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HISTORICAL NOTES

SUNY Biomedical Communication Network: Irwin Pizer

Irwin Pizer addressed the twenty-fifth
anniversary meeting of the Upstate
New York and Ontario Chapter of the
Medical Library Association in 1989.
The following excerpt, taken from Piz-
er’s written text of his speech [1], fo-
cuses on the history of the State Uni-
versity of New York (SUNY) Biomed-
ical Communication Network, the first
online information retrieval service for
biomedical literature. Pizer oversaw the
development of the network as its initial
director, while he was director of the li-
brary at SUNY Upstate Medical Cen-
ter at Syracuse. The network, which op-
erated from 1968 to 1977, provided ac-
cess to journal article citations, mono-
graph cataloging records, and serials
information. In addition, experiments
in in-depth subject indexing of mono-
graphs, online shared cataloging, and
vocabulary mapping were undertaken
[2, 3]. The network, with thirty-two
member libraries at its peak, was the
first to operate on a wide regional basis
[4] and included state, private, and fed-
eral institutions [5]. The portion of the
speech reprinted below is a firsthand
account of a pioneering venture in li-
brary automation. Where possible, it is
augmented with references to published
literature to verify or add information.
However, it also represents Pizer’s own
perspective on events, without response
from other involved parties.

Today one is keenly aware of the
need for, and practicality of, user-
friendly search systems. Many peo-
ple think that this is a concept that
has evolved from years of system
development in which mediated
approaches were first required and
then refinements were made to per-
mit the end user to interact with
the system. This is not the case, and
the SUNY Biomedical Communi-
cation Network was designed from
the beginning as a user-friendly
(then termed user-oriented) sys-
tem. It was not, perhaps, as user-
friendly as today’s search systems,

but it did enable user[s] to perform
[their searches] without assistance.
Trained librarian searchers, how-
ever, found the query system cum-
bersome, and it was not long after
the inauguration of the system that
an expert mode was developed to
allow the knowledgeable searcher
to directly input a search formula-
tion.* Non-SUNY libraries were
considered from the beginning,
and the network extended beyond
New York State to [the National Li-
brary of Medicine] (NLM) and to
the [Francis A.] Countway Library
[of Medicine of Harvard Universi-
ty]—in part because of those li-
braries’ valuable contributions of
machine-readable databases.

The early 1960s were a time of
great ferment and anticipation as
universities began to explore the
ways in which computers could be
applied to the teaching process and
to the handling of information. ED-
UCOM was formed as a university
cooperative, and the State Univer-
sity of New York formed its inter-
nal counterpart, called INTRA-
COM. One of the INTRACOM
tasks was the analysis of the pro-
vision of library and information
services. In 1965, a task force on
medical libraries consisting of
SUNY medical librarians (Miriam
Libbey, Helen Kovacs, Joseph Ben-
forado, [M.D.], and myself as chair)
was formed to study the problem
[8].

The first report was completed in
August 1965 and proposed the es-
tablishment of the Biomedical
Communication Network.† The re-

* The philosophy changed from one of en-
couraging users to perform their own
searches to that of training intermediaries,
due to user preference and quality control
of retrieval [6, 7].
† The report called for an online, real-time,
user-friendly system that would integrate
the functions of the library from users’
points of view [9].

port was accepted by INTRACOM
in January of 1966 and submitted
to the university administration. It
was then approved as a vital step
toward the realization of aims to
provide better service to the faculty
and student populations. Funds
were made available in the 1966/67
budget year, and I was appointed
director of the network, which was
based in Syracuse and adminis-
tered through the [Upstate] Medi-
cal Center. In addition, the network
was designated as a pilot project
for the entire university library sys-
tem. In that way, the knowledge
and experience gathered in estab-
lishing the network would provide
valuable data at a later date. In view
of this charge to the network, some
of the decisions [that] were taken in
the various stages of development
reflected this wider purpose, [for
example], the adoption of the Li-
brary of Congress record format,
later known as [Machine Readable
Cataloging] (MARC) and experi-
mentation with depth indexing of
book materials. The developmental
costs of the network over the years
from 1965 to 1968 were in excess of
$1,000,000. Contracts with [NLM]
provided approximately an addi-
tional $100,000, and each member
of the network paid the costs of its
own terminals and a percentage of
the telecommunication costs [10].

