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Christ's College, Cambridge
When Dwight Ingle invited me to contribute to an issue of Perspectives in Biology
and Medicine to be inscribed in honour of Gregory Pincus, I was puzzled as to
how I could best collaborate. I had met Pincus only sporadically, mainly on his
visits to England, and I had visited his headquarters at the Worcester Founda-
tion only once, in its early days. I was, however, most anxious to participate
because of my profound admiration for the man and, after some thought,
decided that an illustrated account of my personal contacts with him might be
of interest and would give me the opportunity of paying a personal tribute.

I first met Pincus on the train between Cambridge and London, when a

wild-looking young man introduced himself to me in the restaurant car,
explaining that he was working for a year at the Agricultural Research Council's
Unit in Cambridge and that he knew me by sight. This was some time during
1930. We had a most stimulating talk, and the journey, which is not normally
remarkable for its interest, passed quickly. I was not a frequent visitor to

Cambridge in those days, and, though I suppose I must have met Pincus again
during his stay in England, I have no recollection of having done so. His work
on inducing parthenogenesis in rabbits, which was started or continued in
Cambridge, provoked much discussion, and many years later I was led to
comment on the curious fact that the one serious claim to have abolished the
need for the mammalian male should have come from a comparatively monasti-
cal University. Unfortunately, there is now no one at the Unit who remembers
those days and I have been unable to obtain a photograph taken at the time
or any first-hand reminiscences.

My next significant contact with Pincus was a literary one—when I read his
paper with Hudson Hoagland on 'Revival of mammalian sperm after immer¬
sion in liquid nitrogen', published in 1942. The results described were negligible,
but I was fascinated by the opening paragraph which described dramatically
the potential retardation of biological time at low temperatures. This paper
aroused my interest in what is now known as cryobiology and led to remarkable
developments a decade later.

Our next direct contact was some years later, when Pincus wrote to invite me

to be the guest of the 1949 Laurentian Hormone Conference in Franconia.
Naturally, I jumped at this opportunity because I had never visited the
United States. In the end, my visit stretched to 8 weeks and took me across to
San Francisco, down to New Orleans and back to New England. In England
at that time we were still rationed and depressed, and after nearly 10 years we
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had begun to regard it as the normal thing. In these circumstances, the abun¬
dance of everything and the carefree atmosphere which I found in the United
States was a revelation which, however mundane, I owed to Pincus. The
highlight of the visit was, of course, my participation in the Laurentian meeting,
where I had the opportunity of meeting many old friends again and making
even more new ones. The series of Laurentian meetings was then only just
getting into its stride, but there was no doubt about the source of the inspiration
and driving power. Everything seemed to hinge on Pincus. This first visit to the
United States is one of the outstanding memories of my life, and I have always
been grateful to Pincus for making it possible. One of my treasured possessions
is a copy of the group photograph taken at Franconia, ofwhich Plate 1, showing
Pincus in the centre, is the middle section. Considering the size of the whole
group (less than one-quarter is reproduced here) this is an exceptionally good
photograph, and I like to think of it, without disrespect to anyone, as being of
Pincus and his flock.

Apart from a brief visit to the Laurentian Conference in 1950, my next
contact with Pincus was when the Ciba Foundation, newly established in
London, started a series of colloquia on Endocrinology, at first largely on

steroid and reproductive endocrinology. The Foundation has the pleasant
custom of having informal photographs taken of participants on the first day
during the pre-lunch sherry, and many good photographs of Pincus were
obtained on such occasions. The best in my possession is reproduced in Plate 2.
This is a splendidly characteristic picture of Pincus. It was taken on the
occasion of the Foundation's Colloquium on 'Hormone Production on Endo¬
crine Tumours' held on 24th to 29th June 1957. In the photograph Pincus is
speaking to Ralph Dorfman, who was Chairman of the Colloquium and who
was evidently considering deeply some point being put to him by Pincus.
Pincus was a frequent attender at the Ciba Colloquia on Endocrinology in their
early days, but it would appear from the published volumes that the 1957
meeting was the last time he appeared in that particular series. Previously, he
had taken part in the 1951 Colloquium on 'Hormones, Psychology and Behavi¬
our', the 1952 one on 'Synthesis and Metabolism of Adrenocortical Steroids', a

marathon meeting, and the 1954 meeting on the 'Human Adrenal Cortex'.
I had the good fortune to be a fellow participant in three of these meetings—the
exception being in 1954—and by happy alphabetical accident, our names on

these occasions, as on many others, appeared consecutively in the list of partici¬
pants. With such opportunities for contact, I never failed to be impressed by
the breadth of knowledge and capacity for making a point effectively which he
displayed in discussion.

