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BOOK REVIEW

If you wish to order or require further infor-
mation regarding the titles reviewed here,
please write to or telephone the BMJ
Bookshop, PO Box 295, London WC1H 9JR.
Tel 0171 383 6244. Fax 0171 383 6662.
Books are supplied post free in the UK and
for BFPO addresses. Overseas customers
should add 15% for postage and packing.
Payment can be made by cheque in sterling
drawn on a UK bank or by credit card
(Mastercard, Visa, or American Express)
stating card number, expiry date, and full
name. (The price and availability are occa-
sionally subject to revision by the Publishers.)

Correcting the Blueprint of Life. An
Historical Account of the Discovery of
DNA Repair Mechanisms. Errol C
Friedberg. (Pp 210; $49.00.) Cold Spring
Harbor, NY: Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory
Press. 1997. ISBN 0-87969-507-2.

It is a salutary experience to open the index of
a history book and find oneself cited (albeit
only once, and then only in parenthesis), iffor

no other reason than that it reinforces one's
awareness of the passage of time. The events
related in Errol Friedberg's book took place
within living memory and the author deserves
credit for eliciting for us the accounts of those
who were responsible for them. The discover-
ies themselves are, of course, fascinating.
While the need for living things to have means
of dealing with the chemical and physical
threats to their genomes is old hat to us, and
the ways in which they achieve genomic
stability and fidelity are not conceptually diffi-
cult today, this was not the case in the early
days of DNA repair. It was first necessary to
know the gene's composition, its structure
(established by Dan Brown and Lord Alexan-
der Todd in 1952), and its conformation (as
shown by Watson, Crick, and Wilkins in
.1954). Indeed there is a subtext to the story in
that the giants in the field of molecular genet-
ics (as it came to be known) were in general
little interested in genomic repair and tended
to regard such work as second rate, largely
because it was often done in national labora-
tories established and maintained for the pur-
poses of supporting atomic energy and weap-
ons research. Yet DNA repair has contributed
more than its fair share of major discoveries,
excision repair, mismatch repair, and the SOS
coordinated inducible response being the
most exciting with implications that extend to
modern clinical medicine. Even the classic
work of Avery, McLeod, and McArty in 1944
showing that genes are made of DNA was
antedated by Hollaender and Emmons in
1941, who showed clearly that the wavelength
of ultraviolet light that was most effective in
inducing changes in genes coincided with the
peak of absorption by nucleic acid.

Various controversies are dealt with as fairly
as appears possible. It is understandable that
Friedberg has no wish to disturb the amicable
relations that he has with his colleagues. One
senses, however, that there could be another
even more entertaining history written that
gave more prominence to the paranoias,
suspicions, and personal animosities of the
characters and showed them "warts and all".
While the field up to, say, 1970 is covered

well, after that the coverage is selective. There
is, for example, no more than a paragraph
about the repair of ionising radiation induced
double strand DNA breaks, despite the fact
that the field is of major importance, and the
commonality of mechanism with immuno-
globulin gene rearrangement foreseen since
around 1980 has been spectacularly demon-

strated in the last few years. Although there is
a full and almost complete discussion of the
inducible SOS system (lacking only an
acknowledgement of the contribution of
Peter Emmerson in Newcastle), there is no
account of the discovery of the molecular
mechanism by which mutations are made by
the SOS gene products. Obviously, a second
and updated edition will be needed before
Friedberg himself retires.
One final thought in the reviewer's mind

concerns the conceptual nature of the really
significant advances described in this book.
They were frequently made by bright people
thinking beyond the confines of their field,
often beyond what they were being paid to do,
going out of their way to interact with other
bright people who were needed for mental
cross fertilisation. The advances were more
often than not predictable only with hindsight.
Rarely would they have been the subject of a
successful grant application in today's world.

BRYN BRIDGES

NOTICE

Embryos, Genes, and Birth Defects

The Institute of Child Health and Great
Ormond Street Hospital for Children NHS
Trust will hold a Short Course on "Embryos,
Genes, and Birth Defects" on 5-7 May 1998.
Course organisers: Professor Peter Thoro-
good and Professor Robin Winter. Speakers
will include Steve Brown, Andrew Copp,
Dian Donnai, Patrizia Ferretti, Ieuan
Hughes, Robin Lovell-Badge, Willie Rear-
don, Peter Scambler, Cheryll Tickle,
Veronica Van Heyningen. Themes to be cov-
ered: Research strategies, Mapping syn-
dromes to genes, Use of dysmorphology
databases, molecular genetic approaches,
Transgenic technology, Teratology as an ana-
lytical tool, Developmental mechanisms,
Analysis of birth defects of selected organ
systems. Fee £175. For further information
please contact: Courses and Conferences
Office, Institute of Child Health, 30 Guilford
Street, London WC1N 1EH, UK. Tel: 0171
829 8692, fax:0171 831 0488, e-mail:
Courses@ ich.ucl.ac.uk
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