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was such a thing as a genome genie,” she says, “Rbipice-

phalus would definirely be on my wish-list.”

It was Francis S Collins, the leader of the first publicly
funded human sequencing project, who talked about
“human snobbery” and genome size. “Early on,” Hill
explains, “people assumed that bigeger, more complicated
organisms would have more genes and more DNA. The
first multi-cellular organism sequenced, a roundworm, had a
tiny genome, so that seemed to bear out the theory; but
it turned out to have about 18,000 genes. Then we started
seeing that in insects. Fruit flies and mosquitoes have
around 15,000 genes each; humans have only 30,000. Now
scientists are getting better ar not making those assump-
tions, and we're starring to understand that there’s much
more to genomes than just genes.”

Back on the evolutionary tree, there’s evidence that hard
ticks — the ticks of most concern in terms of public health
and veterinary issues — evolved in the piece of Gondwana-
land that became Australia. “We think this because of the
funny lineage of the main Australian tick, Ixodes bolocyclus,”
says Hill. “It’s a wacky little thing, and nasty too. It injects
toxins during its blood-feeding which can cause paralysis or
kill small animals. Sequencing Ixodes holocyclus to compare
to the American tick would be great, because the more
genomes you can align in a group, the more you can under-
stand about how new species form and evolve.”

In the meantime, all that information about Ivodes
smp:darij will go out into the world so that, as Hill puts
it, “the community can ask their favourite questions: Does
ticks’ saliva have any possible vaccine candidates? What
genes are involved in their resistance to insecticides? Like
female mosquitocs, female ticks need to feed on blood to
reproduce and this can quadruple their body size. How do
they get rid of the water and ions and only use what they
need?”

That’s the thing about science: any answer only gener-
ates more questions. “People think that if we sequence an

organism’s genome, we can unravel its mysteries,” says
Hill. “They don’t understand that it’s really only the begin-
ning. There are no easy answers; only very slow unravelling
and very small steps. In the end, this project has the same
importance as all genome projects: it gives us a much better
understanding of biology.” An assembly of the genome will
be publicly released in a month, although a second, improved
version could take several years to appear.

Hill’s eyes light up when discussing the tiny animals.
“You know,” she says, “ticks are really cool. They don’t
have antennae like mosquitocs; their smell receptors are on
their feet. So they crawl up blades of grass and move their
legs around like they're doing a Mexican wave at the cricket.
They're trying to smell ammonia and CO2, trying to
detect interruptions to heat or light, which would tell them
a host is nearby.”

And her personal favourite? Catherine Hill looks out
across the clear, calm water of the Aegean Sea. “Well” she
says at last, “they’re all kind of cute ... T like them all; but
I like my mosquitoes too. I wouldn’t want to favour one
over the others.” M
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Early one autumn morning this vear a newborn baby was
found outside Dandenong Hospital, in outer Melbourne.
A month later and a state away, a Sydney pastor found
a nmewborn on a church doorstep. In both cases the baby
was hours old and suffering from hypothermia, shivering
in its makeshift cardboard crib. Nurses fussed; members
of the media fell over themselves; the prime minister
tutted. Hospital staff christened the two Baby Catherine
and Baby Joan, but the generic term for abandoned child-
ren is that fairytale word ‘foundling’. In the past there
were group homes and asylums for foundlings, but
where do they find homes now, when the media hoopla
subsides?

It’s five in the morning in the land of cream-brick
fortresses, Sydney’s urban mortgage belt that politicians
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