
Reminiscences of Pirbright
Nick Knowles & Dave Rowlands



1964

The Animal Virus Research Institute (AVRI)

It was very different to the TPI of today:-

• Labs mostly modified cattle sheds

• Bucolic atmosphere

• Herd of free-range geese

• ‘Old Jock’ the gateman in a small brick gatehouse
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FMDV purification in the 1960s



Importance of 
Biochemistry/Biophysics

1967-68 outbreak in UK

Associated with bones from Argentinian carcasses

Post mortem pH in bone marrow too high to inactivate FMDV



1970 – the NEW research 
laboratories!!!! 

Main Lab (recently demolished)

Air filtration for the first (and nearly 
my last) time.



Importance of Molecular Biology

1981 outbreak in Northern France/Isle of Wight

T1 mapping of viral genome showed outbreak originated 
from non-inactivated vaccine.
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Air trajectories

1981 outbreak of FMD



Importance of Structure

Protease hydrolysis studies had helped define antigenic 
determinants but more detail was needed.

1989 - Atomic structure of FMDV reported

Provides for greater understanding of antigenic structure.

Paves the way for development of virus free (VLP) 
vaccines.







Celebration of the first good diffraction data.



A successful trip to the synchrotron



Fred Brown ‘retirement’ cake

Liz Fry





12 YEARS LATER

2001 – The Big One

Pirbright on War Footing

Subsequent reviews (RS) deemed 
infrastructure at the Institute not fit for 

purpose 



Brown, Rowlands, Fox
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2007 – PR disaster

Value of genome sequence analyses in determining 
source of ‘feral’ virus.

ALSO

Did it stimulate the decision to finally bring Pirbright
into the 21st century? 



Goodness!!!  We had FUN



And after work  --- Gone Fishin’


