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Abstract
AIDS was recognised as a new human disease in 1981 in the USA when it was suspected to be caused by a transmitted microorganism. In
April 1983 the American journal Science published the first research papers claiming discovery of the causative virus. Gallo’s group from
NIH in the US reported that the oncoretrovirus HTLV, known to cause Adult T-cell leukaemia, was also the cause of AIDS. In contrast a
French group from the Institute Pasteur in Paris thought a new retrovirus LAV which they had isolated was the agent. By April 1983 the
French team had compelling evidence that LAV was a new lentiretrovirus and conclusive evidence of how LAV caused AIDS. Their seminal
paper was submitted to the British journal Nature in May 1983, but unfortunately the biological sub-editor of Nature, Peter Newmark,
abdicated responsibility for retrovirus papers to Dr Robin Weiss of the Chester Beatty Laboratories; and he kept the French manuscript for
over four months, possibly trying to reproduce the French data, before providing what were supposed to be two independent referees reports
rejecting the manuscript. It resulted in a lost of a year in AIDS research and testing. His abuse of this privileged position was undoubtedly
responsible for avoidable hundred of thousands of HIV infections, AIDS and deaths throughout the world.
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INTRODUCTION:

1) [1].When AIDS was recognized as a new human disease
in 1981 after its diagnosis in a large number of patients in the
USA, it was suspected to be a transmissible disease spread by
a microorganism.The continuous rapid increase in the number
of AIDS cases around the world prompted an urgent hunt by
research laboratories for the causative agent. The first papers
documenting a supposed isolation of a virus appeared in the
American journal Science in May 1983 from the laboratory
of Dr Robert Gallo, a high-profile researcher at the National
Institutes of Health. According to Gallo’s two papers, HTLV,
a virus causing Adult-T-cell leukaemia for whose discovery
he managed to have taken credit, was responsible also for the
disease of AIDS [2,3]. Another paper in the same journal from a
French group under Montagnier at the Institute Pasteur in Paris
contradicted this, putting forward a new retrovirus named LAV
isolated from an AIDS patient as a possible cause [4].For my
part, I found Gallo’s associating HTLV with the development
of AIDS scientifically and medically implausible. HTLV had
been known in Japan where Dr Yorio Hinuma discovered that
it causes adult T-cell leukaemia (ATL) in 1980 when his papers
appeared in 1981-82 [5, 6] it had been established that HTLV
infection was endemic in south west Japan (Kyushu), many
communities having 25% or even higher rates of infection.

In the UK an ongoing government inquiry, the Infected Blood
Inquiry, has been charged with investigating historic facts
around contamination of the UK blood supply in the 1980s.
A central question is whether there was unconscionable delay
over the introduction of tests for the hepatitis virus HCV and
HIV. Since I was invited by the Inquiry to testify, it stimulates
me to recall and review a situation familiar to me around
HIV testing, particularly in the UK. I was involved in HIV/
AIDS research from 1983; I was the first in the UK to isolate
the onco-retrovirus HTLV and both lenti-retroviruses HIV-1
and HIV-2. These are the only known human retroviruses, in
the case of HTLV responsible for causing a leukemia, and in
the cases of HIV-1 and HIV-2 the responsible agents of AIDS.
I think I am right also in claiming that my laboratory was the
first in the UK to produce the complete nucleotide sequences
of those three retroviruses.

A SEMINAL
BLOCKED

FRENCH

MANUSCRIPT

IS

The discovery of the cause of AIDS was not a straight
scientific/medical affair, as I can testify. It involved abuse
of the journal Nature refereeing system, allowing an
unscrupulous individual to block publication of the single
most crucial discovery about HIV and why it causes AIDS.
As a result AIDS research was led astray for a whole year,
losing valuable time before testing became possible ( Figure
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Figure 1: Front page from the New Scientist of 12-2-1987

