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60-SECOND SCIENCE COLLECTED BY  

August 3, 2009 

Swinging Arms Save Energy 

A study in the Royal Society journal Biological Sciences shows that one reason why 
we swing our arms while walking is probably because it makes ambulation a 
significantly more efficient operation, saving about 12 percent of the energy required to 
walk with the arms immobile. Karen Hopkin reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

People swing their arms when they walk. But did you ever wonder why? Does it help us keep 
our balance? Is it a relic from our evolutionary past? Is it because we look like doofuses if we 
don’t? Now, a report in the Royal Society journal Biological Sciences suggests that we swing 
our arms while walking, in part, because it takes less energy than it would to stop.  
 
Since people don’t walk on all fours, it’s not clear why we pump our arms when we pick up our 
feet. And studies have shown that it does require some muscle to do it—those limbs don’t just 
sway passively like a pendulum. So there must be some benefit.  
 
To find out, scientists studied walking robots and human volunteers, who walked normally or 
with their hands secured to their sides. And they found that for people on-the-go, strolling with 
their arms strapped down took 12 percent more energy than just letting them fly. Swinging the 
arms also offsets the scissoring of the legs, saving even more energy. So next time you go for 
a walk, don’t forget those arms. ‘Cause it don’t mean a thing if it ain’t got that swing. 

—Karen Hopkin 
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August 4, 2009 

Spleen Gives Heart a Leg Up  

A study in the journal Science shows that the spleen has a previously unrecognized 
function, as a large reservoir of infection-fighting monocytes that come into play in 
heart damage. Cynthia Graber reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Poor old spleen, it never got the recognition it deserved. Until now. Scientists had known that 
the spleen is part of our immune systems. But it was considered expendable, an organ we 
could live fine without, if we had to, nothing crucial. Now researchers in Boston say that the 
spleen actually helps mend damaged hearts. The study was published in the July 31st issue 
of the journal Science. 

They’ve shown that the spleen is what they call a critical reservoir of monocytes. Those are 
cells that scientists had previously thought were only found in bone marrow and blood that 
help fight infection. Scientists discovered these spleen-based monocytes by accident. They 
were investigating heart damage and found more monocytes at the site of the damage than 
should have been in the entire circulatory system. Upon investigation, they found the reservoir 
in the spleen. 

After a heart attack, those monocytes surge out of the spleen. When they reach the heart, 
they fight infection and are critically important in helping mend the heart tissue. The 
researchers now want to find out if there are other conditions where spleen-based monocytes 
are critical. Finally, the Rodney Dangerfield of organs gets some respect. 

—Cynthia Graber 
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August 5, 2009 

Century-Old Physics Law Violated  

A study in the journal Nano Letters shows that the well-known rules of heat transfer 
from a nonreflective object, called Planck's blackbody radiation law, break down if the 
object can be brought close enough to another object while still not touching it. Steve 
Mirsky reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

In 1900 legendary physicist Max Planck described the way energy gets dissipated from any 
nonreflective object, called a blackbody. But even Max said if something else is really, really 
close to the object, his law might not hold.  
 
Now physicists from M.I.T. have finally shown that if you can get another object near enough 
to the blackbody, but still not touching it, Planck’s blackbody radiation law really does break 
down. Which is good news for you.  
 
The reseachers had been able to put flat plates a millionth of a meter apart. Which was still 
too far away to see any effect. But with glass beads, they achieved separations of only 10 
billionths of a meter. And the radiation flow was up to a thousand times greater than Planck’s 
law predicts. The study appears in the August issue of the journal Nano Letters.  
 
It’s good news because of potential applications. For example, computer data storage and 
solar energy devices are all less efficient because of heat buildup. If tinier distances can be 
achieved in these real-world devices, such waste could be made to walk the plank. 

—Steve Mirsky 
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August 6, 2009 

Sneaky Orchid Drives Wasps Wild 

A study in the journal Current Biology finds that an orchid mimics the alarm chemical 
signal of bees to attract the bees' predatory wasps, all to get the wasps to pollinate the 
orchids. Adam Hinterthuer reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Orchids are botany's great mimics, all in the service of getting pollinated. Some have evolved 
to resemble female wasps to attract males. Others produce odors that smell like potential 
mates or like more attractive flowers. Now a study published in the journal Current Biology 
adds another form of floral fabrication to this list: an orchid that releases the exact same 
chemical compound that honeybees use to alert their hive mates.  
 