One of the first tangible results
of the network was an improve-
ment of telecommunication links
between the Buffalo, Syracuse, and
Brooklyn libraries to expedite
transmittal of interlibrary loan re-
quests. The IBM terminals, which
had been selected for the network
(IBM 2740), were installed in De-
cember 1966. Special arrangements
were also made with [NLM] and,
beginning in October 1966, all re-
quests were sent to NLM via tele-
type, which resulted in priority
processing. Later in the network



Historical notes

232 Bull Med Libr Assoc 89(2) April 2001

development, [when] a 2740 was
installed at NLM and they became
full network members, it was no
longer necessary to rekeyboard re-
quests for TWX transmission.

Among the activities, which
were taking place in the early
1960s, [directly affecting] the even-
tual development of the network
was work on a number of union
lists of serials. It was recognized
that sharing among the units of
[SUNY] was severely hampered by
the lack of a union list. In order to
ameliorate this situation, I devel-
oped a proposal in August 1965,
which called for the compilation
and publication of a union list of
currently received serials on all
campuses, together with informa-
tion on the holdings for each title.
The project was planned in a num-
ber of phases, which would take
place over a number of years. The
later phases would see the addition
of noncurrent serials and holdings
for all libraries. Continuous updat-
ing was a feature of the plan. Each
campus was also given the option
of receiving its own information in
a form [that] would allow it to re-
produce and locally distribute its
own records.

The task, while large, was not
undertaken de novo but built upon
some existing work in the two-year
colleges, as well as data supplied
by Syracuse University for some
6,000 titles [that] needed only ma-
chine reformatting. A checking edi-
tion was published in December
1965, which contained 12,000 titles.
This was distributed to all campus-
es for addition and correction. A
hidden feature of the checking edi-
tion was the incorporation of ficti-
tious titles for each school. This was
done to verify actual checking of
information, and not all schools
found these entries. The first edi-
tion of the list was published in the
fall of 1966 and contained entries
for 17,000 titles. The second edi-
tion, published in December 1967,
had grown to more than 25,000 ti-
tles, and, by the end of July 1969,

the file contained entries for almost
40,000 titles held by ninety-three
institutions in New York State.

Once the system was in place for
producing a union list and the da-
tabase had been developed, it was
possible to compile additional lists
on contract for other organiza-
tions. . . . The New York State Li-
brary Division of Library Develop-
ment contracted for the production
of the New York State Union List of
Serials, whose scope was broadened
to include entries for a number of
major collections such as the Amer-
ican Museum of Natural Histo-
ry. . . . The union list database per-
formed important functions in the
Biomedical Communication Net-
work.

As work continued on the imple-
mentation of the network, it be-
came clear that close cooperation
with [NLM] was necessary and vi-
tal to the success of the system. Jo-
seph Leiter, [Ph.D.], associate direc-
tor for library operations, was a
staunch supporter of the network
and arranged for the network to
use the [Medical Literature Analy-
sis and Retrieval System] (MED-
LARS) tapes, which ultimately al-
lowed online searching, and for
provision of NLM’s Current Cata-
log tapes. In addition, NLM con-
tracted with the network to convert
its early Current Catalog records to
MARC format so that they could be
shared by other libraries. All con-
tracts with NLM were successfully
completed. It should be noted that
the MEDLARS tapes were search-
able through the network more
than two years before NLM began
its AIM-TWX search service.

IBM support was another vital
element of the network’s develop-
ment. Once the initial planning for
the system was completed, IBM
was an active partner in the devel-
opment and implementation of the
system, providing one full-time
programmer to work on the project
and making equipment available
on an expedited schedule. From
1965 onward, there were also close

cooperative ties with Henriette
Avram of the Library of Congress
who was extremely helpful in the
process of translation of the NLM
Current Catalog tapes to MARC
format. . . .

As the network was designed, it
was evident that mass storage of
data was a major aspect of the
hardware requirements. The files
would be large and complex, as
would be the indexes to the data in
the files. IBM had announced a new
mass storage device called a Data
Cell, which permitted rapid access
to the information stored at a rela-
tively low cost. It had a capacity of
400 million bytes with a data rate
of 55,000 bytes per second. The ma-
chine looked like an oversized re-
frigerator and contained a large
drum divided into segments filled
with magnetic tape strips. When
data on a strip was needed, the
strip was raised from the storage
cylinder and wrapped around a
read head. After use was conclud-
ed, the strip was returned to its
storage unit. The machine was an
amazing piece of mechanical and
electronic engineering, but it was
the mechanical aspects [that] de-
feated it. After many attempts to
make the machine functional, IBM
withdrew it, and it was replaced
with multiple disk storage drives
[11].

