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N E W  O P T I O N  S E T  F O R  L I F E

N D R E W  F .  R E A D

lJorn in 1962in New Zealand (source of  charming accent) ;  B.Sc'  (Hons) Zoology,  O

Univers i ty  ( l9Sa) ;  Commonweal th  Scholar ,  C)x ford Univers i ty ,  D 'Phi l '  Evo lu t ionary  B i

ogy ( l9tt9); |unior Research Fel low, Christ Church, Oxfcrrd (1988-1992); Arl lunct Profc

in Evolut ionary Ecology, Tromsra University, Norway (1992-1997); BBS(IR Advanced

search Fel lowship, University of Edinburgh (1993-1998); Professor of Natural Hist

University of Ecl inburgh (1998-2007); Professor of Biology ancl E'ntomology, and Ebe

col lege of  Science Dist inguished Senior  Scholar ,  Pennsylvania State Univers i ty  (2007-c

rent) .  I  : r t tempt to explo i t  mr.rdern not ions of  adapt ive evolut ion to at tack biomedical ly

theoret ical ly  chal lenging phenomena l ike pathggen v i ru lence'  infect iousness,  vaccine

cape ancl  drug and insect ic ide resistance .  My research group most ly works on malar ia,

we have also toyecl  wi th worms that  parasi t ise humans, fungi  that  k i l l  insects,  bacter ia t

steri l ise waterf leas and viruses that cause cancer in chickens. - Address: ( lenter for In

t ious Disease I)yn:rmics, Dep:rrtments of Biology and Entomokrgy, 208 Mueller, Penn

vannia State University, University Park PA 16802, USA'

I write this at 35,000 feet over the Atlantic, another trip to create a new life in the

world. I began the year at wiko as Professor of Natural History at Edinburgh Univ

and ended it as Professor of Biology and Entomology at Penn State' Much of my W

year involved creating and then eliminating an option set for a new job' Edinburgh

been good to me, but I was going stale. My wife's optimism that going to Wiko would

things right was oh so wrong. Wiko showed me an intellectual world - in biology

more importantly out of science - that convinced both of us that I needed out of my

l ' l r t 'new path wi l l  surely in t ime turn into a rut  roo,  but  I  hope now to see the s igns ear l ier
' r r r ( l  to retreat  to wiko-wor ld in t ime. When I  arr ived in Ber l in,  the endless gr ind of  ra is ing
I t r ( ) l )cy '  re-wr i t ing student manuscr ipts,  interv iewing,  refereeing,  heal th and safety paper-
tr'"rk, human resources paperwork, animal experimentation paperwork, exam board pa-
l t t ' rwork,  space wars,  interpersonal  problems in the lab,  broken equipment,  mentor ing
' t r r , t ional ly  st ressed career development fe l lows,  departmental  pol i t ics. . .  wel l ,  I  was be-
grrrn ing to b lame bio logical  research and wonder ing about gerr ing our.  Bur by the end of
. t r r  Wiko year,  I  had al l  my graduate student enthusiasm back,  and in spades.  I  now feel
lrrgh voltage flowing through me and, once again, I feel sorry for people who don,t get paid
t , r  th ink about evolut ion and infect ious disease.

I  was proud of  what I  d id not  do in Ber l in.  I  used Wiko to rurn down " invi tat ions, ' :
l5  t t r  ta lk,  25 to referee papers,  and one to jo in an edi tor ia l  board.  I  a lso abandoned a book
l ' r r r  v iv isect ion) and a planned review ( tentat ively cal led "Red eueen or Red Herr ingl , , ) .
\ r r l l ,  l i fe  int ruded. Four ta lks,35 let ters of  reference,3 evaluat ion let ters,  l4 papers refe-
t ' ' t ' t l ,  3 pr ize commit tees,  2 scient i f ic  advisory boards,  3 grant  proposals wr i t ten (one suc-

" ' 's fu l ,  $US l0 mi l l ,  decl ined;  one part - funded ( t l00K);  one re jeced,  now resubmit ted,
,1, ' t  is ion pending).

l i t r t  I  a lso f ind mysel f  surpr is ingly proud of  what I  d id do.  f t  was my mosr product ive
tr ' t r  in  terms of  both quant i ty  and qual i ty  of  papers -a l l  achieved whi le working fewer
l r . t t t 's  than I  have for  years,  and get t ing a new job,  and having a great  t ime wi th my fami ly
' ' '  I  col leagues.  I t  was'  as always,  hugely sat is fy ing to see projects I  had led for  years coming
t"  l r t t i t ion.  But  the qual i ty  of  the science I  achieved surpr ised me most.  The abi l i ty  to con-

