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When I began searching for a history topic, I wanted the subject to be a unique event that  

most had never heard of.  I was interested in something that would also teach me when I wrote  

the paper. The word ‘frontier’ can often be associated with boundaries.  It occurred to me that the  

field of science is its very own frontier, as it has faced many boundaries to become the science  

we know today. So, I thought it best to choose a science-based topic. The project started by  

watching the show American Experience, where I found an episode on the topic of ‘test tube  

babies’. The episode inspired me, and I used it for much of the timeline and quotes in my paper. 

 

My research then began at libraries, both the local and university. I found many books,  

along with articles and past newspapers related to Invitro Fertilization. I then looked online at  

websites such as PubMed, which were scientific archives for medical articles. I was able to find  

many primary sources for the project at these sites. Whenever I needed a fresh opinion or idea to  

incorporate into the paper, I turned to the internet if I couldn’t find something in a book. It was a  

challenge to be sure if many of my sources were even valid. 

 

After I had lined up my information and formed a general idea in my head, I launched  

into writing. I had no definitive outline, but it worked out well. The words seemed to flow into  

the pages, until I realized that I was seven-hundred words over the appropriate number count! It  

took much time and effort, but when I finished the story, I invested much of my energy into  

shortening the paper. I then added parenthetical citations and finished the work on my  

bibliography annotations.  

 

With this writing, I hoped to prove that the Del-Zio trial of 1973 introduced to the world  

what IVF was and how useful it could be. This trial was the first case regarding Invitro  

Fertilization and brought to light many important questions for Invitro Fertilization. It set a  

standard for the entitlement of couples using IVF and for the embryos themselves.
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Invitro Fertilization (IVF) is a revolutionary process in the field of human fertility  

treatment due to the benefits and control it gives parents. However, IVF pioneers were faced  

with many challenges since IVF raised serious ethical concerns regarding the very nature of  

human conception. The public’s introduction to IVF came in the form of Doris and John Del- 

Zio, a couple from Florida who tried Invitro Fertilization in hopes of having a child but were  

then thwarted by IVF opponents. The Del-Zios ended up taking this matter to court, becoming  

the first case involving IVF. This trial was the fundamental step to creating a world more aware  

of Invitro Fertilization technologies and surrounding ethics.  

 

In the early 1950’s, the words “test tube babies” labeled any child of unnatural  

conception or artificial insemination. What exactly was a “test tube baby?” The judicial system  

wasn’t sure. Decisions for cases involving unnatural conception were left for judges to decide.  

Newspapers flashed headlines like, “Test Tube Babies Held Illegitimate Except for  

Married” (Blakeslee 1944), and “’Test Tube’ Babies May Result from Experiments”( Test Tube  

Babies May Result from Experiments 1954). Only married couples were able to use artificial  

insemination. Some people felt having a “test tube baby” was the stain upon a perfect family. 

 

But research and advancement in the field of conception continued despite many being  

against IVF. During the 1950’s, there was one method for artificial conception: the process of  

Intrauterine Insemination (IUI) when sperm is placed directly into the uterus using a small  

catheter. However, IUI can only work with a healthy uterus. For women with damaged fallopian  

tubes or other problems, IUI is likely to be unsuccessful. Scientists were looking for a way to  

fertilize a human egg without needing the uterus. This meant fertilization would have to happen  

outside the human body. That process became known as Invitro Fertilization (IVF), In vitro  

being Latin for “in glass.” 

 

A man named Dr. Landrum Brewer Shettles had been experimenting in IVF and embryo  
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Fertilization in the 1950’s. He graduated from John-Hopkins University receiving his PhD in  

1937, then his MD in 1943. After spending a lifetime with his work, Landrum Shettles had  

become an embryo expert. But years of research hadn’t provided him with substantial results he  

needed. In November of 1973, while working at Columbia Presbyterian Hospital in New York  

City, Shettles had an assortment of papers published regarding his findings and ideas of IVF.  

These pages show Shettles as a man “unwilling to stop to consider the ethical or even the  

scientific ramification of his own work. He just wanted to get on with things” (Henig 2004, 22).  

 

Weeks before Shettles would make a historic venture in the field of IVF, he wrote: “We  

have invested considerable energies in striving to help infertile couples conceive…Why not  

continue this mission by constantly advancing our knowledge and skills?... Just because the  

bridge may be out or blocked should not prevent the use of the helicopter” (Henig 2004, 22). 