Leukaemia developed after many years in no more than 1% of
infected individuals; most individuals remained well. At that
time in 1981 Japanese medical scientists estimated that there
were about a million individuals in the whole of Japan with
HTLV infection; notwithstanding, no case whatever of AIDS
had by then been reported [7].
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At the time the first French paper appeared in Science
Montagnier’s group had acquired much more conclusive
evidence that their virus, LAV, was indeed the cause of AIDS
through their collaboration with the medical immunologist
Dr David Klatzmann at La Pitie-Salpetrier Hospital in Paris.
This established that CD4+ T-cells were highly susceptible to
2
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infection by the virus which rapidly killed them and correlated
with laboratory studies of AIDS patients who lost most of their
CD4+ T-cells. CD4+ T-cells being an essential component of
the immune system, it readily explained why AIDS developed.
Furthermore the manuscript setting out their findings contained
superb electronmicrographs of LAV virus particles revealing
a characteristic lentiretrovirus morphology with a bulletshaped core [8], in contrast to the round-shaped core typical of
oncoretroviruses seen in HTLV. The French scientists submitted

this second paper on LAV to the British journal Nature in May
1983. Dr Luc Montagnier, head of the virus laboratory at the
Institute Pasteur, told me that he then had no reply from the
editorial office of Nature for nearly 5 months. When finally he
heard from Nature it was to receive a rejection of the manuscript,
supposedly based on unfavourable reports by two independent
referees as mandated by journal policy. Montagnier gave me a
copy of the referees’ report (Figure 2) and I was immediately
struck by the identity of the typescript in the two reports. A

Figure 2: The 2 rejection referees reports that Dr R Weiss provided the editorial board of Nature after keeping Klazmann et al article [7] for
over 4 months. Both were typed with identical Royal typewriter.
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virus HTLV-3 as if the AIDS virus were a variant of HTLV, the
Adult T-cell leukaemia virus.

professional opinion I sought confirmed that the two had been
typed on a Royal typewriter, of a model that I gathered was
used at the time in Dr Robin Weiss’ laboratory at the Chester
Beatty in the Institute of Cancer Research. Investigations by the
Pulitzer prize-winning journalist John Crewdson, author of the
book ‘Science Fictions [9] on the discovery of HIV, uncovered
that Weiss had been allowed to provide both referees’ reports
for this manuscript by the biological sub-editor of Nature, Peter
Newmark, a transgression for which he was later dismissed by
Dr John Maddox, chief editor of Nature. At this time Weiss was
strongly supporting Gallo’s claims for HTLV role in AIDS,
as the rejection report makes derogatorily clear…”Gallo’s
laboratory spent almost 2 years carefully characterizing HTLV
before they ventured into print, had the data been as rudimentary
as for the Paris virus, no one would have taken the finding
seriously” (Figure 2). Meanwhile, from 1983 into April 1984,
Gallo continued publishing papers about the involvement of
HTLV in AIDS [10].

At this point, Klatzmann told me later, the editorial office
of Science called Montagnier, inviting him to submit his
manuscript - originally blocked by Weiss in 1983 in Nature to
be published in Science. It appeared in the journal later than
the Gallo papers, of course, reinforcing the impression that
Gallo was the original discoverer of the causative virus. Thus
few people realised the importance of Klatzmann’s paper [8],
let alone that it had been submitted for publication to Nature
over a year earlier. Weiss’ comment in Nature compounded
the deception: “Montagnier group in the Institute Pasteur in
France which published first but with skimpy data and Gallo’s
group in the NCI, which delayed submission until a thorough
characterization of their virus and repeated isolation from
different patients have been achieved”[12]. But eventually it
was the French who received the Nobel Prize in medicine in
2008 for their ‘skimpy’ discovery.

WEISS BLOCKS COMPETITORS

HIV ’FINGERPRINTS’AND WEISS’ HIV ISOLATE

Weiss not only held up Klatzmann’s manuscript but did his
best to prevent others getting involved in AIDS research,
as I experienced personally. There were no known cases of
AIDS in Cambridge in 1983; in order to enter the field myself
I was advised to contact Dr Richard Tedder in the Middlesex
Hospital in London, where there were significant numbers
of AIDS patients. I called and wrote to ask for some blood
samples. Tedder replied (letter of 20-6-1983) that this was
vetoed by his collaborator Weiss.

