
Test-tube babies - the 
early years

Forty years ago, the first IVF-ba-
by was born in Bristol. But if 
her parents had asked for IVF 
today, they would be refused. 
Clara Bullock dives deeper into 
the history of this medical break-
through.

To anyone who doesn’t 
know the whole story, 

Louise Brown seems like a typical 
Bristolian woman: strong built, 
friendly face and fierce eyes. But 
Louise is special. She was the first 
person to be born through in vitro 
fertilisation. Within hours of her 
birth, her name was known around 
the world as the “test tube baby”.  

Over the last 40 years, more than 
eight million children were born 
through IVF. It has sparked ethical 
debates around the world and been 
the topic of multiple science fiction 
movies. But most importantly, it 
has given hope to a lot of couples.  

Louise has been the centre of 
attention during all of this. “I have 
never known anything different. It 
is just part of my identity”, she says.  

Louise’s mother, Lesley Brown, 
suffered from depression in the 

late 70’s. She had tried to become 
pregnant with her husband, John, 
for a while. Her doctor told her 
about IVF, and even though it had 
never worked before, Lesley tried 
it. That’s how Louise was born, and 
the same treatment later led to her 
sister Natalie’s birth as well.  

Louise doesn’t like giving 
interviews about IVF. When asked 
about her opinion on the treatment, 
she simply says she doesn’t have 
one. She’s never used it herself. It is 
only when she starts talking about 
the two scientists Patrick Steptoe 
and Robert Edwards, who helped 
bring her into the world, that her 
eyes light up.  

“Patrick and Bob were like 
grandfathers to me”, she says. “Both 
were brilliant men and my mum 
and dad also thought the world of 
them.” 

Aileen Feeney, chief executive of 
the Fertility Network UK, believes 
that funding of fertility treatments 
should be fair and not depend on 
the postcode or personal wealth. 
She says: “If Louise Brown’s parents 
wanted to try NHS IVF today, they 
would be turned down by clinical 
commissioning groups. Although 
Mrs Brown was clinically infertile, 
Mr Brown had a child from a 
previous relationship.” 

The Fertility Network is 
campaigning for a better treatment 
of infertility, not just by funding 
IVF. They want patients to have 
access to mental health treatment 
as well. Feeney says: “Infertility 
is a devastating disease, causing 
depression, suicidal feelings, 
relationship breakdown and 
social isolation. Removing the 
recommended clinical help is cruel 
and economically short-sighted. 
Access to NHS treatment should be 
according to medical need and not 
your postcode.” 

In Bath, Helen Kendrew also thinks 
that funding for fertility treatments 
in the region is not sufficient. She 
is the Director for Nursing at the 
Bath Fertility Centre, which has 
just opened a branch in Bristol. 
As part of the guideline group, she 
helped set up recommendations 
for the CCG on how to fund the 
treatments. “I understand that the 

NHS only has a certain amount of 
money. But fertility treatments are 
important for a lot of couples in 
the area and the amount of NHS 
funding is not enough.” 

Kendrew became part of the Bath 
Fertility team over 20 years ago. She 
feels privileged to be able to help 
couples in these intimate moments. 
“Every day here is different. We 
might have to tell someone that 
they won’t be able to have a baby 
in the morning and then get baby 
photos of a happy, successful 
patient after lunch.” 

What worries Kendrew most is 
the social stigma of being infertile. 
“Our patients think that everyone 
can have children at the drop of a 
hat. We need to reassure them and 
sometimes offer counselling.” 

Kendrew believes that the issue of 
infertility needs to be addressed 
more in our society. That way, the 
NHS might change their minds on 
funding and treatment policies. 

But for now, she is focusing on the 
future of IVF in a positive way. 
“I hope that the technology and 
science behind IVF will improve 
in the future. At the moment, we 
can only be as good as nature. 
But maybe one day, we can work 
towards a success rate of 100 
percent.” 

So, what does Louise Brown hope 
for the future of IVF? “Patrick 
Steptoe gave me the middle name 
‘Joy’, saying my birth would bring 
joy to many people. And I think he 
was right. I just hope that as many 
people as possible get the support 
they need when they want a family.”

T “It was sad that it took so long 
for Bob to be recognised for the 
amazing scientific work he did to 
change the world”, says Louise.  

Like Lesley and John, many couples 
suffer from depression and other 
mental health problems of not 
being able to have children. Today, 
IVF is a common solution to the 
problem. However, the procedure is 
expensive. The price for two cycles 
usually starts at around £7.000. The 
NHS in Bristol only covers the cost 
for women under forty. 

Over the summer, a new fertility 
clinic opened its doors in Bristol. 
Create fertility is the only centre 
in the area that offers genetic 
screening to couples likely to have a 
child with Down’s Syndrome.  

Create’s medical director, Dr Geeta 
Nargund, is campaigning against 
the age limit on IVF imposed 

by the NHS in Bristol. In her 
statement, she says: “It is totally 
unfair and discriminatory. Women 
in their 40s, who have paid their 
national insurance throughout 
their lives, deserve a family as well.” 

It’s not just the age that determines 
whether the NHS will pay for a 
fertility treatment. In their 14-
page document, the local Clinical 
Commission Group includes 
factors such as the woman’s weight, 
how long they have been with their 
partner and if they smoke. Some 
CCG’s don’t pay for the procedure, 
if the partner already has children 
from a previous marriage. The 
criteria vary in different CCG 
districts: in Bristol and Bath, 
they are decided by the CCG 
Bristol, North Somerset and South 
Gloucestershire. 

Louise Brown, the first IVF-Baby, turned 40 this year. 
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Storing Embryo’s is part of Bath Fertility’s offer.
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Helen Kendrew is the 
Director for Nursing at 
Bath Fertlity. Photo by 
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