Why? Because the bees are the favorite food of the larvae of Vespa hornets. And when the 
orchid Dendrobium sinense sends out these false alarms, the hornets pounce on the petals, 
thinking they’ll bring a bee dinner home to the kids. Instead they become unwitting pollinators.  
 
Researchers were intrigued by the hornets’ mysterious violent attacks on the orchids. They 
were able to isolate the pheromone the flower uses to drive the hornets wild. The finding might 
find use in agriculture. The Vespa hornet is a big pest for commercial beekeepers. This 
research could help develop environmentally friendly, species-specific traps to control the 
Vespa population, and take the sting out of these problematic pollinators. 

—Adam Hinterthuer 


PTX
文件附件
60-Second Science  8_6_09.mp3



 

60-SECOND SCIENCE COLLECTED BY  

August 7, 2009 

Scratching the Surface of Itch 

A study in the journal Science shows that mice have specific neurons devoted to the 
sensation of itch, rather than pain. Cynthia Graber reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

A friend’s four year old daughter recently complained to me about how badly her mosquito 
bite itched. She was about to burst into tears. The fact that an uncomfortable itchy sensation 
can drive many of us to distraction led many scientists to believe that the nervous system 
deals with itch much as it does pain. Others spent years looking, unsuccessfully, for neurons 
that tell us to scratch rather than that we just hurt. 

Now, according to a study in the August 7th issue of the journal Science, researchers say 
they’ve finally found specific itch neurons in mice. They located them in the mouse spinal cord 
by following up on previous research that showed that some mice respond to itchy stimuli 
more than others. 

When scientists knocked out the itch neurons, the mice no longer had the urge to scratch in 
response to known itchy stimulus. But they could still sense and avoid pain, showing that itch 
and pain are processed independently.The researchers hope that these findings could 
eventually lead to better treatments for chronic itch, by targeting the specific biochemical 
pathways involved. As for the four-year-old? She forgot about her itchy bug bite as soon as 
lunch arrived. 

—Cynthia Graber 
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August 10, 2009 

What's Behind Birthers' Obama Belief  

Research done by Harvard's Mahzarin Banaji and San Diego State's Thierry Devos into 
what's called "implicit social cognition" reveals that white Americans inherently regard 
white Europeans as somehow more "American" than Asian- or African-Americans, 
which may help explain why so many people find it easy to believe that President 
Obama is not really a citizen. Steve Mirsky reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

The so-called birthers can’t accept that President Obama is really a natural-born American 
citizen. Part of what’s behind this seemingly irrational belief may lie in what’s called implicit 
social cognition—the deep-rooted assumptions we all carry around, and may act on without 
realizing it. 

Harvard’s Mahzarin Banaji studies such implicit cognition. Last fall she talked to journalists at 
the annual conference of the Council for the Advancement of Science Writing about research 
into bias against Asian-Americans. “So we thought, what if we picked Asians who are very 
well known to be American. What about Connie Chung? Are they going to be seen as less 
American than, let’s say, Hugh Grant? And so we thought this was a bizarre study to do but 
we did it anyway.” 

Amazingly, white Americans did see a white European like Hugh Grant as being somehow 
more American than the Asian-American Connie Chung. And similar research in 2008 found 
that whites thought of ex-British Prime Minister Tony Blair as somehow more American than 
Obama. So the mental framework to believe that Obama is foreign probably was, to use a 
health care term, a preexisting condition. 

—Steve Mirsky 
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August 11, 2009 

Fungus Could Be Kudzu Killer 

Scientists at the U.S. Department of Agriculture's Agricultural Research Service are 
testing a fungus that could one day be sent into battle against the land-grabbing vine, 
kudzu. Steve Mirsky reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

It’s been called the “vine that ate the south.” Kudzu grows so fast it can completely cover a 
cabin in the woods in a couple of days. The invasive plant takes over another 150,000 acres 
every year. Which costs another $6 million to control.  
 