 

As of 1973, there had never been a successful attempt at IVF. Finding donors for IVF  

research was a major problem. Most tests were performed on lab mice and rabbits.  Dr. Shettles  

had to keep much of his experimenting in the dark and was pressured to focus instead on his  

work in gynecology. Because Shettles worked for the American government, he couldn’t risk  

letting his executives find out about this research and feared the operation would be shut down.  

The public view towards artificial insemination was still largely negative. And since the recent  

pullout of troops from the Vietnam War, general trust in the United States’ government was at an  

all-time low (Henig 2004, 7). It would greatly anger taxpayers if the government was seen  

funding this kind of experimentation. But there was demand for an effective IVF process.  

Thousands of couples still couldn’t have children due to uterine disorders. One of which being  

the Del-Zios. 

 

Doris and John Del-Zio, a couple from Florida, desperately wanted a child. Doris, 29,  

went through three surgeries to remove obstructions in her fallopian tubes. After the first attempt,  

Doris became pregnant then suffered a miscarriage. The following two surgeries showed no  
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results. The Del-Zios also tried artificial insemination which didn’t work. Doris’s infertility  

specialist, Dr. William Sweeney, told them their one last option was IVF which had never been  

tried on humans. Yet, Doris was determined to have a child. The Del-Zios were referred to Dr.  

Landrum Shettles in New York. 

 

Dr. Shettles explained to the Del-Zios the low success rate for an Invitro Fertilization.  

Only recently had a small number of embryos properly fertilized in glass. With no IVF procedure  

completed before in humans, it was understandable how Doris was afraid of what might happen.  

The conversation ended with the Del-Zios signing a consent form on plain paper printed by  

typewriter. It was the first ever IVF consent form dated September 11, 1973. 

 

Doris, already taking ovarian stimulants for six months, had an excess number of eggs, so  

the Del-Zios and Dr. Shettles began the procedure immediately the next day. At New York  

Hospital on Manhattan’s upper east side on September 12, Doris’s doctor, William Sweeney,  

made an incision into her abdomen. With a syringe, he removed follicular fluid containing eggs  

from Doris’s ovaries. This fluid was placed into two separate test tubes. Mr. Del-Zio then took  

the eggs to Dr. Shettles who would fertilize them in his clinic on the other side of the city. 

  

The plan was for at least one of Doris’s eggs to be fertilized with John’s sperm. If this  

happened, the embryo would grow into what’s known as a zygote. Placed in a body temperature  

incubator to grow for 4 days, this ball of cells would become a morula. When the morula grew to  

a couple hundred cells, it would transform into a blastocyst, a fluid filled sphere of only a hair’s  

width. Once a blastocyst, it would be considered ready to transplant into the uterus. But things  

wouldn’t go as Dr. Shettles or the Del-Zios planned. 

  

Dr. Raymond Vande Wiele, Shettles boss, was the chairman of the Department of  

Obstetrics and Gynecology at Columbia Presbyterian Hospital. Vande Wiele was an  

authoritarian who set definite rules for his department (PBS 2006). While the Del-Zios and  
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Shettles were planning the experiment, Wiele had no knowledge of what was happening down  

the hall from his office.  

 

Around eight the next morning on September 13, Dr. Wiele was secretly informed of the  

IVF procedure. This greatly angered Wiele. “I can’t imagine that Vande Wiele wasn’t freaking  

out that if this experiment hit the papers... It could adversely impact Columbia’s funding”  

(Arthur Caplan, bioethics). In response, Vande Wiele ordered the specimens to be removed from  

the incubator and destroyed. After they were disposed of, Vande Wiele went off to find Dr.  

Shettles. 

 

I happened to be in the hallway, up where OBGYN was, when all of a sudden here comes  

Landrum Shettles flying down the hallway at almost a run, if not running then close, and  

he zooms around the corner… And he is trailed within thirty seconds by Raymond Vande  

Wiele, who is a much bigger guy, and more like a large semi coming down the hallway at  

a pretty fast clip. And he’s red-faced, and he’s mad, and he’s muttering, and he goes  

whipping around the corner, clearly after Shettles” (American Experience, Arthur Caplan  

interview 2006, 19:33 to 20:08). 