Apart from the series of Colloquia on Endocrinology, Pincus was a frequent
visitor at the Foundation's house in Portland Place, London, which was as it
should be, because he fitted perfectly into the friendly, informal and hospitable,
but withal animated, atmosphere which is the hall-mark of the Foundation.
The last time I remember meeting him there was at the Foundation's 3-day
discussion on 'The Future of Man' held in November 1962, and published the
following year under the title Man and his Future. From the preface of the book,
it would appear that this most exciting and high-level meeting—participants
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PLATE 1

Gregory Pincus and part of his flock at Franconia, September 1949.

(Facing p. 232)
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PLATE 2

Pincus and Ralph Dorfman at the 1957 Ciba Foundation Colloquium on 'Hormones in
Endocrine Tumours'. A. C. Crooke is seen side-face in the background.
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PLATE 3

'Pincus of the Pill'
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['LATE 4

Pincus in the chair at the WHO Scientific Group on 'Mechanisms of Action of Sex
Steroids and Analogous Substances', Geneva 1964. Also shown are F. E. Szontágh and
R. T. Hill, then Head of the Unit of Human Reproduction at WHO and Secretary of
the Group.
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included a galaxy of Nobel Laureates—was inspired by a suggestion first made
by Pincus. Be that as it may, he opened the proceedings with a first-rate review
of the 'Control of Reproduction in Mammals', a theme very germane to man's
future. Nowhere will Gregory be more missed than at the Ciba Foundation,
and by no one more than by its Director, Gordon Wolstenholme, and his
Staff.

The mention of Pincus' contribution to Man and his Future leads me naturally
to the next photograph (Plate 3), another one taken during a meeting at the
Ciba Foundation, but characterized for me by the fact that it hung in my
laboratory for several years under the caption 'Pincus of the Pill' and that, to
my mind, is how he will be remembered by thousands of people, who have
little or no idea of his other achievements. But what an achievement that was !
Few of us who heard Pincus speak at the 1955 Conference of the International
Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) in Tokyo on the inhibition of ovulation
by progestational and other steroids foresaw the future. I, for one, was more

impressed by the fact that there was nothing new in the principle involved
than by the enormous potentialities of new developments. It had been known
for more than a decade that exogenous oestrogen inhibited ovulation in women,
and similar reports existed for progesterone. The regular administration of
large doses of oestrogen was thought at the time, however, to be justified only for
therapeutic purposes, and progesterone had the fatal disadvantage of having
only trifling activity by mouth. It remained for Pincus to recognize the poten¬
tialities of the newly developed orally-active progesterone-like compounds as

anti-ovulatory and, therefore, contraceptive agents. In developing this idea he
had skilled assistance, notably from M. C. Chang, on the laboratory experi¬
mental side, and a powerful ally in John Rock on the clinical side, but I have
no doubt that the perspicacity and driving power required to bring the pill to

widespread practical use came from Pincus. His enthusiasm was backed by an

extraordinary knowledge of all aspects of the biological control of human
fertility, which was never better shown than when, in 1964, he chaired a

Scientific Group, in Geneva, on 'The Mechanism of Action of Sex Steroids and
Analogous Substances'. This was the seventh scientific group convened by the
World Health Organization (WHO) to report on various aspects of human
reproduction and included several eminent scientists, but I have never seen a

meeting dominated so completely, pleasantly but effectively, by its Chairman
(Plate 4).

Pincus' profound knowledge was equalled only by his inexhaustible energy
in pursuit of his crusade, for that is what it amounted to. In addition to innum¬
erable other activities, he became a member of the IPPF's Research Committee
(now the Basic Science Committee) when it was set up at the New Delhi
Conference of the Federation in 1959, and he attended its meetings in such
diverse places as London, Venice, Singapore, West Point (U.S.) and, last of all,
Viña del Mar, the coastal resort near Santiago in Chile. At Viña, like other
members of the Committee, he was attending the Conference of the Latin-
American Association for the Study of Reproduction in November 1966, and
he gave one of the valedictory speeches at the final session with all his usual
forcefulness. Looking back on this occasion, it is difficult to realize that he was
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already a sick man, and I salute, as everyone must, his courage in the face of
mortal illness.

And so ended my contacts, extending over 35 years, with Gregory Pincus,
the man who, more than any other, gave oral contraception to the world. For
this, in my opinion, he should receive our grateful thanks as one of the bene¬
factors of mankind. No one else in the history of mankind has lifted the shadow
of marital anxiety and frustration so directly from so many of his fellow creatures.
I shall remember Gregory Pincus for many things: his passionate interest in
science, his vast knowledge, his good fellowship, his generosity to others; but
most of all I shall remember him for his tremendous contribution to the sum
total of human happiness.
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