"  r r t r - : r te on one th ing for  an extended per iod of  t ime (e.g.a whole morning) makes i t  pos-
' l r l .  to do way bet ter  sc ience.  And a most pecul iar  th ing happened. I  now have several  yet-
r '  l r1 ' -q71i11en papers burning in my head. Much to my surpr ise,  my current  answer to the
' ! l t t ( \ l i ( )n,  "What would you do i f  to ld you have only s ix months to l ivel"  is :  get  those
' l ' r r r t tcd papers f in ished. Previous answers to that  quest ion hau. . r .u. .  involved science.

\ l ,s t ly ,  I  c leared the backlog of  papers that  my research group and col laborators needed
r"  l t r t ish,  but  some magic extra stuf f  came up dur ing that  process (Day et  a l .2007,Riberg

rl J007, Wargo et a\.2007). Time will tell what wider impact those papers make, but
t t t tade a big impact on me: working on great problems with class people in an envi-

r" t t t t t t 'n t  that  empowers th inking.  My biggest  inte l lectual  st ruggles were wi th a book chap-
r '  '  I  t l rought would take a week to wr i te (Read and Mackinnon 2003).  In the end the beast
u" ' ' l '  l ,ur  months to s lay,  and I  can' t  help feel ing i t  was a s l ight ly  ugly s laying rhar might



nrt  \ ' ( ' t  l r r ' , rv t ' r .  lJut  I  resisted the temptat ion to wr i te the book the topic deserves:  sc ient is ts

r l ' r r ' t  r t ' r r t l  l rooks,  and besides,  just  the chapter hurt  a lot .  In i t ,  we asked why vaccines keep

rr ' , , tk i t tg t lcspi te pathogen evolut ion,  whereas ant ib iot ics rout inely fa i l  because of  i t .  I  now

t l r i r rk thrr t  the answer means that  newer generat ions of  vaccines wi l l  fa i l  -  and may in some

(: ls( 's  crcAte superbugs.  Today's vaccine developers are as complacent about evolut ion as

wt ' rc t l rug developers in the years before evolut ion began systemat ical ly  render ing useless

I  l r t '  wo r ld ' s  an t ib io t i cs .

( )ddly, lunch with a photographer changed the way I think about what I do. Tomasz

Kizny made me real ise the annual  on-going,  year- in,  year-out  malar ia body count is  com-

parable to the worst spasms of human brutality, and I began to wonder why we - rightly

- worry so much about genocide and yet - wrongly - seem quite content to let a completely

preventable d isease l ike malar ia rampage. I t  k i l ls  the equivalent  of  a 9/ I I  every day,  a Dres-

den firebombing every two weeks, a Rwanda every year) a Holocaust every few years. Un-

like genocide, malaria will never burn itself out. Do we do so litt le about it because it is

"natural"l Prevention is easy: concrete houses, mesh screens on windows, bed nets, envi-

ronmental modification, primary health care - but these are apparently too expensive for

pol i t ic ians.  So whi le sc ient is ts are making careers t ry ing to f ind pol i t ic ians cheaper solu-

tions, the people go on dying. A "War on Malaria" would be easier and cheaper than the

"War on Terror" - and done properly might go a long way to making a War on Terror

unnecessary.  Malar ia doesn' t  need science,  i t  needs money,  and as the I raq war has shown,

money follows polit ical will.

Wiko's lunches, dinners, colloquia and German lessons left me a kaleidoscope of other

thoughts. I learnt that a painting of a bowl of fruit can be shocking. That evolution and

global climate change really are a threat to Christianity, but the biggest threat to organised

religion is not what science is discovering but good theology. That we are what we give as

gifts. That in South Africa, religion played an unusually negligible role in generating con-

fl ict: the Bible both justif ies and abhors apartheid. That the mathematical precision of Ger-

man grammar is actually beautiful. That the most explosive success of biology is that it has

solved the problem of evil. That a way to figure out why somebody starts something is to

ask why they stop it. That constitutions are a civil ising achievement but getting them right

is not straightforward. That Baghdad is being torn apart because people disagree about

who was the nephew of Mohamed. That the notion of free will could be a social construct

to aid the fight against our deepest urges to steal food and other peoples' partners. That

.ne hour of questions is needed after colloquia because brevity is not a quality mttclt rtt l

r n i red  in  the  human i t i es .