But plant pathologists with the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Research Service have gotten 
promising results with a fungus that itself rapidly spreads in kudzu. The fungus is called 
Myrothecium verrucaria. In early tests, the fungus killed all kudzu seedlings and at least 90 
percent of older plants. Most important, Myrothecium did little or no damage to the species 
that commonly live in habitats infested with kudzu, such as pine, oak, cedar, pecan, hickory, 
blackberry and, of course, sassafras.  
 
So what’s the catch? The fungus produces chemicals called tricothecenes, which can 
damage the health of humans and animals. But the researchers discovered that if they grew 
the fungus in a fermenter or on a liquid diet, the production of the toxins fell precipitously. If the 
fungus can be safely let loose one day, it could finally give kudzu the heave-ho. 

—Steve Mirsky 
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August 12, 2009 

Cesium Clock Faces Ytterbium Challenge 

National Institute of Standards and Technology researchers are developing atomic 
clocks based on the element ytterbium that could outclass cesium atomic clocks, 
which currently set the standard. Steve Mirsky reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

You’ve given some thought to oxygen, carbon, uranium. But you’ve probably never mused 
about the element ytterbium, symbol Yb. A new study by scientists at the National Institute of 
Standards and Technology, or NIST, says that ytterbium could find a role in super-accurate 
atomic clocks. The report is in the journal Physical Review Letters. 

The gold standard, if you will, for atomic clocks, is the element cesium, symbol Cs. Official 
civilian time is kept by the cesium NIST-F1 fountain clock, accurate to within one second 
every 100 million years. And the international definition of the second is based on exactly how 
many vibrations happen when a cesium atom’s electron changes energy levels. How many? 
9,192,631,770. Exactly. 

Anyway, your watch is fine for getting to work about on time, but if you want your GPS to work 
fine, you need these atomic clocks on Earth and on satellites. And an ytterbium clock has the 
potential to be even more accurate and stable than the cesium chronometer. Wow, I gotta go, 
look at the time. 

—Steve Mirsky 
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August 13, 2009 

Facial Expressions: East Doesn't Meet West 

A study in the journal Current Biology finds that Eastern and Western facial 
expressions related to emotional states may differ enough for possible nonverbal 
miscommunication. Cynthia Graber reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Westerners traveling to Asia may expect some language barriers. Perhaps enthusiastic facial 
expressions will help them be understood. Well, not so fast. According to research published 
August 13th in the journal Current Biology, Easterners and Westerners might not speak the 
same facial language. 

University of Glasgow researchers enlisted 13 Western Caucasians and 13 East Asians. They 
had everyone examine pictures of expressive faces that were labeled according to a 
recognized western system called the Facial Action Coding System. The faces were 
purported to be happy, sad, surprised, fearful, disgusted, angry or neutral, and the 
participants categorized them as such. Turns out the East Asians were less likely to 
categorize the faces by Western standards. 

By tracking the subject’s eye movements, researchers concluded that Westerners look at 
whole faces. But Easterners kept their focus mainly on the eye region. So while Westerners 
may use their whole faces to show that they’re elated, Easterners may express that feeling 
mainly around their eyes. Which means that facial expressions are not a universal language. 
That’s a fact that international travelers are sooner or later forced to face. 

—Cynthia Graber 
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August 14, 2009 

Hot Rocks Were Technology Revolution 

A study in the journal Science suggests that early humans were fire-treating stone 
more than 70,000 years ago to make better stone tools. Cynthia Graber reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Early modern humans didn’t just chip away at stones to create their tools. They treated stone 
with fire in a sophisticated fashion, according to research published August 14th in the journal 
Science.  
 
About 72,000 years ago, our ancestors along coastal South Africa made tools from silcrete, a 
cement-like layer of soil. The silcrete found at archaeological sites was glossy with a fine grain 
and a reddish color. It didn’t match stones in local outcroppings. Researchers from the 
University of Cape Town couldn’t find big enough pieces to learn more, until a couple of years 
ago. Then a colleague from Arizona State University remarked that a piece of silcrete 
reminded him of heat-treated tools in the Southwest.  
 
So the researchers set up a fire pit and buried a silcrete sample at high temperature. The next 
day, the stone looked like ones used by early humans. It flaked easily and provided the basic 
material for complex tools. Until now, heat treatment was thought to have started in Europe 
25,000 years ago. This discovery pushes it back tens of thousands of years into Africa—and 
suggests that the southern African coast may have been the site of a truly Promethean 
revolution. 

