
The 70th anniversary of the publication of three brief reports related 
to the double helical structure of DNA in the Nature fell in April 25th1-4). 
Subsequently, James Watson's classic autobiographical memoir 'The 
Double Helix'5) describing his retrospective version of the related events 
that happened between 1950 and April 1953 was published in February 
1968. 39 years later, Watson presented his version of why he came to 
write this book6). According to Watson's count, 'by the year's end, some 
seventy thousand books had sold in the United States and British sales 
approached thirty thousand.' Friedberg7) recorded in 2005, that this book 
has sold more than one million copies and was translated into more than 
23 languages.

Due to this sort of popularity and burgeoning interest in DNA and 
molecular biology in the last three decades of the 20th century, among 
the books published by scientists in the 20th century, Watson's book had 
received an iconic status and opprobrium for different reasons8-17). In 
addition, it also has gained ranking as an educational resource book for 
teaching elementary biology to students in high school and universi-
ties11,18). A primary reason for it's notoriety was the disparaging portrayal 
of chemist and x-ray crystallographer Rosalind Franklin (1920-1958), 
whom Watson had addressed with a diminutive 'Rosy'.11,15,19-22). Anne 
Sayre11), Franklin's first biographer, had strongly criticized this portrayal 
of 'Rosy' as follows:

'It seems to me that he [Watson] has carelessly robbed Rosalind of 
her personality, however, and this does not strike me as a virtuous act. I 
cannot read his motives, and I do not pretend to. Fictionalized, as he 
fictionalized her, Rosalind made a better character in a kind of highly 
personal, novelized memoir;' 

A question posed: was Watson a misogynist then? As of now, what 
has been sidelined was how did Watson described women other than 
Rosalind Franklin, in his 40,000 word treatise. In her Rosalind biogra-
phy, Sayre had failed to address this issue. In an attempt to gain some 
insight into the complex persona of Watson, I studied Watson's portrayal 
of women other than Rosalind Franklin5,8,9).

First to be noted was that Watson had dedicated the book to Naomi 
Mitchison (1897-1999), a centenarian author and a sister of J.B.S. 
Haldane (1892-1964), one among the elite polymaths of his era. In addi-
tion, Watson had written appreciatively about the skills and hospitality 
of Dorothy Hodgkin (1964 Nobelist in chemistry), Odile Crick (wife of 
Francis Crick) and Elizabeth Kendrew (physician wife of John 
Kendrew). Memoir also contains descriptions about the help rendered 
by his sister Elizabeth. Neither a satirical comment on the aristocratic 
behavior of Baroness Edmond de Rothschild, nor casual descriptions 
about attractive au pair girls (Foreign girls living with English families) 
shouldn't be taken too critically. A passing mention of actress Hedy 
Lamarr's23) 'rombs in the nude' for the Ecstasy (1933) movie has to be 
interpreted as that of a movie fan's disappointment on the scissor act of 
British censors.

What Anne Sayre (1923-1998) had done on behalf of her friend 
Rosalind Franklin's primary contribution to the elucidation of the DNA 

double helical structure is appreciable. How she opted to write her 
Franklin biography had been recorded by her crystallographer husband 
David Sayre (1924-2012)24) as follows:

'Ann Sayre was not a scientist She was articulate. From about the 
mid-[19]40s to mid-[19]70s, she was a successful writer, mainly of 
short stories in 1949, that she met Rosalind Franklin, and they became 
fast friends in 1969, at the Eighth International Congress, which was 
held that year at SUNY Stony Brook, just a few miles from where we 
then lived, a number of crystallographers suggested that Anne should 
write a book in answer to Watson's. Anne said 'It's your science, why 
don't you write it?' but in the end agreed that she would do so. The rest I 
think most people know. She worked 5 years on 'Rosalind Franklin and 
DNA' (and incidentally received much help on it from Francis Crick) 
and it was published in 1975'25).

In the process of defending the legacy of Franklin, Anne Sayre had 
portrayed Watson somewhat as a misogynist, mainly based on Watson's 
portrayal of Rosy in his book. However, for comparison she had 
neglected the issue of how did Watson portray other women in his mem-
oir? In science parlance, proper controls were missing. David Sayre, 
Anne's husband, completed his PhD in the laboratory of Dorothy 
Hodgkin in 1951. In reality, though Watson had stated briefly about his 
first meeting with Dorothy Hodgkin, Sayre had omitted including this 
fact. Anne Sayer's book also ignored the details on other women pre-
sented by Watson.

Sayre was also critical about Watson's epilogue note in his memoir 
in where he had acknowledged to the readers that his impressions on 
Franklin during his salad days of early 1950s were erroneous. To quote 
verbatim,

'According to both Aaron Klug and Francis Crick, they each 
pressed upon him [Watson] the necessity for adding something to rectify 
the picture of Rosalind as it stood in the original manuscript. It seems 
significant to me that such pressure was needed, that in Watson's mind 
nothing more was required.'11)

One may say that, whether pressed by his colleagues Crick and 
Klug or not, not many scientists possess the conviction like Watson to 
acknowledge publicly that he was wrong previously. Like all humans, 
Watson has his share of talents7,8,14,17,23) and faults; but being a misogynist 
is not one of the faults.

Deriving multiple evidences from their personal lives (infidelities), 
published writings and treatment of their wives, misogynist labels have 
been tagged lately to elite Nobel laureate physicists like Albert 
Einstein26-28) and Richard Feynman29,30). However, I infer that Watson is 
not a proponent of misogyny. His expressed sentiments in the epilogue 
of the book, 'my initial impressions of her, both scientific and personal 
(as recorded in the early pages of this book), were often wrong' deserves 
the benefit of doubt and not subjected to scorn. Watson's appreciative 
portrayals of women other than Franklin (i.e., Naomi Mitchison, 
Dorothy Hodgkin, Odile Crick, Elizabeth Kendrew as well as his sister 
Elizabeth Watson in the book) should not be ignored.
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