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BOOK REVIEW

later, Miescher guessed that DNA is the
stuff of heredity, “just as the words and
concepts of all languages can find
expression in 24–30 letters of the
alphabet.” But the idea was not taken
seriously until much later.

As Ridley takes up his
story, chromosome by chro-
mosome, his skill as a jour-
nalist–author is apparent.
(Ridley was a science jour-
nalist at The Economist before
he became a full-time book
writer.) Take the case of
chromosome 4, which is
home to the gene for Wolf-
Hirschhorn syndrome, a rare
and deadly disease that leads
to early death, and to the
gene for Huntington disease, which
causes slow but certain neurological dev-
astation in patients in mid-life.

Using Wolf-Hirschhorn as his case
study, Ridely tackles the concept that
genes cause disease. “Wrong. We all
have the Wolf-Hirschhorn gene,” he
writes. The disease develops in individu-
als who do not have it. “Their sickness is
caused by the fact that the gene is miss-
ing altogether.” The same gene, when
mutated, causes Huntington chorea. It is
only because we know what happens
when the gene is missing or mutated
that we think of it as a “disease gene.”
Some day, when through genomic
science we learn what its normal func-
tion is, the gene may acquire a new iden-
tity altogether.

However, we do know a lot about how
the mutated gene leads to Huntington
disease, and it is a good way to examine
the importance of genetic repeats and

human polymorphisms. The gene con-
tains but a single ‘word’—CAG—which
is repeated over and over again. If your
gene says “CAG” no more than 10 or 15
times—that is, if you have 10–15 ‘re-

peats’—you have a healthy
version. If it says “CAG” 39
times or more, “you will in
mid-life slowly start to lose
your balance, grow steadily
more incapable of looking
after yourself and die pre-
maturely.” The higher the
number of CAG repeats, the
earlier the onset of disease.
The relationship between
genetic language and health
is pretty compelling, and
Ridley does a superb job of

making it vividly clear.
But when Ridley ventures into a dis-

cussion of the human genome project
and ongoing efforts to sequence the
human genome, his analysis is brief,
very superficial, and misinformed. For
example, he writes that the whole-
genome ‘shotgun’ method for sequenc-
ing, “ignores the 97% of the text that is
silent,” concentrating on expressed
genes alone. He confuses the whole-
genome shotgun technique, which has
been used successfully to completely
and accurately decipher almost half of
the genomes sequenced so far, with the
Expressed Sequence Tag (EST) technique
for gene discovery. Suffice it to say 
that Ridley’s talent for writing genetic
science is not matched by his writing
about current genomic science.
Fortunately his attempts are limited and
only slightly distract from an otherwise
good introduction to genetics.
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Matt Ridley begins his book with a sim-
ple truth. “The human genome—the
complete set of human genes—comes
packaged in twenty-three separate pairs
of chromosomes.” We all know that.
Nonetheless, Ridley has made the obvi-
ous seem novel by arranging his book
around chromosomes. The idea came
out of a conversation Ridley had with
David Haig, an evolutionary biologist
who said that chromosome 15 is his fa-
vorite because it has all sorts of “mis-
chievous genes on it.” That set the
author thinking. “I had never thought of
chromosomes as having personalities
before.... But Haig’s chance remark
planted an idea in my head....”

Ridley decided to use each chromo-
some as the starting point for a story
about particularly interesting genes and
what we know (and don’t know) about
them. As a literary construct it works
well. The book is, in its way, a selective
text on human genetics that by and
large avoids sounding like a classroom
lecture. Genome is a treasure trove of
fascinating bits of data, and it begins
logically enough with history and moves
along, chromosome by chromosome.
Chromosome 4 is called Fate, because a
certain gene that inevitably causes dis-
ease resides there. Chromosome 5,
Environment, delves into the relation-
ship between genes and things that turn
them on or off. Chromosome 11 is home
to genes that affect personality; chromo-
some 20 is the starting point for a discus-
sion of prions, scrapie, mad-cow disease
and the politics that go with them.

Early in the century, DNA had, as
Ridley rightly says, “few fans,” despite
prescient speculation by a handful of sci-
entists that genes are made of DNA.
DNA was first isolated in 1869 from the
pus-soaked bandages of wounded sol-
diers in Germany by a Swiss doctor
named Friedrich Miescher. Several years
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In the spring of 1993, a cluster of cases
of acute, unexplained respiratory dis-

tress with high mortality drew public
and scientific attention to the Four
Corners area of the southwestern United
States. An intensive investigation in-
volving several state and local health de-
partments, the Indian Health Service,
and the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) led to the description
of hantavirus pulmonary syndrome
(HPS) and the identification of its etio-
logic agent—a previously unknown han-
tavirus now called sin nombre virus
(SNV)—and its association with a wide-
spread North American rodent, the deer
mouse. We now know that HPS occurs
throughout the United States (indeed,
probably throughout the Americas) and
is caused by a group of hantaviruses car-
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