Through his collaborator Richard Tedder, for several years
Weiss had unlimited and near exclusive access to AIDS patients
in the UK. Both of them had well equipped laboratories with
facilities for isolating HIV; yet neither of them were successful
until Weiss asked Montagnier for samples of LAV/HIV. As
Montagnier told me in a letter, after Gallo’s publication of
‘HTLV3’ Weiss sent Mrs Cheng-Popov from his laboratory
to the Institute Pasteur to collect samples and to learn how
to grow LAV virus. Sometime later Weiss claimed to have
isolated a new strain of LAV/HIV, naming it CBL-1, which he
grew in the CEM cells, a T-cell line which he claimed to have
developed [13] this was then licensed to Welcome Diagnostics
for commercial development of an ELISA test to detect antiHIV antibodies and diagnose HIV infection. Here enters a
remarkable fact: new technical developments which had now
made possible detailed molecular studies of HIV showed it to
be extraordinarily variable, each independent isolate of HIV
being distinct from any other, sequences varying by as much
as ten percent or more. Each independent isolate of HIV in
effect had its own unique ‘finger print’. It was then quickly
discovered that Gallo’s HTLV-3 and the reputed ‘multiple
isolates’ buttressing his reputation as discoverer of the virus
(credited in Weiss’ Nature review, [11] were no other than
LAV/HIV samples he had received from Paris.

Others have told me similar stories of Weiss’ unscrupulous
attitude to potential competitors. Dr Nigel Byrom, a lecturer in the
haematology department of the Charing Cross and Westminster
Medical School put it in writing: “Dr Charles Farthing and I
had gone to see the professor to discuss how we might obtain
research money to further our research on HIV disease. We were
told not to bother to apply for funding for research in any area
of activity where Professor Weiss was involved, because he
would make sure we did not get any support”. Dr Farthing was
an AIDS clinician entirely occupied with the care of sick AIDS
patients. (Weiss was a Zoology graduate)

THE OFFICIAL DISCOVERY OF HIV
Throughout 1983 into 1984 Gallo trumpeted support for
HTLV as the cause of AIDS, but he accepted LAV for testing
from Paris on two occasions. In 1984 Dr Mikulas Popovic, a
Czech scientist in Gallo’s laboratory eventually succeeded in
growing a genuine AIDS virus from the French sample, using
the Hut-78 CD4+ T-cell line. This had been established by Dr
Adi Gazdar at NIH and had its name changed to H-9 without
acknowledgement by Gallo (Crewdson book 9). Once Popovic
had managed to grow LAV in Hut-78 (“H-9”) cells, Gallo
published the success in Science [11], announcing to the world
his ‘discovery’ of the cause of AIDS. Refusing to acknowledge
his earlier mistake over the class of virus he named his ‘new’
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Weiss’ CBL-1 virus proved no different. Once the full
nucleotide sequence of CBL-1 was obtained, it also was
shown to be an LAV received from Paris. (CEM cells, the
line supposedly developed by Weiss to grow CBL-1, were in
fact a T-cell line developed in 1966 by Dr George Foley at the
Children’s Hospital in Boston USA).

LICENSING TO WELLCOME DIAGNOSTICS
Before CBL-1 was sequenced Weiss had licensed it to
Welcome Diagnostics. Following the discovery that the virus
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INTRODUCTION OF HIV TESTING IN THE UK

was French the London Independent newspaper published a
front page article on 20 January 1991 entitled “Million Pound
Row Over AIDS Test”, arising from the fact that in accepting
LAV from Montagnier, Weiss had had to sign a form for the
Institute Pasteur undertaking that the virus he received would
not be used for purposes other than academic research.

The most important and immediate outcome of the discovery
of the causative virus of AIDS was to speed production of a test
to determine who was infected and what blood products were
contaminated, in order to reduce spread of the deadly virus.
The American company Abbott Laboratories was the first to
license the ‘HTLV-3 virus’ for development of a commercial
ELISA test for antibodies to the virus, following Gallo’s
claim of success in April 1984. Their test was approved by
the FDA in March 1985 and immediately introduced world
wide. Unfortunately it did not receive approval in the UK
for another 6 months. The delay was publicised in an article
entitled “Ministers Delay launch of AIDS Test” in the journal
New Scientist of 8 August 1985 that claimed it was in order
to give the British firm Wellcome Diagnostics time to develop
a similar ELISA test, based on Weiss’ so-called CBL-1. Only
after Wellcome had completed their development did the
Abbott ELISA test receive approval.

