to give lip service to something one
does not really believe in on the mis-
taken assumption that everyone else
believes in it. Environmentalism is
often the vehicle of this dissipation
nowadays. Suddenly the unthinkable
becomes thinkable, the unsayable say-
able.

There is no doubt the death of the
ssT will cause profound economic dis-
locations, especially in the Seattle area
where Boeing Aircraft Co. was con-
structing the two prototypes. After
spending $864 million on the project,
the Government cut off all further
funds on Tuesday. Some 14,000 work-
ers—7,000 in Seattle—were almost
immediately put out of work, and more
will follow. The Seattle unemployment
problem sharply points up the great
difficulties involved in accomplishing
shifts in national priorities, and Sen.
Edmund Muskie (D-Me.), who voted
against the ssT, quickly introduced a
bill that would authorize $100 million
for research and development in urban
mass transit and aviation safety, much
of the new R&D to be done by the dis-
placed aerospace workers. O

PROSTAGLANDINS

GROWTH HORMONE

Revising the sequence

Rapid research advances

Since the New York Academy of
Sciences’ symposium on prostaglandins
last fall (SN: 10/10/70, p. 306), re-
search on this family of hormone-like
substances has continued at an ac-
celerated pace. Another milestone in
this work was reported last week in
Los Angeles at the annual meeting of
the American Chemical Society. Dr.
Elias J. Corey of Harvard University
announced that the remaining two
(PGE3 and PGF4 alpha) of the six
parent prostaglandins have been syn-
thesized by a simplified process that
will make large-scale commercial
production possible.

With this advance there will be an
accessible supply of the drugs, and re-
search will be able to continue at an
even greater rate. To date prosta-
glandin research has covered a variety
of fields. In the United States prosta-
glandins have been used successfully
to induce more than 450 abortions. In
Sweden, Britain and Uganda 200
women are using prostaglandins (in-
stead of contraceptives) to induce
abortion as soon as they miss a period.
It is also possible that these drugs can
be used to induce labor, treat male
sterility, relieve high blood pressure,
treat peptic ulcers and treat asthma.

Researchers say that the possibilities
are great, but the work is still in the
preliminary stages. The effects of the
drugs must be tested on many more
subjects before they can be considered
safe for general use. a
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For 15 years Dr. C. H. Li has been
studying the chemistry of human
growth hormone (HGH). He was first
to isolate and purify it in 1956, and
in 1966 he reported what was thought
to be the primary amino acid structure
of it. Since then he has worked on
synthesis of the hormone.

Early this year (SN: 1/16/71, p.
41) Dr. Li, director of the University
of California’s hormone research lab-
oratory in San Francisco, and his
associates announced success in the
synthesis of a protein based on his
previously reported primary structure
for HGH. Laboratory tests showed that
the synthetic material possessed both
the growth promoting and lactogenic
properties of HGH.

The scientific world applauded his
work as a monumental accomplish-
ment in the field of polypeptide
chemistry. He had succeeded in con-
structing a complex protein with a
molecular weight of about 21,500,
consisting of 188 amino acid residues.
Prior to this the largest manmade
protein was ribonuclease (124 amino
acids), synthesized in 1969 (SN:
2/1/69, p. 112).

More than an achievement in chem-
istry, Dr. Li had opened up the field
of HGH research by making possible
the production of a biologically active
substance (though only 10 percent as
active as natural HGH) with which re-
searchers could study the various
influences of HGH and gain a broader
understanding of its active portions.

HGH is one of the polypeptides
secreted by the pituitary gland. Other
members of this same group of
hormones are ovine prolactin (op),
secreted by sheep pituitary glands, and
human chorionic somatomammotropin
(Hcs). Physiological and immunolog-
ical criteria suggest that all three
species are structurally related and,
therefore, should possess much the
same amino acid sequences.

Dr. Hugh D. Niall of the endocrine
unit at Massachusetts General Hospital
in Boston, and his colleagues, have
determined much of the amino acid
sequence of Hcs, and, as expected,
there is considerable similarity between
Hcs and op. However, Dr. Niall re-
ports in the March 17 NATURE NEw
BioLoGY that the similarity between
HGH and HCs stops after residue 16.

Dr. Niall noticed, however, that the
group of amino acids starting at 32
in HGH was similar to another group
starting at 17 in Hcs. Feeling that per-
haps Dr. Li had transposed two major
segments of the molecule, Dr. Niall
rearranged the segments and checked
his findings against the structure of
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Dr. Li: Hopes to clarify confusion.

Hcs. Now the expected similarity was
evident. By adding two more amino
acids to the structure, Dr. Niall pro-
duced what he believes to be the true
primary structure for HGH.

If his proposed structure for Hcs is
correct then Dr. Li’s basic structure
for HGH is incorrect, and Dr. Li will
have spent the past 15 years working
on the synthesis of a substance that
is not what he believed it to be.

“In the absence of any direct
evidence, however, this suggestion
must remain tentative,” Dr. Niall’s
report states. But since -submitting his
paper, he says he has found what he
considers to be direct evidence. He
intends to publish these findings
within the next three weeks.

Meanwhile, in California, Dr. Li
has not been wasting his time. He has
determined the full amino acid struc-
ture for Hcs and has accordingly re-
vised his basic structure for HGH. And,
he said this week, not only has he
proposed a revised structure, he has
synthesized another HGH-like substance
based on this revised structure.

Dr. Li says he is aware of Dr.
Niall’'s work and believes that he
knows what Dr. Niall intends to pro-
pose in his forthcoming paper. But,
having already synthesized HGH ac-
cording to his revised primary struc-
ture, and having found it to be more
active than the previous synthesis, Dr.
Li contends his is the correct sequence
and that it will vary slightly from what
Dr. Niall intends to publish.

The fact that an active HGH-like
substance has been synthesized is what
really matters in this controversy, but
a correct structure for the hormone
should be presented in order to develop
the research to its fullest potential.
Dr. Li’s work is in preparation and is
due to be published in five or six
weeks (shortly after Dr. Niall’s). Dr.
Li states that his own findings will be
conclusive enough to straighten out the
existing confusion. O
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