—Cynthia Graber 
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August 17, 2009 

Paper Money Tainted with Cocaine 

A study presented at the meeting of the American Chemical Society finds that the vast 
majority of paper money has trace amounts of cocaine. Cynthia Graber reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

You’re not under arrest, despite the fact that you probably have some drugs in your pocket. 
Because there’s a good chance your paper money contains trace amounts of cocaine. 
According to a study presented August 16th at the American Chemical Society’s national 
meeting, up to 90 percent of American paper bills are contaminated with cocaine. In 
Washington, D.C., it’s as high as 95 percent. 

Some bills had as much as 1,200 micrograms of coke, about equal in size to 50 grains of sand. 
But most money had much less. The finding doesn’t mean that all money has directly touched 
cocaine, although some bills were doubtless used to snort the drug. Other bills may have 
picked up coke during drug sales, while most probably just got traces transferred from other 
bills in banks. 

A similar study was conducted two years ago, and at that time about two thirds of American 
paper money had traces of cocaine. Researchers aren’t sure why there’s been a jump, but the 
new data indicate that cocaine is still a problem. And the paper clues may reveal which cities 
have the most users. Because as any good investigative reporter can tell you, always follow 
the money. 

—Cynthia Graber 
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August 18, 2009 

Phone Networks Reveal Relationships 

A study in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences found that 
researchers deduce social networks with great accuracy simply by analyzing mobile 
phone use. Karen Hopkin reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

How do you know if someone’s your friend? Ask your cell. Because your phone knows who 
your friends are. Sometimes even before you do. Or so says a report in the Proceedings of 
the National Academy of Sciences.  
 
Scientists who study social networks have long been hampered by one thing: their subjects 
are not always reliable reporters. They don’t lie about their associations, but their ability to 
recall how much time they spent with Tom, Dick or Cody last month is not always accurate.  
 
So scientists have been searching for a better way to track relationships. Which is where 
mobile phones come in. Researchers handed nearly a hundred subjects souped-up cell 
phones that recorded information about calls, text messages and even how physically close 
callers were to those they contacted. Analyzing calling patterns, the investigators were able to 
infer which contacts were friends with 95 percent accuracy. In some cases, the patterns 
revealed a friendship in the making months before people declared someone a pal.  
 
The data could also predict job satisfaction: people who spend all day on the phone with 
friends, it seems, are generally not stoked about their work. So remember—keep your friends 
close. And your cell phone even closer. 

—Karen Hopkin 
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August 19, 2009 

Bite Back on World Mosquito Day 

August 20th is World Mosquito Day, an effort to remind the public about the continuing 
threat of malaria and other diseases transmitted by mosquitoes. Steve Mirsky reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

About 10 years ago, I followed some researchers waist deep into the waters of the Everglades. 
In the middle of the night. We kept a vigilant eye out for alligators and for venomous snakes. 
But the animals that actually posed the greatest danger were mosquitoes. Which were 
transmitting encephalitis that season. 

I’m telling that story because August 20th is World Mosquito Day. (party horn sound) Actually, 
it’s not a day to celebrate. More like an awareness day. Ronald Ross of the Liverpool School 
of Tropical Medicine originated World Mosquito Day in 1897. He’s the guy who figured out that 
mosquitoes carried the malaria parasite. He got one of the first Nobel Prizes for it in 1902. 

But mosquitoes and the diseases they carry remain huge problems. Malaria alone kills more 
than a million people every year, mostly kids. Anybody can help in the fight by making sure 
there’s no standing water around, where mosquitoes love to breed. For more info, check out 
the American Mosquito Control Association, at www.mosquito.org 

—Steve Mirsky 
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August 20, 2009 

Round and Round We Go 

A study in the journal Current Biology verifies the proposition that people in a 
featureless environment will wind up walking in circles. Karen Hopkin reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Maybe it’s happened to you. You go for a walk in the woods and, after wandering around for a 
few hours trying to find your way back to the car, you realize that you’ve basically been 
walking in circles. Well, you’re not alone. Because scientists have found that, in the absence 
of visible landmarks or cues from the sun, people who are lost can’t walk a straight line.  
 