WEISS AND THE CD4 RECEPTOR FOR HIV
In the summer of 1984 Weiss visited David Klatzmann in
his Paris laboratory, after being informed by Montagnier of
Klatzmann’s work on CD4 as the cellular receptor for HIV virus.
Though receiving the virus from Montagnier only a couple of
months earlier, Weiss claimed to have obtained similar results
to Klatzmann. He offered to deliver Klatzmann’s manuscript
to Nature for publication alongside his own alleged results,
evidently confident of being able to bypass the normal review
process for his own papers and others in this highly prestigious
and influential journal. Despite this, publication did not
take place for several months, sufficient time to reproduce
Klatzmann’s work. Nature published his [14] and Klatzmann’s
[15] papers, in due course, with identical submission dates (18
October 1984), indicating that they must have been handed
into the editorial office simultaneously. Weiss was then able to
claim to be co-discoverer of the AIDS cellular receptor.

I know from personal experience that Dr Phillip Mortimer was
the head of the virus laboratory of the Department of Health and
Social Security (DHSS) in charge of evaluating and deciding
which test to use for HIV and when to start testing. I believe
that Weiss and Tedder used their friendship with Mortimer to
persuade him to delay approval of the Abbott test. In this 6
months period many more British people must have become
HIV-positive who could have otherwise avoided infection.

MISLEADING NATURE PUBLICATIONS
The ability of Weiss to bypass the normal refereeing process
of Nature, seemingly at will, allowed a significant number of
misleading Gallo and Weiss papers to appear in print. Starting
in 1975 Nature published a claim by Weiss and Gallo in
a major article on the isolation of a new human myeloid
leukaemia virus, HL23 virus [16]). This turned out to be a
laboratory contamination with three monkey viruses , which
Nature was then obliged to acknowledge in two papers from
the US [17, 18]. Where this would probably have finished the
research career of many scientists, Weiss’ influence in Nature
continued unruffled. Gallo had several other major misleading
papers in Nature, including an article about the presence of
Baboon endogenous virus sequences in human DNA [19] and
an article about HTLV involvement in multiple sclerosis [20],
which we and a French group proved to be incorrect [7].

CONCLUSION:
The story of the discovery of HIV is unique in more ways
than one. An important role of scientific journals is to publish
without delay especially ground-breaking discoveries, when
it comes to the prevention and spread of a deadly human
disease. By 1983 it was already known that AIDS affected
millions around the world and that it was spread rapidly by a
transmissible but unknown agent. It was therefore inexcusable
for an important journal such as Nature to permit a single
ruthless individual a position where he could block a seminal
research manuscript with conclusive evidence of a new type of
virus and its mechanism for causing AIDS.
Yet Weiss must have assumed that his identity would remain
protected through the convention that the editors of journals
are expected to keep the names of their referees confidential.
This is probably the reason he felt able to state that he had
never seen Klatzmann’s 1983 manuscript in January 1990,
talking to the Scottish writer and journalist Lorn Macintyer as
it appeared on the front page of the Glasgow Herald on January
20 1990 after I had accused Weiss of suppressing it. The Chief
Editor of Nature, in later conversation with John Crewdson,
gave the lie to his denial. Klatzmann recently wrote to me:
“I do agree if this paper had been published in the summer of
1983, as it should have been, this would have changed the way
the scientific community would have looked at LAV/HIV as
the causal agent of AIDS!”

In 1985 Weiss and Gallo’s laboratories published two research
papers side by side in Nature asserting that no difference existed
between healthy HIV-infected individuals and AIDS patients
in the ability of their sera to neutralize HIV [21]. We on the
other hand were able to find high levels of virus-neutralising
antibodies in the sera of healthy HIV-infected individuals
which were lacking in sera from AIDS patients [22]. That
observation led us to initiate a trial of passive immunotherapy
(PIT) of AIDS patients with plasma from healthy HIV-positive
donors in Cambridge, which was subsequently developed
over several years at the Royal London and Ealing General
Hospitals as a compassionate program, benefitting patients
without ill-effect for the donors. These outcomes were
replicated in controlled trials in France and the US [7].
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The outcome of HIV discovery played out differently for the two
principals. Gallo’s dishonesty obliged him to leave the National
Institutes of Health (NIH) of the USA. In the UK, Weiss’s was
rewarded with a share in the Queens Award for Industry, the
Ernest Chain Prize and a fellowship in the Royal Society.
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