 

Doris soon received a call from Dr. Shettles while sitting in her hospital bed. From this  

call Doris discovered her embryos were thrown away. “I was just lying there crying. Early the  

next morning, before daybreak, the door opened, and Dr. Sweeney walked in. He came over and  

he just held me, and just let me cry...That was the end of my dream, and it was the beginning of a  

nightmare” (American Experience, Doris Del-Zio interview 2006, 21:56 to 22:24). The  

destroying of embryos marked the end of Dr. Shettle’s career at Columbia and the Del-Zio’s  

endeavor for a child. 

 

Five years later, Doris and John decided to sue Columbia University Presbyterian  

Medical Center for 1.5 million dollars on the charge that Dr. Vande Wiele and the Medical  
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Center caused them severe physical and mental anguish. In refute, the Medical Center claimed  

the IVF experiment violated the institution’s regulations and presented safety hazards for Doris  

and her womb if the implantation had occurred and stated, “The proposed endeavor posed larger  

questions of ethics and scientific standards for the medical profession…beyond the capacity of  

the experimenters to cope with” (“2 Charge ‘Jealous’ Doctor Killed ‘Test-Tube Baby’” 1978).  

This case, and the inquiries it brought, came as particularly eye-catching news to the public: 

 

IVF in 1973 was thought by some to threaten the very fabric of civilization. Marriage,  

fidelity, the essence of family…what it means to be human, connected, normal,  

acceptable; ideas about love, sex, and nurturance…If in vitro fertilization was allowed,  

some said, all the stabilizing threads would unravel (Henig 2004, 6). 

 

Many factions of society feared the loss of these “stabilizing threads”.  Some religious  

communities shunned IVF. It was viewed as a process that dishonored marriage because it didn’t  

require mothers to be bound in matrimony. Artificial fertilization seemed to go against the  

interpretations of many religious groups, especially Roman Catholicism. In 1978, Reverend  

Pierfranco Pastore stated, “Fecundation must be carried out according to nature and through  

reciprocal and responsible love between a man and woman” (Henig 2006, 10). “The Catholic  

Church believes that IVF is never acceptable because it removes conception from the marital act  

and because it treats a baby as a product to be manipulated, violating the child’s integrity as a  

human being with an immortal soul from the moment of conception” (Vatican 1987).  

Movements like Zero Population Growth (ZPG) were coming in full force not supporting IVF.  

ZPG viewed couples with more than two children as greedy, gorging on the planet’s natural  

gifts. “To true believers, nothing less than the fate of the earth was at stake, its environment  

imperiled by too many people and too much technology.” (Henig 2004, 6) 

 

But there were also pro IVF societal groups. The growing feminism movement supported  

the idea of IVF and the freedoms it gave women. IVF excited many scientists who thought it  
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could lead to greater discoveries in the fields of fertility and even cloning. And anguished  

infertile couples like the Del-Zios embraced IVF. 

 

The Del-Zio case was the earliest legal lawsuit addressing embryo rights. It was argued  

that a zygote is not a person, only something with potential to become human. The Del-Zios  

were claiming to the jury that their embryo was a human being. If the zygote did classify as  

human being, Dr. Vande Wiele would be responsible for murder. “The court was completely  

packed with people from all over the world, from South America, from China, from Japan. I  

couldn’t believe it. I sat there completely stunned” (American Experience, Doris Del-Zio  

interview 2006, 25:43 to25:57). The case was dubbed: “The Test Tube Baby Death Trial”  

(American Experience Test Tube Babies, 26:02 to 26:06). For three days there was continuous  

questioning from both sides. “The defense chose instead to put on trial Landrum Shettles. He  

was presented as a once promising scientist who couldn’t do his work anymore, who was taking  

shortcuts, who was so inept that he couldn’t possibly have been actually growing an embryo in  

there…And at one point, one of the lawyers [asked Doris], ‘why did you even file this  

lawsuit?’… She said, ‘…I didn’t want anyone else to have a Dr. Vande Wiele kill their baby’”  

(American Experience 2006, 26:28 to 28:24). 

 

At the same time in England, Dr. Patrick Steptoe and Robert Edwards, assisted Lesley  

Brown to conceive the first successful pregnancy through IVF. The child of Lesley Brown was  

due within three weeks of the Del-Zio’s trial date, July 17, 1978. Criticism and fear surrounded  

the public’s idea of what an IVF baby could be. None had ever seen a child born from a petri  

dish. Would it be a monster, or something more normal? Whatever Lesley Brown’s baby  

became, it would determine the future for Invitro Fertilization. Nine days after the trial’s start,  

Louise Joy Brown was born a healthy, normal baby. Her condition supported the Del-Zios and  

proved to the jury that Doris’s embryo could have become a living, breathing baby. 