It is, I think, important to realize
the full extent of the network plan,
in part because some of its features
have never been achieved by sub-
sequent systems, and some have
been discovered anew in the 1980s.
It was clear from the start that for
a user-friendly system to be effec-
tive, it would need to allow users
to input their own terminology
rather than require them to look up
MeSH terms to conduct a search.
The difficult task of mapping ver-
nacular medical language to MeSH
was undertaken by Dr. Alexander
Cain at Syracuse, and, by 1969, con-
siderable progress had been made
toward achieving a working vocab-
ulary [12]. [NLM] is still working
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on the development of a unified
medical language for the same rea-
sons that were evident in 1965. The
work on the network thesaurus
was, unfortunately, lost when the
network was moved from Syracuse
to Albany in [1971]. The impor-
tance of the tapes containing the in-
formation was not recognized, and
they were erased. Had this work
continued, it is quite possible that
user search formulation would be
far more advanced today and much
easier.

Attempts had been made to in-
dex monographic material on the
same basis as serials, but the net-
work was the first system to make
this an integral part of its retrieval
program. Depth indexing of books
on a chapter-by-chapter basis and,
in some cases, indexing within
chapters was begun [13], and, by
the end of 1969, more than 10,000
monographs had been depth in-
dexed.‡

How did all of these pieces fit to-
gether? The user of the network
was led through the search formu-
lation by a series of questions. The
system then compiled the search
strategy and conducted a search of
the databases. These consisted of
the depth indexed book records,
catalog records, union list data, and
the most recent five years of MED-
LARS records. [Users were] given a
selection of entries [that] met the
requirements of the search and
[were] asked to identify those items
[that] were desired [15]. When
these were identified, the serial ti-
tles were checked against the union
list file. . . . If the item was in the
user[s’] librar[ies], circulation re-
cords were checked to determine
the availability of the item. If it was
[not owned or] not available, an in-
terlibrary loan [ILL] request was

‡ The monograph files were removed in
1971–1972 to make room for storing more
online journal citations. Egeland used the
figure of 8,000 monographs, including con-
ference proceedings and symposia, which
received particular emphasis [14].

automatically generated at the clos-
est network library [that] was listed
as owning the item. . . .

All of these system elements
were completed and operational in
October 1966 when the network
was dedicated. Unfortunately, the
ILL request generation portion of
the system was never placed in ac-
tual operation, because the direc-
tors of the network libraries were
fearful that they would be
swamped with requests. And so,
although the programs were tested,
this aspect of the service was not
made available to [users] [16].
There is still no system in operation
[that] ties all of the elements of ser-
vice together, although a number of
systems operate segments of this
service plan.

In order to increase revenue, in
1973, SUNY contracted with
[NLM] to offer forty ports for
MEDLINE searching so that NLM
could increase its service capabili-
ties to medical libraries and reduce
the search time required for re-
sponse. NLM had fifty ports avail-
able at that time and this repre-
sented a substantial increment in
the availability of MEDLINE. . . .

By 1974, the maximum geo-
graphic scope of the network had
been reached. Terminals were avail-
able§ at medical libraries in Min-
nesota, Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, New
York, [Massachusetts, and Mary-
land]. . . and at a number of other
libraries. . . . Many other institu-
tions had applied for membership
during the implementation and op-
erational phases of the network, but
it was not possible to make service
available as widely as was de-
sired. . . .**

§ The terminals were dedicated to the sys-
tem, which was searchable only at the con-
nected member institutions [17].
** The nine original members were SUNY
Buffalo, University of Rochester, SUNY Syr-
acuse, Albany Medical College, SUNY
Brooklyn, SUNY Stony Brook, Countway,
Parkinson’s Disease Information Center at
Columbia University, and NLM [18].

