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How could she contribute to the World War II effort, since
her father insisted? Science was the no-brainer. Following her
graduation from Cambridge in 1941 and a research position;,
Franklin bicycled daily across prime air raid territory to a post
she’d found at the British Coal Utilization Research Associa-
tion. There her job was to figure out why some kinds of coal
allowed gas and water to filter through and why others putup a
more efficient blockade. (Charcoal had been used in gas masks,
so it was important wartime research.) Franklin published five
papers on the material’s properties by the time she was twenty-
six. Her thesis, which covered “solid organic colloids with spe-
cial reference to coal and related materials,” earned her a PhD.
Additionally, her research in the 1940s would help advance the
development of carbon fiber later on.

After thé war, a friend recommended her for a job in Paris
as a physical chemist, again working on coal. The three years
she spent abroad were perhaps her happiest. She made friends,
spoke the language flawlessly; and felt more at ease in her sur-
roundings than she ever had at home. Tugged back to England
by the feeling that London would accelerate her career, at age
thirty Franklin returned to the UK.

She began work at King’s' College in London upon her ar-
rival. There she took over the study of DNA, originally initiated
by an interdisciplinary team that had set it aside for the bet-
ter part of a year. The goal was to figure out DNA’s molecu-
lar structure. To do so, Franklin lined up DNA fibers, bundled
them together, and X-rayed the carefully prepared samples in
75 percent humidity and 95 percent humidity. At 95 percent,
the molecules elongated, which Franklin called DNA’s B-form.
The pictures of DNA in this statc looked like the lines ofan X
blinking in and out of focus—the sign of DNA’s helical struc-
ture, though she didn’t yet know it.

At King’s College, Franklin didn’t have any formal coi—
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laborators. The most obvious choice would have been Maurice
Wilkins, also at King’s, but an early misunderstanding about
Franklin’s role turned the colleagues into adversaries. Their re-
lationship had consequences for Franklin when Wilkins, com-
plaining to Watson about his colleague, pulled out her beautiful
B-form and shared it with the American worklng at Cambridge
without her approval. :

This photograph—taken by Franklin—was a major revela-
tion for Watson, who had been working from muddy images
that were a mix of DNA’s dry and wet forms. Franklin’s clear
image of DNA’ wet form changed the way Watson and Crick
understood DNA. ‘

Watson and Crick’s next breakthrough also came thanks to
Franklin, and again without her knowledge. In 1952, Franklin .
was asked to summarize her previous year’s work for a govern-
ment committee. Max Perutz gave her summary to Watson and
Crick. (The paper was not marked confidential, but the report
also wasn’t intended for any eyes outside the committee.) The
report gave the pair from Cambridge crucial information about
the dry and wet forms of DNA. Combined with their own re-
search, Franklin’s pieces were enough for Watson and Crick to
form a solid understanding of DNA’s structure. Announcmg
their discovery in Nature—that DNA was a helical ladder, with
one side going up and the other going down—they claimed the
prize for finding the solution without revealing Franklin’s part -
in their discovery.

Franklin got scooped by the Cambridge team at the same

time as she was on her way out at King’s College. She felt that

the environment wasn’t good for her, and many of her col-
leagues agreed. As the discoverers were crowned, Franklin
transferred to Birkbeck College and away from DNA research,
as was stipulated in her transfer agreement.

At Birkbeck, Franklin set up a research group that looked
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at ribonucleic acid’s role in virus reproduction. For scientists
studying a virus’s molecular structure with X-rays, her group
was the best in the world, revealing, ambng other things, how
proteins and nucleic acids fit together to transmit genetic infor-
mation. To study polio, Franklin convinced the wife of a col-
league to sneak the virus in‘a thermos ﬁ'om the United States to
London on a plane.

Despite problems with Watson, Franklin became good
friends with Crick and his wife, who was French. In Franklin’ s
last year alive, her work got a moment of public recognition.
For the 1958 Brussels World’s Fair, she constructed a massive
six-foot-tall display of the tobacco mosaic virus, a pathogen that
affects hundreds of different plants.

- Word of Franklin’s essential part in the dlscovery of DNA
did not get out until Watson himself spilled it. Since then, she’s
become the subject of several biograﬁhies and a poster child
for those who didn’t receive the credit they deserved. Franklin,
who was always deeply invested in data and facts, would have

been happy to know that so many people cared about her con-
crete contributions.



