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Dear Club Members,

Forty years ago Jean Purdy died, aged just 40 she was one of the forgotten heroes in the
development of IVE On 25th July 1978 the worlds first test tube lbalby, Louise Brown was born. Her
birth was the result of years of research, commitment and determination.

Embryologist Robert Edwards was awarded the Nobel prize in 2010, but he worked as part of a
team, and Jean Purdy was a key part of the team of 3 scientists who developed the process,
which has led to the birth of over 12 million children. Nobel prizes aren't awarded posthumously, so
Purdy’s contribution wasn't recognised, neither was that of the 3rd member of the team, surgeon
Patrick Steptoe who died in 1988.

However even for awards that can only be given to living people her name was overlooked,
maybe lbecause her job title was lab technician, which underplays the level to which she was
involved in the science. Robert Edwards said “l regard her as an equal contributor to Patrick
Steptoe and myself”. That didn't stop her name being left off a commemorative plague in Oldham,
Edwards strongly objected to this, and finally in June 2019 a second plague was installed to
honour Purdy, and also including Sister Muriel Harris, superintendent of the clinic’s operating
theatre.

Purdy trained as a nurse at Addenbrooke's Hospital in Cambridge, and on qualifying moved to
Southhampton. After becoming homesick she applied for a research post local to her home in
Cambridge to work on tissue rejection. In 1968 she became a research assistant with Robert
Edwards at his laboratory in Cambridge, later than year Edwards began to collaborate with
surgeon Steptoe who had infroduced loparoscopic surgery to the UK Without his surgical
techniques harvesting of eggs would have been impossible. Most of the work on IVF was caried
out in Oldham, which led to Purdy spending more time in the lab than Edwards who was still based
in Cambridge. Purdy was responsible for most of the record keeping and analysing of test results,
her role was such that when she took time off to care for her sick mother the research had to be
paused.

It was Purdy who first saw that a fertilised egg cell was dividing to make new cells. She was the first
person to identify and describe the formation of human blastocysts. After the successful birth of
Louise Brown the team finally received recognition from the Medical Research Council, who were
now willing to fund their work. To train specialists, the team founded the Bourn Hall Clinic in 198&0.
The Bourn Hall property was suggested by Purdy and she played a major role in setting up the IVF
programme. She was formally titled the "technical director”. Purdy was a co-author on 26 papers
with Steptoe and Edwards, and 370 IVF children were conceived during her career.

Jean suffered with endometriosis, a disease that had probably left her infertile, the disease caused
her significant pain, and even in 2025 is still poorly understood and with very little treatment
options. She died of malignant melanoma, skin cancer taking her life aged just 39.



Your fibre this month echos the pastel baby clothes that the parents would have finally got to use
after the work of Purdy, Edwards and Steptoe. Fo more information on the changing of Pink from
being a boys colour to a girls colour take a look at the December 2018 club letter.

Hoppy Spinning

Katie

Fibre Content- In case your parcel is missing the label
38% Cormo

12% Seacell

90% Superfine Merino

Further Reading-
A tribute from Robert Golden, one of the pioneers of IVF in America-

httos//rogergosden.com/201 3/08/10/dear-jean/
https//rogergosden.substackcom/p/netflix-streams-joy-about-the-birth

Jeans Biography
httos//www.bournhall.co.uk/fertilityblog/iean-purdy-ivi-pioneer/
httos//time.com// 1 /879 9/ioy-tfrue-story-iean-purdy-netflix/

If you have a Netflix subscription then the film Joy documents this story.
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