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Appendix 3 
 
The following science-fiction plot is feasible, given a technology that differs from today’s 
only in being a little speeded up. Professor Jim Crickson has been kidnapped by an evil 
foreign power and forced to work in its biological-warfare labs. To save civilization it is 
vitally important that he should communicate some top-secret information to the outside 
world, but all normal channels of communication are denied him. Except one. The DNA 
code consists of sixty-four triplet “codons,” enough for a complete upper- and lower-case 
English alphabet plus ten numerals, a space character and a full stop. Professor Crickson 
takes a virulent influenza off the laboratory shelf and engineers into its genome the 
complete text of his message to the outside world, in perfectly formed English sentences. 
He repeats his message over and over again in the engineered genome, adding an easily 
recognizable “flag” sequence—say, the first ten prime numbers. He then infects himself 
with the virus and sneezes in a room full of people. A wave of flu sweeps the world, and 
medical labs in distant lands set to work to sequence its genome in an attempt to design a 
vaccine. It soon becomes apparent that there is a strange repeated pattern in the genome. 
Alerted by the prime numbers—which cannot have arisen spontaneously—somebody 
tumbles to the idea of deploying code-breaking techniques. From there it would be short 
work to read the full English text of Professor Crickson’s message, sneezed around the 
world.  Richard Dawkins (1995) River Out of Eden: A Darwinian View of Life, pp. 17-
18.  


