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Interview with Jean Beggs on Monday, October 23, 2017 at Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory, by 

Pnina G. Abir-Am and Ariella B. Levisohn 

 

ABL: Alright, so… 

PGA: I’ve been in Edinburgh three years ago 

JB: Oh? 

PGA: For a whole month. 

JB: Uh huh. 

PGA: And it’s a lovely place. 

JB: Yes, it is. 

PGA: I really, well I have a friend who chairs a unit of science, technology and innovation and 

we knew each other when I gave a lecture there when I, you know, when I was a beginner and he 

was very kind to invite me again for a month so I really… 

JB: What time of year was it? 

PGA: It was the best because this was in the spring. I don’t recall why but it had to be between 

the tenth of April to the tenth of May. I do not recall exactly… it had to be four weeks but why I 

selected this there was a reason and they agreed and I gave a talk there and I followed what the 

unit was doing. I was very, very impressed.  

JB: Good. Good I’m glad to hear. 

ABL: She has to run so we’re just going to ask a few questions. 

PGA: Everybody has to run so… run quickly and if something… 

 

ABL: Ok, so how did you originally hear about the discovery of RNA splicing? 
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JB: Well I was in the cloning lab and we were really interested in the differences in gene 

expression. 

ABL: In England, or…? 

JB: In [The University of] Edinburgh. And I was – we were – really interested in the differences 

between… [static] No I was in Cambridge at that time but I’d always been interested in the 

differences between gene expression in eukaryotes and prokaryotes and… 

PGA: With whom did you do your postdoc in Cambridge? 

JB: Uh, no I was uh I don’t… I went to Edinburgh as a postdoc with Ken and Noreen Murray 

[from 1974-1977]. 

PGA: Oh yes, this is the famous couple of Edinburgh. 

JB: And then I got a fellowship. I applied for my own fellowship [the Beit Memorial Fellowship 

for Medical Research] and I started my own projects and so I took it with me to Cambridge and I 

was just in a lab there. I was just working. 

PGA: In which division? 

JB: I wasn’t at the LMB, I was at the Plant Breeding institute. Sydney Brenner didn’t want me in 

the LMB. I went for an interview with Sydney Brenner to see if I could go there and I had my 

own fellowship – it wasn’t a big deal and he asked me what my project was and I said I was 

going to develop two-micron plasmid as a cloning vector to try to transform saccharomyces 

cerevisiae and he said it wouldn’t work, find another project and he sent me away. 

ABL: But it worked? 

JB: It worked.  

PGA: He was very opinionated. But he liked genetics so he shouldn’t be… you know. He hated 

biochemistry. 
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JB: Well I don’t remember exactly how I… I probably read it. I probably read about it because I 

was interested in gene expression. I really found out about it when I came here.  

ABL: To Cold Spring Harbor? 

JB: To Cold Spring Harbor.  

PGA: When exactly did you arrive here? 

JB: Well in my talk I explained how I got – I didn’t explain the details – but I was in a meeting 

in Rochester and I came on an airline called Skytrain. It was run by this guy called Freddie 

Laker. He’s an entrepreneur. Skytrain – you couldn’t book a ticket more than three days in 

advance and so I had to buy a one-way ticket to come and when I went to get my ticket to go 

back in New York, people were camping on the sidewalk because they were so keen – it’s a 

cheap flight – and the queue was three days long and so I couldn’t… that was why I was stuck 

here. And so I came to Cold Spring Harbor and I gave a seminar and I talked to the people. I just 

went around the labs talking to people and they were all so excited about splicing and then I 

realized… 

PGA: Remind us, who was your host here at Cold Spring Harbor? 

JB: Oh, it was a postdoc called John Atkins. He was in Ray Gesteland’s lab. 

PGA: Oh yeah, you know [Atkins] is now first author of a very big book [RNA Worlds: From 

Life’s Origin to Diversity in Gene Regulation, first published in 2010] with Ray [Gesteland] and 

Tom [Cech]. 

JB: He works on ribosomes and translational frame-shifting. 

PGA: He’s in Utah, right? 

JB: He’s in Utah, that’s correct, yes. And so he had worked with me in Edinburgh, in fact we’d 

started cloning the two-micron plasmid together. 
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PGA: So John Atkins is Scottish?  

JB: No, he’s British, not Scottish. 

PGA: British, but from Edinburgh. 

JB: He was a postdoc in the same lab as me for a while. 

PGA: I see. 

JB: So I came here and that’s when I really became interested in…  Being here was when I 

became interested in splicing. 

PGA: So who is selling you here on RNA splicing? 

JB: What, sorry? 

PGA: Who is selling you on… 

JB: Oh, just, I mean I just talked to everyone in the labs. I gave a seminar and then I went round 

the labs talking to people. And probably, as I recall, it was Ray Gesteland who really persuaded 

me that this was the right thing to do. 

PGA: Ray? Even though he was not involved in…? 

JB: That’s right, yes. 

PGA: Very interesting, your story.  

JB: And I talked to the people in Rich Roberts’ lab and yeah, um, let me see. 

