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Chimp Handedness

Researchers say they have pro-
duced the first good evidence
that genes play a significant role
in chimp handedness, just as they
are believed to in humans. They
also say that—as in humans—
left-handedness often goes with
developmental anomalies.
William D. Hopkins and col-

leagues at the Yerkes Regjonal Pri-
mate Research Center in Atlanta
determined handedness by
watching chimps scoop peanut
butter out of a tube. They then
measured similarity in hand pref-
erences between mothers and
offspring in 134 family pairs.

The researchers report in the
4 July issue of Psychological Sci-
ence that birth order had a major
effect on handedness in this

Digging for peanut butter.

group, as well as in 155 pairs
of maternal half-siblings
(sibs who share the same
mother). They classified first-
born chimps or those born
sixth or later as being at high
risk for "developmental
instability"—a term for vari-
ous prenatal perturbations
such as hormonal irregulari-
ties. They found that just
46% of chimps in high-risk
birth positions shared right-
handedness with their
mothers; the proportion was
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86% for low-risk offspring.

It appears, says Hopkins, that
“right-handedness is the ‘norm,””
and that “at least some left- -
handedness may be due to
pathological events” around or
before birth. Understanding
chimp handedness "may provide
insights into ... allegedly unique
human psychological functions,”
the researchers write.

But at least one researcher,
Greg Westergaard, who runs a
monkey colony at LABS of Vir-
ginia in Yemassee, South Caro-
lina, believes the findings raise
the opposite question: “Given
the relatively recent split be-
tween humans and apes, why
are humans so much different?”
he asks. Only10% of humans are
left-handed, compared to one-
third of Yerkes chimps and even
more of those in the wild—
which suggests that there is
very little brain hemispheric
specialization in chimpanzees.

Genes Come to the Fore in New Cancer Analysis

Last summer, scientists in Sweden and Finland got a lot of publicity when they published a paper,
based on data from mammoth Scandinavian twin studies, concluding that inherited factors make a
“minor contribution” to most cancers. But they were using the wrong methodology, says genetic epi-
demiologist Neil Risch of Stanford University. Risch has done an analysis that comes to the opposite
conclusion: Genes play a strong role in who gets cancer.
Risch looked at the same data as in the earlier study, headed by Paul Lichtenstein of Sweden'’s Karolinska
Institute. In the model Lichtenstein used to extract estimates of the relative contributions of genes and envi-
ronment to cancer liability, environment nearly always won out. But Risch says that was the wrong model—
one problem with it is that there aren’t enough people with rare cancers to produce meaningful calculations.
Risch instead looked at people in twin and family studies who had developed cancer and then estimated the
likelihood that a first-degree family member would develop the same cancer. He found that in “the great
majority of cancers,” a family member was about twice as likely as the average person to develop the can-
cer. If anything—contrary to Lichtenstein’s conclusions—the genetic risk was higher for rarer cancers, Risch
reports in the July issue of Cancer Epidemiology Biomarkers & Prevention. Prostate, colorectal, and breast
cancers are usually seen as having the strongest genetic components. But the top three on Risch'’s list are

Scientists have discovered anoth-
er presumed-extinct organism: a
flowering tree, Trochetia parvi-
flora, not seen in the wild since
1863, clinging to a rocky slope in
Mauritius. "We could not believe
we had found the species; it
seemed too good to be true,”
says Vincent Florens of the Mau-
ritius Herbarium. A search since
the April sighting has turned up
73 additional specimens.

Reappearing

thyroid and testicular cancers and
multiple myeloma.

The exercise means that “we
should be looking for susceptibil-
ity genes for all cancers,” says
Risch. Lichtenstein was on vaca-
tion and unavailable for com-
ment. But cancer epidemiologist
Sholom Wacholder of the Nation-
al Cancer Institute in Bethesda,
Maryland, says Risch'’s work is “a
reminder of the need to be cau-
tious about interpreting studies
that attempt to distinguish ge-
netic and environmental factors.”
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Lincoln's Blues

Abraham Lincoln as
solemn national
leader is a far
cry from the
Lincoln of
earlier years

—when he

was prone to

mood swings,

rage outbursts,
insomnia, and
forgetfulness. Re-
searchers now think
Lincoln for years was poisoned
by mercury-laden pills he took

Norbert Hirschhorn, a re-

historian in New York City, says
his interest was piqued in 1993
when he read that Lincoln “ate
blue mass.” Blue mass was a
common drug prescribed for
"hypochondriasis.” It contained
mercury, believed to benefit
the liver by countering the
buildup of "black bile.”
Hirschhorn says Lincoln may
have started taking the pills in
1841, at the age of 32, when
he became deeply depressed
after his broken engagement
with Mary Todd.

To see just how toxic blue
mass was, Hirschhorn and col-
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port in the summer issue of

probably ingesting about 9000
times the safe level of mercury.
Lincoln stopped taking the
pills early in his presidency, ob-
serving that they “made him

of history, says Hirschhorn.
Says Lincoln historian Robert
Johannsen of the University of

evaluation of Lincoln’s achieve-
ments ... is mind-boggling.”

PTG = ok TN

www.sciencemag.org SCIENCE VOL 293 27 JULY 2001

601



