
Obituary

Philip Montagu D’Arcy Hart
Tuberculosis researcher who pioneered 
properly controlled clinical trials at the British 
Medical Research Council. He was born on 
June 25, 1900, in London, UK, and died on 
July 31, 2006, aged 106 years.

Philip D’Arcy Hart had been a consultant at University 
College Hospital in London, UK, for just 3 years when, 
in 1937, he decided to leave clinical practice in favour of 
investigating the diseases of coal-miners at the Medical 
Research Council (MRC). It was a choice that meant putting 
aside a potentially lucrative career in medicine. But it was one 
he had little cause to regret in the course of an exceptionally 
long and important career in medical research.

Hart was educated at Cambridge University and University 
College Hospital Medical School, London, qualifying 
in 1925 and soon thereafter passing the membership 
examination of the Royal College of Physicians of London. 
He became a consultant in 1934. Once he had joined the 
MRC, Hart began work on a trial that showed that coal dust 
could trigger chronic pulmonary diseases among miners at 
the coal face, as well as silicosis in rock workers. The study 
changed the diagnostic criteria for pneumoconiosis, and 
was successful in gaining compensation for suff erers.

Meanwhile, Hart had become the secretary of a club called 
the Committee for the Study of Social Medicine, which 
served as a forum for debates on social medicine. This was 
an interest that Hart retained throughout his long career, 
recalls Sir John Skehel, director of the National Institute of 
Medical Research. Skehel fi rst met Hart in the late 1960s. 

“He had a great interest in politics and always had a social 
point of view”, he recalls.

In 1943, Hart was appointed secretary of a study designed 
to test the effi  cacy of patulin, an antibiotic that had shown 
some promise as a treatment for the common cold. He and 
his colleagues designed a trial that involved the treatment 
of alternate patients with patulin or a control solution. 
They were also careful to ensure that neither patients nor 
the medical staff  would know which treatment was being 
administered. In this respect, the trial should be considered 
the fi rst well-controlled, multicentre trial done under the 
aegis of the MRC, says Sir Iain Chalmers, editor of the James 
Lind Library and former director of the UK Cochrane Centre. 
However, the trial found no benefi cial eff ect of the drug and 
was largely ignored by medical historians for many years. 
Chalmers visited Hart on several occasions in recent years 
to record the history of the trial. “I wanted to ensure that 
the patulin trial was accorded the recognition it deserves”, 
he said. “What was remarkable was the concordance 
between Philip’s memories of what had happened 60 years 
previously and the corroboration in documents held at 
the National Archives.”

Soon after the end of World War II, Hart was appointed 
Secretary of another MRC committee, this one 
established to investigate the therapeutic claims made 
for streptomycin as a treatment for tuberculosis. Hart 
and his colleagues Marc Daniels and Austin Bradford Hill 
coordinated what has become one of the most celebrated 
randomised clinical trials in history. It showed the positive 
eff ect of the drug against the disease in vivo and helped 
inspire the widespread use of randomised controlled 
trials in clinical research. From 1948 to 1965, Hart was 
director of the MRC’s Tuberculosis Research Unit. For more 
than a decade in the 1950s and 1960s, he supervised 
tuberculosis vaccine trials on behalf of the MRC that 
included nearly 60 000 school children.

After retiring from the MRC in 1965, Hart began a third 
career, studying the cell biology of Mycobacterium at the 
National Institute of Medical Research (NIMR). His interests 
over the next decades included the cellular mechanisms 
of infection, including the response of the macrophage 
lysosomal system to infective agents. “He was very generous 
in sharing his experience and always had something to 
say”, remembers Skehel, who would meet Hart for a chat 
over lunch in the institute canteen. “He was extremely 
conscientious and worked very hard. He was an inspiration 
to the people here in the amount of work he did.” 

Hart was still corresponding with Skehel and spending 
time in the NIMR library up until 2004, when he was 
aged 104 years. Philip D’Arcy Hart is survived by his wife 
Ruth and their son Oliver.
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