 

The trial lasted a month. In the end, Dr. Vande Wiele was found guilty of wrongfully  
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causing emotional distress. The Del-Zios were awarded fifty-thousand dollars in damages: 3% of  

their asking amount. The result set a standard for IVF cases to come. However, there would  

continue to be problems deciding what to do with future IVF cases. 

 

Errors do occur in the field of IVF. In the 1980’s and 90’s there were a high number of  

negative incidents. For example, in 1993, the egg of a woman named Wilma Stuart was  

accidentally fertilized by the wrong man’s sperm. The mistake wasn’t discovered until nine  

months later when she gave birth to black twins, though she and her husband were white. In  

1998, Donna Fasano, a white woman, was implanted with the wrong couple’s embryo, gave birth  

to a black baby, and was forced to turn over custody to the biological parents (Orr 2003, 36).  

 

Scientists continue working to make the procedure safer. And since Louise Brown’s  

birth, over eight million babies have been born worldwide. 489 fertility clinics in America offer  

IVF services, and over 2.5 million procedures are performed worldwide resulting in 500,000  

deliveries annually. Invitro Fertilization has come a long way since Doris and John signed that  

fateful IVF form on September 11, 1973. Doris, while never fulfilling her dream to have John’s  

child, helped inspire a new reality where a woman has the option for childbirth, despite problems  

conceiving naturally.  

 

IVF’s influence has branched out to other aspects of the fertility fields of science. IVF  

technology inspired the ability to freeze eggs. Now women don’t need to conceive in their 20’s  

and 30’s and can wait to focus on other things like their career. A woman doesn’t have to be  

married or even produce her own egg, as there are now donors for eggs as well as sperm. In  

1995, a couple named Diane and Stephen Blood chose to remove and save Stephen’s sperm  

hours before he died of a serious infection. Three years later, Diane used this sperm of her  

deceased husband in an IVF procedure to have his child. She gave birth to a son on December  

11, 1998, and went on to have another child of Stephen’s through IVF (Orr 2003, 35). 
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In IVF’s history there have been times of unrest and failure. Can it be said that a child  

born from IVF is worth less than the average individual? And yet we must ask, is Invitro  

Fertilization an inherent right for humankind? The participants from the Del-Zio trial, Dr.  

Shettles, Dr. Vande Wiele, the judge, the jury, and the Del-Zios themselves had to ponder these  

questions. The trial presented to the world what IVF really was and what it could become. This  

case of the Del-Zios made people ask themselves what limits mankind should have, and if  

artificial conception was an ability humans really deserve to use. 
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Appendix A 

Photo of Landrum B. Shettles taken some time around 1965. 

 

 

 

Find A Grave. 2012. “Landrum Brewer Shettles.” Accessed October 29, 2022.  

https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/102264805/landrum-brewer-shettles 

  

https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/102264805/landrum-brewer-shettles
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Appendix B 

 

Doris and John Del-Zio a few months before the procedure. 

 

 

 

PBS: Public Broadcasting Service. 2006. “American Experience, Test Tube Babies: People & Events.”  

Accessed November 10, 2022.  http://www.shoppbs.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/babies/peopleevents/e_cp.html 

  

http://www.shoppbs.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/babies/peopleevents/e_cp.html
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Appendix C 

 

Photo of Raymond Vande Wiele. 

 

 

 

PBS: Public Broadcasting Service. 2006. “American Experience, Test Tube Babies: People & Events.”  

Accessed November 10, 2022. http://www.shoppbs.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/babies/peopleevents/e_cp.html 

 

 

  

http://www.shoppbs.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/babies/peopleevents/e_cp.html
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Appendix D 

Man reading a headline anouncing the birth of Louise Brown in 1978. 

 

 

 

Fertilizare: Medicina Reprodutiva. 2017. “Conheça a história de Louise Brown.” Accessed December 4,  

2022. https://fertilizare.com.br/conheca-historia-de-louise-brown-o-primeiro-bebe-gerado-pela- 

fertilizacao-in-vitro/ 

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://fertilizare.com.br/conheca-historia-de-louise-brown-o-primeiro-bebe-gerado-pela-fertilizacao-in-vitro/
https://fertilizare.com.br/conheca-historia-de-louise-brown-o-primeiro-bebe-gerado-pela-fertilizacao-in-vitro/
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