PGA: Do you remember that lady who also was in Edinburgh. Sayeda? 

JB: Sayeda Zain?  

PGA: Yes 

JB: I do, yes. 

PGA: Because she passed away and they can’t interview her so we are very upset. 

JB: I see… she was a student in Edinburgh I think, was that right? 
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PGA: Yeah, uh, I think she was more than a student, but uh, you know, she later on made a big 

career in Rochester after she left Cold Spring Harbor. 

JB: I remember thinking how hard it must be for her, coming from her culture as a woman to be 

working here, and she seemed very brave to me.  

PGA: There is a very nice obituary by a niece that, you know, cultivates her memory, so we want 

also to include her but we need to find people who remember her. 

JB: I have not seen her since that time. 

 

ABL: So did you find differences in the culture surrounding women in the UK versus in the 

United States? 

JB: Well, I never, I didn’t spend any length of time… I never worked here. 

ABL: Oh, okay. 

JB: I worked in England and Scotland and it was too difficult. My husband’s a doctor and it was 

too difficult to find jobs together in the same city in the United States and we never spent any 

time here. But I’ve never found it a severe problem to be a woman in science. I never really felt 

prejudice against me. But I’ve always felt that you have to be like other people, you have to 

behave like men in a way, and not --  

PGA: What’s that saying? In Rome, behave like Romans. 

JB: --And not, and not expect to be treated any differently. And I think if you don’t expect to be 

treated differently it helps. 

PGA: Right. There’s no doubt. 

JB: But you have to be tough. It’s a tough field.   

PGA: We have the problem of the numbers. It’s underrepresentation.  
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JB: It’s underrepresentation. I still feel that, because I’m on lots of committees and every 

committee wants a woman and so they keep asking me to be on more and more committees. 

PGA: The minority effect. 

ABL: So have you seen any change, any improvement since you first started working in the 

field? 

JB: In what respect? 

ABL: In respect to how many women are represented in science? 

JB: Well I think there have always been a lot of women in the junior levels, I mean about fifty-

fifty representation. But gradually, I think what I have noticed the difference in is it used to be 

that the more senior women didn’t have families.  They tended not to have children. I think there 

is more children now and I think they’re learning to cope and feeling more confident that you 

can… 

PGA: The new generation has a somewhat different attitude. I remember in my time people tried 

to hide that they were pregnant and now they wear some shirts that emphasize it, so it’s really 

different, because now they’re protected by the law and they cannot be fired for being pregnant. 

It didn’t use to be like that.  

JB: Well I think it also, yeah, I think it’s important, though, to have a supportive partner. It’s 

very important to share responsibility and there’s more of that now too, and more of things like 

paternity leave, that helps a bit as well.  

PGA: Did you ever develop a bit of a historical interest in the discovery?  

JB: In the discovery of RNA splicing?  

PGA: Of RNA splicing, yes.  
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JB: I’ve always been interested in it, but not in any depth, no. I think this meeting is fabulous. 

I’m really, really enjoying it.  

PGA: Yeah, because a lot of people, you know, don’t know that much about Louise [Chow]. 

JB: Louise, yes. 

PGA: Chow. 

JB: Louise Chow, yes. Well I certainly know of the people that were involved, like Sue Berget, 

yes.  

ABL: Do you have any other questions? 

 

PGA: Any particular view on collaboration, because I think you talked about 

collaborations. 

JB: I’ve had quite a lot of collaborations, um, my view about them, I think they’re extremely 

important. 

PGA: What are your tips to make a… because collaboration helps to get ahead but sometimes it 

can go sour too. 

JB: Yes, for collaborations it’s very important that you have complementary things to offer – 

complementary expertise, complementary knowledge, and that you trust each other totally. And 

that you talk to each a lot. Because so many problems arise from poor communication, so 

relationships break down very often because of poor communication. I did find it easier to 

collaborate with people in Europe than to collaborate with people in the US, I don’t know 

whether that’s communication or a different attitude, but certainly my experience was that it was 

easier to collaborate within Europe.  
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PGA: I completely accept that. I think they have a longer memory there. You know I can come 

to Europe, a particular country, after several years, they pick up our last encounter, they 

remember. Here, they don’t remember five minutes ago. 

JB: Oh yes. 

PGA: No, I’m very serious. There is something in the fleeting-ness of the encounters. 

JB: Mhmm, more superficial.  

PGA: Yes, but I, you know I was also born in Europe but I’m astonished every time that this 

happens and I’ve been living here for personal reasons for a long time. But it’s… 

JB: Well I can only say that I’ve heard about that. I’ve not spent enough time in the US or have a 

deep enough relationship with people to interview.  

PGA: Well I spent enough time here alone and I spent a lot of time in Europe too, not in one 

country. England and France, a lot, and it’s fascinating the difference.  

JB: Anything else? 

ABL: I think that’s good for now. Can we follow up with you if we have any questions? 

Awesome, thank you so much! It was really nice to meet you!  

 

 

 

 

 