The “disoriented traveler walking in circles” is faithfully trotted out in many fictional works. So 
scientists decided to put the tale to the test. They plopped six people into a German forest and 
told them to try to walk straight. And they monitored their subjects’ progress by GPS.  
 
When the day was cloudy, the wanderers indeed walked in circles, but not by turning 
consistently in one direction. Instead they veered randomly left and right, repeatedly crossing 
their own paths. But when the subjects could see the sun, they maintained an almost straight 
course. And the same was true when volunteers were dropped into the Sahara Desert during 
the day and at night, results published in the journal Current Biology.  
 
So if you want to walk the straight and narrow, especially after dark, don’t count on your 
conscience to guide you. Get a compass. 

—Karen Hopkin 
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August 21, 2009 

Rice Really Rises to the Occasion  

A study in the journal Nature reports the discovery of rapid-growth genes in rice 
varieties that can withstand flooding by quickly rising above the new water line. 
Engineering other strains to include the "snorkel" genes could help rice yields. Karen 
Hopkin reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

You’ve probably seen pictures of farmers wading ankle deep through waterlogged rice 
paddies. Rice, it seems, is a crop that likes it wet. But if the water gets too deep, the plants 
can actually drown. To help rescue sinking rice, Japanese scientists have discovered a pair of 
genes that allow inundated plants to keep their heads above water.  
 
Most of the high-yield rice varieties grown today can’t cope with being completely submerged. 
But a few strains of rice are actually fine with a good flood. As the water levels rise, so do they: 
their stems can shoot up 10 inches in a single day. But those fast-growing strains produce five 
times less rice than the higher-yield varieties.  
 
To get the best of both worlds, the scientists studied some submersible rice and found two 
genes that are not present in shallow-water varieties. These genes, dubbed Snorkel 1 and 2, 
switch on a program that triggers rapid stem growth, results published in the August 20th 
issue of Nature.  
 
Using genetic engineering to toss those Snorkel genes into rice that can’t hold its breath could 
prove a real lifesaver. Not just to the plants, but to the people who rely on them for food. 

—Karen Hopkin 
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August 24, 2009 

That's No Vestigial Organ, That's My Appendix 

A study in the Journal of Evolutionary Biology finds that many more animals have 
appendixes than was thought, and that the appendix is not merely a remnant of a 
digestive organ called the cecum. All of which means that the appendix might not be so 
useless. Steve Mirsky reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Two years ago, Duke University Medical Center researchers said that the supposedly useless 
appendix is actually where good gut bacteria safely hide out during some unpleasant 
intestinal conditions.  
 
Now the research team has looked at the appendix over evolutionary history. They found that 
animals have had appendixes for about 80 million years. And the organ has evolved 
separately at least twice, once among the weird Australian marsupials and another time in the 
regular old mammal lineage that we belong to.  
 
Darwin thought that only a few animals have an appendix and that the human version was 
what was left of a digestive organ called the cecum. But the new study found that 70 percent 
of rodent and primate groups have species with an appendix. And some living animals have a 
cecum and an appendix. If Darwin had known about species that had both organs, he 
probably would have revised his views of the appendix, the researchers note.  
 
Ironically, it’s natural selection that keeps the human appendix from shrinking away 
completely. Because smaller ones are more likely to become infected. And keep your genes 
out of the pool. 

—Steve Mirsky 
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August 25, 2009 

Disappearing Bees Have Devastated Ribosomes 

A study in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences by May Berenbaum 
and colleagues finds that bee colony collapse disorder seems to be related to bees' 
ribosomes breaking down, which keeps them from making the proteins they need to 
deal with stress and disease. Steve Mirsky reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

A big clue about what’s behind the disappearing honeybees, also known as colony collapse 
disorder, or CCD: May Berenbaum’s team at the University of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign 
found that bees’ ribosomes were torn up. 

“The ribosomes make the proteins that allow bees to respond to pesticides, to respond to 
diseases, to respond to poor nutrition. So the ribosomal fragments that we were finding 
explain a lot of things, explains among other things the observation that CCD seems to be 
caused by everything. And in fact it very well might be that once the ribosomes cease 
functioning properly, then anything can cause bees to go under.” 

