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pioneer plant biochemist
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First Class Honours in both parts of
the Natural Sciences Tripos (the end of
year examinations at Cambridge),
specializing in botany. However, she
could not receive formal degree status
as Cambridge did not grant bachelor’s
degrees to women until 19485.
In 1903, Muriel joined the research
group of William Bateson. With the
revival of Mendel’s theories at the
beginning of the 20th Century,
Bateson had become one of Mendel’s
most ardent champions. It was
Bateson who had devised the term
‘genetics’ to describe the field and he
had surrounded himself with a group
of enthusiastic research students,
many of them women6. Muriel’s
particular niche was the study of the
inheritance of flower colour in
Antirrhinum. Her research proved to
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The British biochemist Muriel Wheldale Onslow was one of only two
genetics researchers in the first decade of the 20th century who
performed plant breeding experiments and also investigated the
corresponding chemistry of flower pigments of the plants (the other
being Erwin Bauer in Germany)1. J.B.S. Haldane used her research to
conclude that genes controlled the formation of large molecules, such
as pigment molecules2.
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With Muriel’s departure, Bateson
lost not only one of the most gifted
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following years, Muriel spent much of
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after all, it was no fiction. We knew that
a short way off a colleague was daily
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The editor of Past times, John
Lagnado, would be delighted to hear
from readers who think they could
write about a historical aspect of
biochemistry. So, if you have a story to
tell, contact him directly (e-mail:
j.lagnado@rhul.ac.uk)
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