
Fora mystery story as fascinating as any by 
Agatha Christie, read the News and Com­
ment section of Science, Nov. 5, 1993, pp 
832-51. Extended coverage about the 
hantavirus outbreak in the southwestern U.S. 
includes several"side-bar" stories about deer 
mice and pinon nuts, "virology without a 
virus," a "rogues' gallery of hantaviruses," 
andhowthewhole lethal mystery was unrav­
eled through a combination of luck, seren­
dipity, alert scientists, and the polymerase 
chain reaction (PCR)-whichamplifies viral 
genes from victims' tissue. 

Researchers are still furiously in pursuit of 
a successful culturing of the banta virus that 
caused the death of at least 26 people in the 
U.S. in 1993. Theyhaveitsgenes,theyknow 
where it hides, and they are desperately work­
ing to discover its modus operandi. One 
virologist and longtime hantavirus hunter in 
the National Institutes of Health lab is con­
vinced that the hantaviruses are endemic in 
the U.S. and may have been causing disease 
for some time now. Even in the absence of a 
cultured virus, the PCR method has firmly 
established the identity of this virus, and deer 
mice appear to be the major carriers. 

* * * 


