maybe one of the things 
that that’s always driven me is to 
look at where we ought to be as 
opposed to where we are today. 
That’s driven what I’ve done. I’ve 
always looked at this as “Yeah, but 
we could do so much better if…”

I do a lot of process thinking. I look 
at a big process and I try to break it 
down. What can we change about 
that big process to make it a better 
process? It might be more efficient, 
or it may create more information 
or more knowledge.

Data is a big driver for me. If we’re 
doing stuff, why don’t we capture 
all that we know about what we 
did? Because even though you 
might not need it today, it may be 
really useful tomorrow!

TD: So, coming back to what 
formed the John Hollerton of 
today… what were your first instru-
ments?

At university, I had access to 
a Varian EM360 NMR—that’s 
60 MHz, not 360 MHz, because 
they didn’t exist back then! It was 
in a really bad state. So, I went to 
the lecturer who was in charge of 

it and asked if I could have a go at 
trying to make it better? So, I read 
a book about shimming. Flew right 
into it and spent hours and hours 
and hours getting it really badly 
wrong and worse. And then even-
tually it gets better, and I actually 
got it working well. That’s probably 
my first experience getting onto 
an analytical system and under-
standing a little bit about the joy 
that you have when you finally 
managed to get a system to work 
correctly.

TD: So, where did you go to univer-
sity?

I went to Royal Holloway, which 
had a brand-new chemistry 
department then. It was a big, 
shiny new building. There was a lot 
of kit there so I was probably fortu-
nate to have access to things that 
maybe many other undergraduates 
in those days wouldn’t have had.

When I joined Glaxo, we had 
EM390s, the 90 MHz version 
of the EM360 that I had used, 
so I felt very comfortable with 
those, and I was very quickly up 
to speed. I started out mainly 
doing vibrational spectroscopy 

(IR, UV and polarimetry). It was a 
bit of a production line, pushing 
out IR spectra because we ran IR 
on absolutely everything back in 
those days. The first thing I learned 
was that UV, as a technique, was 
often just a stamp collecting exer-
cise. No one did anything with UV 
data. I successfully lobbied to stop 
us doing UV unless people had 
a particular need for it. I think it 
came to a head when one of the 
chemists submitted something 
without a chromophore. I said, just 
what were you expecting to see? 
And he said, I was just checking to 
see there wasn’t a chromophore 
in it! And it’s like, oh, should I do 
oxygen NMR to show that there is 
no oxygen in it?

TD: I think we can see the begin-
ning of a critical thinker prepared 
to challenge established prac-
tice where it doesn’t make sense. 
Mohan has an interesting question.
MC: If you were to nominate 
somebody, John, that had the most 
impact on your career, who would 
that be and why?

Probably Richard Ernst. And the 
reason why, because he was the 
Granddaddy of 2D-NMR and 

Figure 1. A Varian EM360 which has been upgraded through the Anasazi 
Instruments “Refresh Program” (https://www.aiinmr.com/EM-360-NMR-Refresh-
Program). Image courtesy Anasazi Instruments
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2D-NMR has been the most amaz-
ing development for NMR.

In terms of development of my 
career, I think my first boss, was 
an amazing person. He just basi-
cally allowed people the space to 
be innovative and do their stuff. I 
found him and his enthusiasm very, 
very infectious. I think he probably 
did more to push my career and 
also push me. He told me some 
years later that he would ask me to 
do something impossible knowing 
that I would tell him it was impos-
sible, and I would go away and, 
about three weeks later, come back 
suggesting that the outcome could 
be achieved in a different way! So, 
I think he knew me very well and 
I think he played me very well. He 
was a very important influence on 
my career.

MC: That’s a really good answer, 
actually. If you weren’t going to be 
a spectroscopist and you had your 
time again, what career would you 
choose retrospectively and why?

Well, computing is the other area 
of my career, so I’ve always had 
a dual role. So, if I wasn’t doing 
spectroscopy, I would be doing 
computing, but it would be scien-
tific computing.

In fact, many years ago I was head-
hunted by a bank in London to go 
and work for them. At that point 
I realised that there was no way 
on earth I wanted to be in finance. 
That was not my passion.

I like making things and I like 
making things that people use. 
I’m always looking for things, even 
stuff which is on the edge of what 
my true employment has been. I’ve 
never been constrained, by “you’re 
a spectroscopist—do stuff around 
spectroscopy”.

MC: I know you’ve been very much 
a supporter of the use of lab IT 
systems. Could you expand on the 
areas with which you have  worked 

on, and what do you think have 
become more successful during 
your career?

Automation of data analysis, 
particularly complex data analy-
sis, has been one of the things I 
spend a lot of time on. Automated 
structure verification (ASV) has 
been a big area, and I think I’ve 
influenced the direction of that for 
various companies. It’s not there 
yet and I’m famously quoted as 
saying that ASV will be there in 
3 to 5 years. And I’ve said that 
every year for the last 20 odd 
years! One day I’m going to be 
right, and I think that’s probably 
the big thing. But actually, just 
removing manual steps from any 
processes, trying to automate 
those processes so that people 
spend that time using their brains, 
not their fingers. That’s something 
I’ve done a lot of.

MC: Lab informatics / electronic 
lab notebooks have been the Holy 
Grail for many people, but also 
mean different things to different 
people. What does it mean to you?

I think terms like electronic lab 
notebook (ELN), laboratory infor-
mation management system 
(LIMS) or scientific data manage-
ment system (SDMS) are actu-
ally very unhelpful terms because 
there’s no definition about what 
they are. Where they start and 
where they end. I would rather 
look at things in terms of an over-
all process and the bits which 
make up that process. Part of it 
will be capturing a thought, an 
intellectual idea about what you 
want to do. And I think the ELN 
captures that. Then you want to 
execute it and once again the 
ELN should capture what you’ve 
executed. But does it need to be a 
notebook as such? Probably not. I 
think it’s a very outdated term. It’s 
just there to ease people through 
that transition from paper to 
where they need to get, which 
is electronic capture all the way 
along the process.

TD: I’ve had to deal with this issue 
for so many years. A company 
would come in with totally fixed 
ideas about what their software will 
do, often failing to read the brief. 
When the company’s requirements 
were explained to them again, they 
would often respond: “We don’t do 
it like that. We do it like this.” Well, 
no. Vendors need to provide some-
thing which supports the way that 
we are required to work. We will 
not be changing the way our spec-
troscopy, our analysts or whatever 
work to fit around your software. It 
is astonishing how many companies 
with really good reputations come 
in, completely fixated on only one 
way of working.

Yeah, the software shouldn’t 
design the process. The soft-
ware should be there to help 
the process. And everyone’s got 
slightly different processes. You 
know, you’ve got the same over-
all arc, but basically the processes 
are slightly different. I think ELNs, 
SDMSs and LIMS, are actually a 
matter of being able to capture 
information electronically in a 
standard form so that it passes 
right the way through the process 
from cradle to grave. That’s what 
the Holy Grail is. Are we there? 
Absolutely not. We’re still miles 
away from that, I think, unfortu-
nately. And there’s no reason why 
we couldn’t be there. It’s just that 
there’s not been the will or the 
investment to make it happen.

Anyhow, I think its time for a 
coffee break before we move into 
the discussions for part 2!

Thanks for your patience!
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