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A Clone Of One’s Own
By Virginia Morell

ast February when Brigitte Boisselier, a French chemist, heard that
I—‘Scottish scientists had produced Dolly, a sheep cloned from an adult
cell, she was one of the few researchers whom the news did not sur-
prise. A member of a fringe religious organization called the Raelian
Movement, Boisselier had expected such a development: the group’s
leader, Rael, had predicted it 23 years before. It seems that Rael, a
former French sports journalist, received the news of the impending
discovery from * extraterrestrials'. They send him such anncuncements
periodically, since he’s half *E. T.? himself. According to a Raelian
fact sheet, his mother was transported aboard a *UFQ?, where she was
inseminated by one of these otherworldly beings. In 1946, Rael was
born “from this union, ” and 27 years later he began receiving messages
from the distant paternal side of his family. Most of these celebrate
science and technology predicting a future when we Earthlings will
“rationally understand our origins” and begin making synthetic people.
Cloning human beings apparently is one of the steps we must take on
this path.
“Rael told us this would happen, ” says Boisselier, “so when we
heard the news, we were not shocked, we were organized. ” Indeed, so

organized that one month later—even as medical ethicists, politicians,
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and pundits debated whether the technique should ever be applied to
humans. The Raelians launched a company called Valiant Venture
Lid., the world’s first human cloning firm. Valiant Venture offers a
service to help parents who want to have a child cloned from one of
them. Boisselier signed on as the firm’s scientific director and is now
busy overseeing experiments that she believes will lead to the first
cloned human in a mere two years.

“We need to do many experiments first with other species to be sure
that it can be done without causing any damage,” says Boisselier.
“And we also need to raise more funds. ” Nevertheless, the company,
now 14 months old, is making “good progress.” It had a list of more
than 100 people who would like to be cloned or to have someone they
love cloned—for a minimum fee of $200, 000. Boisselier claims that
her firm’s research is advancing, although she would not say where the
studies are taking place or who is doing them, making it impossible to
verify her claims. But because the procedure can be performed in a
relatively simple, inexpensive laboratory, as other scientists have not-
ed, there is also no reason to doubt that the Raelians are doing exactly
what they say: taking the first experimental steps to produce a human
clone. Itis important that society knows that this is possible, that it can
he—and will be—done---In a few years, there will be a lot of cloned
people, that it will be done everywhere in the world. This is what
happens with technological advances.

Since Dolly appearance, only one other researcher—Richard Seed,
a Chicago physicist—"has jumped publicly into human cloning’. He

intends to open a shop as soon as he raises the funds. Like Boisselier,
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he has a list of people who want to be cloned, and he also thinks human
cloning can be a reality in a rather short time and with only a few
million dollars for *start-up costs’.

For all their faith in science and their apparently more rigorous ap-
proach to cloning, Boisselier and the Raelans are obviously far outside
the mainstream. Their offer also plays on the fears of parents since they
propose to store the cells of living children. These cells could be used
later to produce a clone of the child *should the child die’. Some re-
searchers think that is exploitation of the worst kind. It plays on every
parent’s fears. They ask: what about a child who’s produced that way?
Will he or she be burdened by the memories of the first child?

Yet because cloning offers a way around certain * reproductive’
problems — primarily by giving an infertile or homosexual couple a
chance to have a *biological child®*—most researchers agree that one
day it’s likely to be an option at many *fertility clinics’. Human
cloning, as horrific as the idea sounds to some, will happen, they say,
perhaps not as soon as Boisselier and Seed estimate but far sooner than
one would have guessed before Dolly *trotted onto the world’s stage'.
It’s no longer in the realm of science fiction. The technological break-
through has already happened, although the details of how to do this
with human cells still need to be worked out.

Those refinements are already taking place. Three cloned calves
were apparently produced via a more sophisticated technique than the
one used to produce Dolly. At human fertility clinics, researchers are
pursuing studies of human eggs that could lay the groundwork for

cloning, although that is not the purported intent. However, these
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types of studies bring human cloning closer to reality.

Making a human clone is not simply a matter of following a recipe.
The journal article announcing Dolly’s birth did not *spell out'' a for-
mula for cloning mammals; in fact, it did not identify the actual cell
that supplied Dolly’s genetic material. Yet even without that key piece
of information, Dolly’s appearance was utterly astounding, since most
biologists believed that it was impossible to produce a cloned mammal
using any adult cell.

Before Dolly, researchers thought that adult cells could not be in-
duced to produce a clone because they are already *differentiated®. As
a fertilized egg develops into an adult, it divides into two, then four,
then eight identical cells. Scon, however, the cells begin to specialize,
becoming bone or skin, nerve or tissue. These differentiated cells all
share the same * DNA"-—the blueprint of the body—but they follow
different parts of the instructions it contains. “In a sense, they’re pro-
grammed, ” says Don Wolf, a senior scientist, and they age, it be-
comes more and more difficult to reprogram them, to make them switch
functions. That’s what the Scottish team did when they produced Dolly:
they took the genetic material from a differentiated adult cell and made
it behave like the genetic material in a newly fertilized egg. Their
success, however, does not mean that it is easy to reprogram a human
adult cell. *If anything', notes Wolf, researchers suspect that every
species is unique in its requirements for setting its cellular clock back
to zero.

Wolf stepped into the cloning spotlight last year, when the primate

center announced that he had produced two monkeys, called Neti and
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