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The Folate Story: A vitamin under the microscope

Hoffbrand V. Matador, 2023, ISBN 978 1803136 912

This book tells a very interesting story and is written by the very best author for the theme. Victor Hoffbrand devoted a major part of his early career at Hammersmith Hospital and the then  Postgraduate Medical School to megaloblastic anaemia and folate deficiency. He then succeeded Lucy Wills at the Royal Free Hospital, where he inherited some of her archives detailing how she had discovered the remedy for folate deficiency during her sojourn in India.
	The book casts a light on medicine in the United Kingdom during the last century, starting with the difficulties facing women who wanted to study medicine a hundred years ago and finishing with the slowness of Britain to introduce folate fortification of food to lessen the incidence of spina bifida. These two ‘scandals’ are the first and last of seven scandals that punctuate the story. Lucy Wills herself passed her examinations in natural sciences at Cambridge in 1910 but was awarded only a certificate to say that she had passed the examinations rather than the degree that was awarded to men; the degree was not finally awarded until 1948. In 1915 she enrolled at the then Royal Free Hospital School of Medicine for Women  and in 1920 qualified in Medicine. From 1928 to 1933 she worked mainly in India, particularly in Bombay (now Mumbai). It was here that her research led to the discovery of the efficacy of the yeast extract, Marmite, for ‘pernicious anaemia of pregnancy’  (Figure). This megaloblastic anaemia was suffered, particularly during the winter months, by impoverished pregnant women. The effective factor was initially known as the Wills factor, isolated from spinach as ‘folic acid’ in 1941.
	Other aspects of the ‘folate story’ that are covered in detail include the development of the antifolate sulphonamide, Prontosil, used to treat bacterial infections during World War II, and the development of the antifolate drugs used in the treatment of leukaemia, aminopterin and then methotrexate.
	Finally the scandal of the delayed introduction of folic acid supplementation to prevent neural tube defects is explored.
	This book will be of considerable interest to haematologists but is also written in such a manner that non-medical readers will also be able to appreciate it.
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Legend for Figure
Marmite, a rich source of folate. By permission of Professor Victor Hoffbrand.
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