The political climate changed in
1969 with the appointment of a
new president at the Upstate Med-
ical Center. The importance of the
library and the network were not
recognized, accepted, or appreciat-
ed, and it became increasingly dif-
ficult to undertake the programs
needed. As a result, I decided to ac-
cept the position of associate direc-
tor of libraries at SUNY Buffalo. Al-
though I had hoped to continue as
director of the network, the new
medical center president replaced
me. He then used the network and
its physical facilities as a bargain-
ing chip in negotiations with the
university administration and gave
up control of the network. With the
move of the network to Albany,
where it was under the control of
the university’s central administra-
tion, it became the major source of
income to support the university’s
computer operations.†† Although
the network was the economic
source for the computer, it received
the lowest priority for service. Re-
sponse time degenerated, new da-
tabases were not mounted, updat-
ing of files was delayed, etc. Re-
peated discussions between the
university and the [network] advi-
sory board did not result in an im-
provement of the situation and
there was increasing user dissatis-
faction. The advisory committee
had become an adversarial body.‡‡
The university administrators felt
secure in their position, believing
that there were no alternatives pos-
sible and actually taunted the ad-
visory committee with this ‘‘fact.’’
As a result, in early 1976, members
of the board began actively to look
for another source for online ser-

†† Egeland stated in 1975 that the move in
1971 enabled SUNY to maintain service at a
lower cost to the user within a larger central
office computer facility than was possible on
the smaller, dedicated computer system at
Syracuse [19].
‡‡ Egeland described the role of the advi-
sory groups in determining policy as posi-
tive [20].
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vice. . . . Discussions were held
with a group of programmers and
former network administrators
about the possibility of beginning a
commercial online service. From
these discussions, [Bibliographic
Retrieval Services] (BRS) was
formed, and the majority of the net-
work members signed service
agreements to use the new com-
pany. BRS began operations in Jan-
uary of 1977, and, by the middle of
that year, SUNY decided to discon-
tinue the network, which was no
longer financially viable [21].

Problems in network administra-
tion increased as nonmedical li-
braries were added to the list of
subscribers. These libraries had
needs and desires [that] required
the addition of nonmedical data-
bases,§§ the integrated nature of
the network began to be lost, and
it came to resemble the online ser-
vices that already existed, such as
DIALOG and SDC and, of course,

§§ ERIC and Psychological Abstracts were
added by 1974, with new software permit-
ting both free-text and controlled-vocabu-
lary access to multiple databases [22].

BRS. There is no question that it
was easier to operate a service that
was dedicated to retrieval of infor-
mation alone than one [that] inte-
grated all library functions. These
changes, along with the changed
political and budgetary climate of
the first half of the 1970s, led to the
eventual demise of the program. It
had been an exciting and signifi-
cant step in library automation, and
many persons learned and benefit-
ed from its existence. The network
broke ground in a number of areas
and was viewed nationally as a
prototype for NLM’s regional med-
ical library network and for other
networks.

Carolyn E. Lipscomb
History Editor
Chevy Chase, Maryland

References
1. PIZER IH. History of SUNY BCN,
UNYOC: reflections on thirty years of
medical librarianship. Presented at an-
nual meeting of Upstate New York and
Ontario Chapter, Medical Library As-
sociation, Syracuse, NY, October 5,
1989.
2. EGELAND J. The SUNY Biomedical

Communication Network: six years of
progress in on-line bib[l]iographic re-
trieval. Bull Med Libr Assoc 1975 Apr;
63(2):189–94.
3. PIZER IH. A regional medical library
network. Bull Med Libr Assoc 1969
Apr;57(2):101–15.
4. PIZER IH. Looking backward, 1984–
1959: twenty-five years of library auto-
mation—a personal view. Bull Med
Libr Assoc 1984 Oct;72(4):335–48.
5. SUNY Biomedical Communication
Network [news items]. Bull Med Libr
Assoc 1969 Jan;57(1):80–2.
6. EGELAND, op. cit., 192–3.
7. PIZER, Looking, op. cit., 344.
8. IBID., 343.
9. IBID.
10. SUNY, op. cit., 81.
11. PIZER, Looking, op. cit., 346.
12. CAIN AM. Thesaural problems in
an on-line system. Bull Med Libr Assoc
1969 Jul;57(3):250–9.
13. EGELAND J. In-depth indexing of
monograph literature for an on-line re-
trieval system: a pilot project. Bull Med
Libr Assoc 1972 Jul;60(3):432–8.
14. EGELAND, SUNY, op. cit., 191.
15. SUNY, op. cit., 81.
16. PIZER, Looking, op. cit., 345.
17. IBID., 343.
18. SUNY, op. cit., 80.
19. EGELAND, SUNY, op. cit., 189.
20. IBID., 194.
21. PIZER, Looking, op. cit., 343–4.
22. EGELAND, SUNY, op. cit., 190.


