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THE OBLIQUE VIEW

The oblique view

We continue our series in which consultant interventionist Dr Michael Norell takes a sideways look at life in the
cath lab... and beyond. In this column, medical conference paraphernalia come under scrutiny.

The conference bag

am not referring here to
the regular political get-
togethers that punctuate the
autumn or spring seasons in
Brighton or Harrogate; hap-
pily, this is not about Anne
Widecombe or Claire Short.
| found myself clearing
out a garage recently, and it
was while knee-deep in back
copies of Yachting Monthly,
expired  passports  (you
would not believe the pho-
tographs) and broken lamps,
that | came across a hoard of
them. Cowering in a dark
corner together, as if for pro-
tection, there they all were.
Spiders’ webs, damp-rot and
mildew had tarnished them,
understandably, but slapping
them against a brick wall
(avoiding the resulting cloud
of dust) soon restored their
original significance: Car-
diostim, Monte Carlo, 1985;
Acute PTCA, Geneva, 1986;
Fifth World Congress on Pri-
mary Care, Manila, 1972 (a
classicc and one of my
father’s, presumably).

A major conference or
meeting nowadays is not
complete without attendees
collecting a recognisable tro-
phy of their experience in
the form of a case, haver-
sack or recyclable string bag
proclaiming the nature,
venue and timing of the par-

ticular event. What are the
origins of this tradition? Is
there still a purpose for such
large-scale provision of these
accessories? Could there be
a rainforest, rubber planta-
tion or even a small, brown-
eyed, furry animal some-
where that is either being
denuded or hunted to
extinction in an attempt tq
feed the insatiable desire™or
these needless items?

Conference gogdies

| can only,DreSuwre that they
were origitally supelfed sto
ansyfer\a particular heed.
Thengharmacettical, and the
devicé ingmstries support
internationdl ~ confarenyes
Withrastenishinghf sypiTisti-
cated  exhibftions/  and
pheéromengatly \aell-stocked
stands (as™yvéll"as delegates’
registration, accommodation
and Jtrav€l expenses). The
resulss Is an increasingly
bizarre selection of give-
away items such as pens,
clocks, reading lamps, mints,
lollipops, umbrellas, hats,
paperweights, not to men-
tion, squeezy, soft, rubbery
stress-relieving balls (they
don’t work, by the way).
Somehow these valued
objects have to be transport-
ed around the congress cen-
tre and then back home to

your loved ones, to be pre-
sented as a hard thought-
about coming home present,
though they are-aiyvays a tad
larger thanWeuly jacket pock-
et.

Thansthere is€the “gburse
mategial:  theN\ findl  prQ-
gramme, abstract howk,
exnibitQfS~catdlogue, & ol
lectian of\feprints fraadvari-
ous jotwNals Afad Nare sup-
posed to be~pactizent to the
meeting/™) nVitations  to
numerous\ evening satellite
meetings at which refresh-
meRts and canapés (but not
din/dins) are available and a
map of the city, just in case
you did not know where the
congress was this year. There
are the "factoids’: small — but
substantial — tomes, sum-
marising succinctly every trial
conducted that is in any way
relevant to the conference
theme; the pen - conve-
niently, with a torch com-
bined - so that you, and
everyone else, can make
frantic notes in the darkness
of the main auditorium and
thereby give the speaker the
sense that his session has
been invaded by a swarm of
fireflies; the mouse pad
adorned with the conference
logo and website; cath lab
scrub suits, jogging vests,
track suit tops and ‘sweat

pants’ (I think that's what
they're called).

Crucially, there is also the
personal, embossed invita-
tion to the Gala Night. This is
asually arranged for the
nenultimate night of the
congress, so clashing with
your recently — and hastily —
arranged flight home. It may
be at the local museum,
opera house or bull ring and
features abundant food and
drink, street theatre, magic
shows, fireworks and some
demonstration of the nation-
al culture such as caber-toss-
ing, Morris or clog dancing
or bell ringing.

.... and events

| remember one such event in
Geneva featuring a re-enact-
ment of William Tell — includ-
ing son and apple — together
with an impersonator who,
for every subject, pushed his
dinner jacket back over his
shoulders, squinted, blew out
his cheeks and looked like
Popeye. This seemed to work
for Popeye but for no-one
else — at least no-one that the
UK contingent could recog-
nise.

The most useful inclu-
sions | remember were as
part of a course in Paris, and
comprised a collection of
Metro tickets, while the bag
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adorned with 2nd Annual
Conference on Cytochrome
P450 and its Modulation in
Systemic Disease, Helsinki
did not immediately make
me feel that this was a
meeting | just had to be at.
The fact that the bags are
identical adds to the unifor-
mity and esprit de corps
that the conference hopes
to generate in its attendees,
but it adds also a degree of
confusion in the queue for
security X-ray scanning at
the airport on the way
home.

A PCl course in Toulouse
a decade or so ago provided
a Tshirt on the back of
which were printed (in fairly
small font) the names of all
the delegates (I eventually
found mine — spelled incor-
rectly as usual). They also
produced a hard-backed
‘course curriculum’  that
must have been at least four
inches thick. Luckily, they
also provided a fairly stal-
wart rucksack for the pur-
pose of lugging all this stuff
home (which | still use).

The modern era has
seen computer bags replace
the items that look more

like attaché cases. | — and
my kids — have certainly
found them useful but
whether | need to get a new
one at each conference is
debatable. They seem to
have far more pockets than
| need: | recognise the one
for a mobile phone (pre-
sumably) but | struggle to
work out what | am
supposed to slip into the
others Course organisers
realise that most of us bring
our laptops to conferences,
and the sad thing is that
they are probably right.
Huge and unwieldy volumes
of course materials have
been replaced with a slim
CD on which one can find
the programme, abstracts
presentations and —if yo ’re.‘
really lucky — the P p&
impersonator. ’<
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