A possible cause is multiple viral infections. “So the bee apparently has the capacity to deal 
with one or two of these, but multiple viral infections, basically the whole system breaks 
down.” The finding, in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, doesn’t pinpoint 
a cause or cure for CCD. But “we now have an explanation for what went wrong.” 

—Steve Mirsky 
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August 26, 2009 

Tour Our Oblate Spheroid with The Geek Atlas 

The Geek Atlas describes 128 mostly out-of-the-way tourist destinations for people 
who love science, technology and their history. Cynthia Graber reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Still have some vacation time to burn, but tired of reading bad novels on the beach? Try a 
book written especially for people who’d rather go to the planetarium than to Planet Hollywood. 
It’s called The Geek Atlas: 128 Places Where Science and Technology Come Alive, by John 
Graham-Cumming. Each venue’s writeup explains its relevant science and history.  
 
For example, if you’re in Paris, stop by the Institut Pasteur and visit the museum 
commemorating the life and science of the man whose name is on your milk container.  
 
The U.K. is teeming with sites of scientific interest, including the Eagle Pub in Cambridge 
where Watson and Crick modestly announced that they had found the secret to life. There’s 
the home and museum of physicist James Clerk Maxwell in Edinburgh. And there’s the British 
Airways Flight Training center, where visitors can operate the same training simulators that 
pilots use.  
 
Here in the States, you can really get your geek on at the Computer History Museum in 
Mountain View, Calif. Or get your bearings in Gaithersburg, Md., at the International Latitude 
Observatory. Walk proudly in these hallowed and historic places. Because the geek shall 
inherit the Earth. 

—Cynthia Graber 
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August 27, 2009 

New Exoplanet Shouldn't Exist 

A report in the journal Nature cites the discovery of a new planet, WASP-18b, which 
challenges assumptions about tidal interactions--it's too close and orbiting too fast not 
to have collided with its star, according to current knowledge. Cynthia Graber reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

A planet has been discovered about 325 light-years away. But what’s really interesting is that 
it shouldn’t exist. The planet is called WASP-18b, because it was observed by a project called 
WASP, the Wide Area Search for Planets. It has 10 times the mass of Jupiter, and orbits its 
star in less than one earth day. Because it’s crazy close to its star, only 1.4 million miles. 
We’re 93 million miles from the sun. 

Tidal interactions should have stretched the star and slowed the planet to the point where they 
smashed into each other a long time ago. The research is in the August 27th issue of the 
journal Nature. [Scientific American is part of the Nature Publishing Group.] 

WASP-18b is part of a class of planets called “hot Jupiters,” which are thought to have formed 
a great distance from their home stars and then migrated inward. 

Researchers say this particular planet has been around for about a billion years. We may 
have caught it in its death throes. Or, there are unknown factors keeping the star and planet 
from colliding. So astrophysicists intend to keep a close eye on WASP-18b, to either catch the 
orbit decaying or figure out why it isn’t. 

—Cynthia Graber 
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August 28, 2009 

Fido's Fur Fated by 3 Genes 

A study in the journal Science finds that just three genes control the wide variety of fur 
types found on all different breeds of dogs. Karen Hopkin reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

You can’t judge a book by its cover. But you can judge a dog by its coat. You can even read 
right through to its genes. Because a study in the August 27th online issue of Science shows 
that just three key genes govern the length and texture of dog fur.  
 
Domestic dogs come in a stunning variety of shapes and sizes, and different breeds wear 
different coats. They can have short hair or long hair, or fur that’s straight, wavy, curly, wiry or 
smooth. To find the genes responsible for this furry rainbow, scientists scanned the DNA of a 
thousand individual dogs from 80 different breeds. And they found that every coat’s 
appearance boils down to three simple traits: length, curl and texture. And that each of these 
traits is controlled by just one gene.  
 
So, a long-haired Golden retriever has one variant of a gene called FGF5, whereas a 
short-haired lab has another. By mixing and matching variants of these three genes, you get 
everything from a curly-haired poodle to a wire-haired Scottie with bushy eyebrows and a 
droopy moustache.  
 
Which is probably more than you’ll ever need to know about the hair of the dog that bit you. 

—Karen Hopkin 
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