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Book Reviews

A Consumer's Guide to Prescription Medicines. Barring-
ton Cooper and Laurence Gerlis. Pp 719. Hamlyn,
London, 1990. £12.95 hardback, £6.99 paperback.

A Consumer's Guide to Prescription Medicines is present-
ed as a lay person's formulary. It is an attempt, so the
authors say, to 'educate' the public and 'reinforce advice'
given by the prescribing doctor. The volume is set out in
directory form with medicines listed and described alpha-
betically. Generic and brand names are used with plenty
of cross references, but there is no index. All injectable
preparations are excluded. An account of each medicine
is given including a brief description of the tablet size,
colour, shape and recommended indications for use. The
usual dose is stated. Its availability across the counter or
by prescription (NHS or Private) is listed. There are then
four headings: 'side-effects', 'caution', 'not to be used for'
and 'not to be used with'. These cover standard side
effects, contraindications and drug interactions. The
entry for each drug is completed with 'contains', i.e. the
chemical ingredients, and 'other preparations' -- other
forms of the same medicine from a different manufac-
turer.

In general terms this is a brave effort, and the result is
good and clear. There is an obsession today with the side
effects of drugs and although the authors claim to
educate, there is no mention of a value of the drugs just
their unwanted side effects. There is a summary page
(p 179) of drug interactions which is too confusing to be
of value.
No mention is given of the price of the medicines. With

the present prescription item charge of £3.05, some
indication should be given to the consumer whether it is
cheaper to purchase the preparation with a private
prescription. The cross referencing is sometimes confus-
ing and incomplete and terms such as 'steroids' should be
defined. 'ACE-inhibitors' and 'beta-blockers' are defined
and a separate list of such terms would be a useful
addition.
The real question is to whom is this publication of

value? Does the average patient taking one (or more)
medicines need it, or will it just be bought by the more
neurotic who now have an outdated BNF or MIMS? It
will be useful in doctors' and pharmacy waiting rooms for
reference by patients, and in public libraries, but is
postgraduate education at such a level, as the authors
claim, 'a valuable aid to doctors who are prescribing the
medicines listed'? The disclaiming comment in the preface
that the authors cannot be held responsible 'for any
consequences of using it' is a sign of the times.

However, at the reasonable price of less than 3
prescription items, it will probably turn out to be a
popular buy for lay readers, especially those with an
inquisitive mind, and they may discover what appears to
be alarming interaction in their own medicines. The effect
of this on the prescribing practices of their doctors might
be considerable.

G.P. Clein
Poole General Hospital,

Longfleet Road,
Poole,

Dorset BH1S 2JB.

Ethnic Minorities Health. A Current Awareness Bulletin,
Summer 1989 and January 1990. Bradford Health Autho-
rity, published quarterly. Subscription £25.00 annually.

Given the lack of information on all aspects of the health
of ethnic minority groups, the development of a new
cross-disciplinary database is greatly to be welcomed. The
Ethnic Minorities Health Bulletin published quarterly in
Bradford aims 'to index information relating to all
aspects of the health of minority groups - mental,
physical, psychological and social'. Most information
relates to British practice but appropriate references from
worldwide sources will be included.

Books, theses and conference proceedings as well as
journals provide material and are organized into broad
categories according to their subject content. These are
comprehensive but the abstracts provided are irregular
and inadequate. Given the ready accessibility of compu-
terized databases, improved abstracts are necessary to
attract subscriptions. One notable omission from the list
of journals scanned is Social Science and Medicine.
Otherwise the Bulletin provides a valuable resource for
anyone interested in ethnic minority health issues. Plan-
ners and providers in districts serving substantial minor-
ity populations should have access to it.

S. Gillam
28 Chambers' Lane,
London NWIO 2RJ.

How to Use a Medical Library. Seventh edition, Leslie T.
Morton and Derek J. Wright. Pp v + 88. Clive Bingley,
London, 1990. £12.50.

'There are more books upon books than upon any other
subject', wrote Montaigne four hundred years ago, and
here is another to prove the point. Our Postgraduate
Centre librarian grudgingly concedes that we should have
a copy, but it is not far from the truth to say that so long as
she is around the building it is an expensive luxury as she
knows it all. And expensive it is, at 14p per page.

Nevertheless it is a classic, as the fact that this is the
seventh edition since its inception in 1934 testifies.
Everything necessary is included, from library
classifications through indices to audiovisual aids andCD
ROMs. There is a good list ofmajor reference books and
historical sources, together with a brief summary of the
size and scope of the major medical libraries in the UK.
Anyone and everyone will find something useful here

and it is a book that every scientifically inclined under-
graduate, let alone every doctor, should have on their
shelf next to Roget, Fowler, Chambers, Swinscow, Asher
and Miller (send SAE for my full list of Books that Rich
Uncles Should Buy You When You Qualify). My reserva-
tion is simply the cost, half as much again for 88 pages as
my edition of Roget (admittedly a 'mass audience' book)
with 1247 pages. A cheap paperback edition would be
most welcome. The question is: do I keep this review copy
in my own library or, filled with altruism, donate it to our
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