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“In the summer of 1967 Jimmy Neill, Ernst
Knobil, J.K. Datta and myself had published
a method for progesterone based on the
pioneer work on competitive protein binding
by Beverly Murphy.1,2 I had the privilege to
come into this work as a postdoctoral fellow
at the department of physiology in
Pittsburgh (Ernst Knobil).

“When I got back to the department of
obstetrics and gynecology at the University
of Uppsala, Sweden, I immediately started
to assemble equipment and to train
personnel to get the method started. I had
lots of projects, and my chief, Carl Gemzell,
gave me constant encouragement.

“The method contained a tedious thin layer
chromatography step. This gave me the
biggest problem and I often had to do the
chromatography myself. On the morning of
February 2nd I was very tired and very
happy. My daughter had been born at 4
o’clock in the morning. I went down to the
lab and started to work with the assay. I
had always tried to get rid of the thin layer
step. I had tried it in Pittsburgh with rhesus
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monkey plasma but it did not work. This
morning I decided on another try to omit the
thin layer step. I was simply too tired to do
it. When the assay was done I regretted it.
What a waste of time, I thought. The next
morning when I calculated the results my
heartbeat accelerated. The pool samples
were almost identical to the results from the
thin layer assays. Why? It turned out that
the lot of petroleum ether that I used
extracted progesterone well, but only minute
amounts of cortisol and 17α -hydroxy-
progesterone, the main crossreacting
steroids in the quantification step.

“I spent the following months trying to
prove  tha t  p roges te rone  in  women
cou ld  be  measured  w i th  th is  rap id
techn ique.  The method worked very
we l l  i n  our  hands .  Wi th  the  same
manpower as before we could describe
the pattern of progesterone during the
menstrual cycle and normal pregnancy
and start  mode of act ion studies on
hormona l  con t racep t i ves .  Fami ly
planning was and is my main interest.
That was why I started to do research.

“Now a  days  the  assay  methods
using competitive protein binding have
been replaced by radioimmunoassays,
which are even more rapid, sensitive,
and specific.

“There are several reasons for the many
citations of this paper. First of al l  i t
describes a new method. The method was
so simple that it attracted the interest of
people who usually at that time would not
think of steroid measurements. The paper
also presented daily plasma levels of
progesterone from 20 ovulatory menstrual
cycles. This was a quantity of steroid
measurements never seen before. It
attracted gynecologists, veterinarians, and
physiologists who saw new possibilities for
studies in their own field. The third
explanation for its many citations is my
own frequent citation of the paper.”
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