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Introduction


Rosalind Franklin was, for quite a few years, what can only be called an overlooked genius. Although she was not fully credited for the feat, it was her work that led to major breakthroughs in our understanding of DNA. In fact, she took the first X-ray photo of DNA in all of its double helix glory.


Franklin’s work would lead to major discoveries a little further down the road, but by the time her former colleagues were being showered with accolades for results they made at least partially based on her findings, Rosalind would not even be around to see it. Sadly enough, it’s believed that her use of dangerous X-ray equipment gave her terminal cancer, cutting her life short. She passed away at just 37 years of age, leaving much of her latent potential unfulfilled.


Rosalind Franklin, who helped to pave the way to a better understanding of DNA, has only recently received widespread attention for her achievements. This book follows the life story of this often-unsung hero of modern-day science.




Chapter One


Early Life in London


“She was the best at science, she was the best at math, and she was just one of the best in that year.”


—Anne Piper, lifelong friend of Rosalind Franklin


Rosalind Elsie Franklin was born on July 25, 1920, in London, England. The world was just 20 years into the twentieth century at the time of her birth, yet several momentous events had already made their mark. The industrialized nations of the planet had made their way through both the First World War and the 1918 pandemic known as the Spanish Flu. It would be the fallout of the latter that would come to shape much of Franklin’s later viral research. Interestingly enough, her middle name, Elsie, is actually in honor of a relative who perished in the 1918 flu.


At the time of Franklin’s birth, the understanding of how viruses passed from one person to another was still in its infancy. Little Rosalind, however, would one day grow up to revolutionize the field. She was the daughter of two influential Jewish parents—her father, Ellis Arthur Franklin, was a successful banker, and her mother, Muriel Frances Waley, a stay-at-home housewife and active member of the community.


Rosalind was found to be a smart and curious child from a young age, and this inquisitiveness would serve her well in school. At the age of six, she began her formal education at the private and prestigious Norland Place School in London. She was found to be particularly gifted in math and also had a flair for languages, yet as she progressed through the years, her true love quickly became the field of science.


Rosalind’s marks were good from the very beginning, and the girl excelled so rapidly that her Aunt Mamie famously remarked, “Rosalind is alarmingly clever.” This statement has been interpreted as both a compliment and a subtle warning since, in those days, girls who made high marks in school were often frowned upon as being too “bookish.” The world of academia and science was typically reserved for the men of society, and it was often felt to be “alarming” when an intelligent girl like Rosalind tried to gain entry into these worlds. Still, Rosalind would attempt to break down these barriers for good.




Chapter Two


Education: Years at Cambridge


“You frequently state, and in your letter you imply, that I have developed a completely one-sided outlook and look at everything in terms of science. Obviously my method of thought and reasoning is influenced by a scientific training—if that were not so my scientific training will have been a waste and a failure.”


—Rosalind Franklin


As she grew older, Rosalind continued to show much promise, and by the time that she was 11 years old, she was enrolled in St. Paul’s Girls’ School in Hammersmith, located on London’s west side. The school was in rare form in these days, since it was a girls’ school which put a heavy emphasis on science. Not only did the school encourage young girls like Rosalind to pursue classes in science, but it also encouraged them to develop a philosophy that women could do much more than fulfilling the traditional role society had given them. Even at age 11, Rosalind took this mission seriously, and every day she proudly donned her school uniform and boarded a bus to take her to her classes.


Here, Rosalind was able to embrace her love of science, and she received several high marks in her school’s curriculum. She did so well, in fact, that she received awards for her efforts on multiple occasions. The awards weren’t anything too grandiose; on one occasion, for example, she was simply allowed to pick a book. Still, the book that she happened to pick for her arbitrary prize would prove to have a profound effect on her life.


That book was called New Pathways in Science and was written by British physicist Arthur Eddington. Among other things, the book spoke at length about various theories concerning subatomic structures. In addition to this, the book delved into what was at the time the fairly new field of quantum mechanics. This was quite an impressive book for young Rosalind to cut her teeth on, and this foundation of knowledge would prove valuable for her future career.

