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New Roles for AZT? 

While newspaper headlines last 
week were touting AZT's role in 
preventing transmission of the 
AIDS virus to fetuses, less publi- 
cized scientific reports were hint- 
ing at other roles for the drug: 
attacking diseases such as a type 
of leukemia and psoriasis. 

Both diseases involve an ab- 
normal proliferation of cells, 
which AZT may help curtail. In a 
study published in the 29 June 
New England Journal of Medicine, 
Parkash Gill and Alexandra 
Levine of the University of 
Southern California reDort that 
they and their co-workers tested 
a combination of AZT and inter- 
feron-a in 19 patients who had a 
highly lethal form of adult T cell 
leukemia-lymphoma, caused by 
human T cell lymphotropic virus 

type I (HTLV-I). Four were also 
infected with HIV. The research- 
ers report, however, that 11 pa- 
tients had "major responses" to 
the treatment, including five 
complete remissions. 

The trial did not have a con- 
trol group; nonetheless, Gill, an 
oncologist, says, "This combina- 
tion clearly gives responses that 
are durable at least in some per- 
cent of the cases." The investiga- 
tors theorize that the rapidly 
growing cancer cells are, in ef- 
fect, targeted because they soak 
up the most AZT. 

"If the data's correct, it's a sub- 
stantial advance," says Robert Gal- 
lo, whose lab at the National Can- 
cer Institute discovered HTLV-I. 
A smaller study with similar find- 
ings is reported in the same issue 

by a group led by Olivier Her- 
mine of Paris's Hbpital Necker. 

On the psoriasis front, derma- 
tologist Madeleine Duvic of the 
University of Texas, Houston, 
Medical School and her col- 
leagues reported in the June Jour- 
nal of the American Academy of 
Dermatology that AZT cleared up 
most of the psoriasis in four of 12 
chronic sufferers. Duvic, who 
cautions that this was a prelimi- 
nary study, speculates that AZT, 
which disables a key enzyme that 
HIV needs to copy itself, may 
slow skin cell proliferation. Der- 
matologist Gerald Weinstein of 
the University of California, 
Iwine, calls the study "very inter- 
esting," but says better psoriasis 
treatments already exist. 

Both groups hope to test these 
novel AZT approaches in larger, 
controlled trials. 

Periodic Confusion 
Like squabbling parents, rival 
organizations of chemists con- 
tinue to battle over names for 
six recent additions to their 
family of elements. Last month 
the American Chemical Soci- 
ety (ACS) decided to defy the 
international element-naming 
body, the International Union of 
Pure and Applied Chemistry 
(IUPAC) and move ahead with 

the christening. 
Their list: rutherfordium (Rf) 

for element 104, hahnium (Ha) 
for 105, seaborgium (Sg) for 106, 
nielsbohrium (Ns) for 107, has- 
sium (Hs) for 108, and meit- 
nerium (Mt) for 109. The names 
for all but element 109 are at odds 
with proposals by IUPAC, which 
also wants to switch rutherfor- 
dium to 106 and hahnium to 108. 
Following protests from chemists 

around the world, IUPAC post- 
poned final ratification until 1997. 

Faced with the name vacuum, 
the chemists "had to make some 
sort of decision for our own pur- 
poses," says Michael Bowen of 
the ACS. If the parties fail to 
reach eventual agreement, of 
course, chemists could follow the 
lead of many of today's parents 
and give the elements hyphen- 
ated names. 
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Bomb Theory 
Exploded 

Conspiracy theorists have been 
having a field day in the after- 
math of the 19 April bombing of 
the Oklahoma City federal build- 
ing that killed 168 people. Seis- 
mographic readings, they claim, 
prove that more than one bomb 
was involved. 

An instrument located 25 kilo- 
meters away in the city of 
Norman recorded three traces of 
seismic waves racing away from 
the bomb site, spaced about 10 
seconds apart. That means there 
were two or more bombs, say con- 
spiracy fans who contend the 
truck bomb could have been iust 
a cover for others set off by the 
federal government to embarrass 
the militia movement. 

But four U.S. Geological Sur- 
vey seismologists have investi- 
gated these claims and say the 
conspiracy-mongers' theory just 
won't fly. "We can clearly state 
that there were not two blasts 
tens of seconds apart," says Tho- 
mas Holzer of the Menlo Park, 
California, office. The scientists 
figured this out by monitoring an- 
other explosion-the final demo- 
lition of the building-with four 
seismographs. After explosives 
brought the hulk down, two 
prominent wave traces, about 10 
seconds apart, appeared in Nor- 
man. Holzer says they represent 
two sets of waves that separated 
as they traveled. "The principles 
are pretty straightforward. What 
we're looking at is what goes on 
in earthquakes-different seis- 
mic waves moving at different 
speeds" in different parts of the 
crust, he says. The third trace 
back in April was probably the 
bomb blast, says Holzer. The 
demolition only produced two 
traces because its blast was too 
small to be detected. 

Raymon Brown of the Okla- 
homa Geological Survey in 
Norman says he and his col- 
leagues want to look more closely 
at the seismograms before mak- 
ing a final judgment. But it looks 
as though die-hard conspira- 
torialists will have to find them- 
selves another theory. 
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