
CYSTIC FIBROSIS is ?he 
most common of ltiw serious’ 
genetic diseases to afflict 
the children of America 
Among Caucasians, abcut 
one in 25 persons is a siicnl 
carrier of the gene for the 
disease. Potential mates al-c 
rarely aware of their geneiic 
potential. 

Hence, by the operation oE 
simple, laws of prohabilit::, 
about one in 625 (2.5 tim-s 
25) ,marriages stand in risk 
of having the disease in 
their children. For Shosc 
marriages, the odds that a 
given child will be a:fectcd 
.1&e one in four. Ilallf their 
children will aaain be unaf- 

fected carriers;-the remain- 
ing fourth will be neither af- 
fected aar potential trsns- 
mitters of the lethal gene. 

.4LTHOUGH cysti,c f ibro- 
sis is now recognized as a 
severe pediatric problem, it 
was no1 even identified as a 

c-&s+* disease until 1938. 
This can be put down to the 
fact that most of ‘its victims 
died in their first year of 
life from secondary cbmgli- 
cations-lung infections, 
diarrhea and fa,ilure to 
thrive. 

Even then, it was long re- 
garded as a diepast of the 
pancreas, but the lesions 
found in this organ are now . 
unde,rstood to be secondary 
to biochemical changes in- 
vo!vinu sew tory glands 
throu&out the body. Thus, 
the difficulties in brez.:hing 
,are correlated with obitruc- 
tions that develop in the 
snxall air passa,les lending to 
the lung and probably v:ith 
than_zcs in the biochemistry 
of a mucous substances in 
the sccr?tior..j. 

OSE OF THE most trou- 
blesome obsisclcs has been 
the difficulty in identifyi:? 
the silent carriers of the dis- 
ease, the 4 per cent of the 
popul,ation who carry one 
normal, one abnormal form 
of the corresponding gene. 
In a communication to the 
British medical publica.tion 
Laneet, Drs. B. S. Danes and 
.i. G. Bcarn of Cornell Uxi- 
versity Xedica! College in 
New York have now re- 
ported a solution to this 
problem by a microscopic 
stud) of skin fibroblast 

cells. 
Minutes fragments of skin 

were first placed into ccl1 
cu!ture in the laboratory 
and then submitted to spe- 
cial staining techniques. In 
contrast to normal contrcxls, 
cells from patients xith cys- 
tic fibrosis and from their 
‘parents invariably gave posi- 
tive slsining reactions. 

Besides givin:: the first re- 
lia’oie method of identifying 
carriers, this v;ork also rcin- 
forms the concept that the 
abnormal gene irrfluenc:es 
celis throwhout the bodv to 
give the special staining re- 
action. TiiCse c?lls can now 
be studied directly in the 
kbcratory, for a direct at- 
tack on the ftindcmental 
biochemical lesion. 

THE RECOGSIKOK of 
the carriers has a certain 
value in TYarnin_S (or reas- 
suring) potenti parents 
about their propsects of 
transmitticg Tilt? disease . . 
This information c::ultl be 
used in tsr;o \r ays. dcgendlng 
03 conten!pora;‘4’ social 
judgments about ratiuna! 
forethought in f?.mt;y glan- 

ning. A couple :vho arc hoth 
caxie;s might decide not to 
‘ha-<e children when faced 
with a one-in-fox risk of 
catasiro0he. 
thev ii$t 

rlltexatively, 
decide to at- 

tempt ts hxe a normal 
child, with the help of pre- 
natal diagnosis of the dis- 
ease and a therapeutic abor- 
tion shou!d they lose the 
gamble. 

Another sideline of cx- 
traordinary interest is how a 
genetic disease is main- 
tained in the population 
when the abnormal genes 
should be‘ estinguisixd by 
the early death of the af- 
fected childxn. T,he most 
plausible explanation is that 
‘the carriers have had some 
biological aclvantage, an 
issue that can now be prc- 
cise!y studied for the first 

time. 
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