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Year Discovery Key Authors
1954 DNA carries genetic information Crick, Franklin, Watson,

Wilkins
1956 Human karyotype agreed as 46 Tijo, levan, Ford, 

Hamerton, Levan, Tijo
1958-62 Totipotentiality of nuclei established

by nuclear transfer
Gurdon

1958-61 mRNA described and confirmed Jacob, Monod and 
Woolf

1959 chromosomal basis of Down and 
Klinefelter syndrome established

Jacobs, Lejeune

1960 Chromosome numbering agreed Denver conference







Year Oocyte
maturation & 

ovulation 
induction

Aneuploidy
generation

Sperm 
studies

Genetics of 
developmen

t

1954 2
1955 2
1956 2
1957 1 3 1
1958 1 5 4
1959 4 2
1960 2 1
1961 1 1 2
1962 1 1
1963 1 1
Totals 11 11 11 5

Edwards’ papers from Edinburgh days 



Year Discovery Key Authors
1956 Human karyotype agreed as 46 Tijo, levan, Ford, 

Hamerton, Levan, Tijo
1959 Down and Klinefelter syndrome 

chromosomal basis established
Jacobs, Lejeune

1960 Chromosome numbering agreed Denver conference
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Perhaps the greatest challenges of the present work lie in the prospect of obtaining 
fertilised human eggs

Another difficulty …. the culture of human eggs through early cleavage stages 

by using priming doses of follicular stimulating hormone it should be possible to 
obtain many more oocytes per ovary

The transfer of eggs into the uterus via the cervix would successfully bypass a 
faulty fallopian tube. 

The multiple pregnancies found after injecting gonadotrophins into sterile women 
would be avoided by transferring single eggs into the uterus

It is obviously necessary to ensure that embryos developed in vitro are normal, 
first by culturing oocytes from domestic and experimental animals

allow us to control some of the genetic disorders of man 

If the sex of the blastocysts could be determined,  some control over sex-linked 
recessives could be achieved by transferring a female embryo into the
mother, thus avoiding the birth of affected boys.
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pH-Dependence of Hamster IVF 

pH of culture medium (Tyrode-B)

Bavister 1969 J. Reprod. Fertil. 



Addenbrooke’s Hospital, Cambridge

US Air Force, South Ruislip

Charing Cross Hospital, London

Edgeware General Hospital, London



No. of eggs 56

No. surviving 54

No. that matured 34

No. with some
evidence of sperm
penetration

18

No. with sperm
within the zona
pellucida

6

No. with sperm
inside zona
pellucida

5

No. with evidence
of spem penetration
into oocyte

7

No.  normally
fertilised

2

A modest success?
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On the 10th February 1971, a grant application from Bob 
Edwards and Patrick Steptoe was sent to the MRC

“Studies on Human Reproduction - application for long 
term support”

“We believe it is fundamentally important to pursue studies on 
human reproduction at both the scientific and clinical level, to 
relate knowledge obtained from animals to man and to apply our 
results clinically where it is possible. Special applications of 
knowledge would be to problems concerned with contraception, 
infertility and inherited defects in man.” 

Quotation taken from





Medical Research Council
Report by Secretary to Annual Review Meeting of 

Council, November 1968
Report prepared in-house, July 1969
Discussed by Council, November 1969
Summary of talk by Prof PJ Huntingford to Clinical 

Research Board January 1970

Royal College of Obstetricians & Gynaecologists
Macafee Report of 1962 
Training Report of 1967



Comment from an MRC referee on the 1971 grant 
application aiming to treat infertility

“..it would be wrong to place a major emphasis on 
techniques for augmenting fertility in infertile 
patients when we desperately need methods for 
limiting fertility in the normal population.”

Quotation taken from



Landmark paper 7



“Scientists may have to make disclosures of their work and
its consequences that run against their immediate interests;
they may have to stir up public opinion, even lobby for laws
before legislatures, in the hope that the attitudes of society
as evinced in its laws will mature at a rate not too far behind
the transition of scientific discovery into technological
achievement”

Edwards & Sharpe (1971) Social values and research 
in human embryology. Nature 231:87-91

Prescient statement in light of later events



One scientific referee begins his report –
“Dr Edwards feels the need to publicise his work on radio and 
television, and in the press, so that he can change public attitudes. I 
do not feel that an ill-informed general public is capable of 
evaluating the work and seeing it in its proper perspective. This 
publicity has antagonised a large number of Dr. Edwards’ scientific 
colleagues, of whom I am one.” 

Quotation taken from



Landmark paper 8
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Bob Edwards, Jean Purdy and Patrick Steptoe,
Bourn Hall, 1981



Bob and Ruth Edwards wish to express their 
deep gratitude to Peter Williams for allowing 
us to show these four clips from two of his 

productions

©Peter Williams TV

To Mrs. Brown a daughter: for TV Eye on 
Thames Television 1980

Test Tube explosion: for Television South 1982
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