And Ber l in,  oh Ber l in.  I  don' t  much l ike c i t ies -  they've always seemed the cost  t ( t  l ) i l ) '

f i r r  working in univers i t ies -  but  Ber l in is  so specia l .  The sPace'  the people,  the mel t ing ;xr l '

The trees, the concrete, the warer. And history so in your face you question history itscll"

Everywhere you see how regimes across the polit ical spectrum have tried to direct socicty

by using histor ic  s i res to shape percepr ions of  the past .  Br i t ish histor ical  s i tes are stcr i lc

theme parks;  Ber l in 's  cont inue to mould Germany. A r ich,  broke c i ty ,  wi th deep wount ls

healing fast with terrible scar tissue. In less than a day, I saw my first opera (Salome) antl

rny f i rs t  concentrat ion camp (Sachsenhausen),  a juxtaposi t ion of  the best  and worst  of  ( )cr '

rnany so draining that I had to turn away unexpected guests and seek solitude. I went trr

the Gedenkstdt te Ber l in-Hohenschonhausen wi th the k ids and a f r iend,  and then wct t t

back wi th my wi fe and s isrer .  Everyone should v is i t  Hohenschonhausen. on my f i rs t  t r iP,

Tony Blai r  was t ry ing ro exrend the per iod terror is t  susPects could be held wi thout  chargc

fiom one monrh ro rhree. His initiative was kil led off because there was no evidence it

would make a di f ference.  He was t ry ing again on my second t r ip.  There st i l l  is  no evidencc

that  more t ime wi l l  convict  more terror is ts,  but  nonetheless,  the new Br i t ish Pr ime Minis-

ter  is  g iv ing i t  a th i rd shot .  In Hohenschonhausen, the only th ing the Stasi  had was t imc'

It is too early to say what the long-term consequences of my Wiko year will be' I am nol

sure whar I make of the fact that we biologists at Wiko worked so hard writing stuff thlt

none of us will ever have time to read. I also can not help but feel that so much of tht'

research enterprise gets in the way of research, taking away the time to be brave' to be lat-

cral .  I  feel  a growing disquiet  wi th where convent ional  b io logy is  going'  I t  increasingly

, leals wi th jobs,  careers,  readi ly  soluble science,  of ten carr ied out  wi th l i t t le  deep thought '

I t  is  ever more reduct ionist ,  even though there is  l i t t le  evidence that  real  wor ld problenrs

- and indeed interesting problems - can be solved that way' You do not address trafl lc

congestion by figuring out how the car works, least of all at the molecular level. Our ycllr

. t  Wiko had an ourstanding col lect ion of  b io logists,  a l l  at  the top of  their  game'  a l l  avoid ing

rhose traps. Many of us went to a scientif ically excellent meeting in the Austrian Alps :rt

the end of the winrer, and we all felt somehow different from the others there' And wc

were.  The damned humani t ies environmenr at  Wiko had made us happy to d iscuss at t t l

r hink about anything. Biology is fascinating - but I now realise that many biologists are n()t '

' l 'here 
was only one Wiko colloquium I found about as valuable as watching daytime TV'

ln a good year, about a quarter of the biology seminars I go to are like that. I now fear thitt
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I tct l t t t ' t t t 'y wi l l  r isc fbr the rest of my l i fe. And I feel a disquiet ing urge to seek out col loquia
.rs lrrrxrt l-rnint lerl  :rnd wide-ranging as those at Wiko.

l) trr ing the whole year at Wiko, I  got only two e-mails from Wiko staff asking me ro
thr sotttcthing. One asked for the name of the Edinburgh administraror who had fai led to
it tvtt icc Wiko for money owed; the other was the request to write this art icle - as Dieter
orimm said, the only obl igation of the year. Over the years, others in their reports have,
rtrttre eloquently than I can achieve, sung the praises of the staff who create this perfect
Wiko-world (and who are too numerous to name here). Along with our predecessors, my
firmily and I are deeply grateful for the food, the supporr, rhe environment, the laughs and
the enabling, as well as the insights into Wiko, Berlin and German. And ro my fellow Fel-
lows, and their spouses and families: I have never had so much fun and intellectual stim-
ulat ion simultaneously - ever. Thank you. For a year, the world was as i t  should be. And
it won't be the same again.
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