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Sometime next year, if all goes to plan, a
gay male couple in California will have a

child. The child in question will have been
conceived by in vitro fertilisation. In this
case a group of eggs from a female donor
are now being fertilised by sperm from
both fathers (half from one, half from the
other). Of the resulting embryos, the cou-
ple will choose one to be implanted in a
surrogate mother. An uplifting tale of the
times, then, but hardly a newsworthy
event. Except that it is. 

Where the story becomes newsworthy
is around the word “choose”. For the par-
ents, in conjunction with a firm called Ge-
nomic Prediction, will pick the lucky em-
bryo based on a genetically estimated risk
of disease. Such pre-implantation testing
is already used in some places, in cases
where there is a chance of parents passing
on a condition, such as Tay-Sachs disease,
that is caused by a single faulty gene. Geno-
mic Prediction is, however, offering some-
thing more wide-ranging. It is screening
embryos for almost 1m single-nucleotide
polymorphisms (snps). These are places

where individual genomes routinely differ
from one another at the level of an individ-
ual genetic letter. Individual snp differ-
ences between people rarely have much ef-
fect. But add them up and they can raise or
lower by quite a lot the likelihood of some-
one suffering a particular disease. Generate
several embryos and snp-test them, then,
and you can pick out those that you think
will grow up to be the healthiest.

Great expectations
Much fuss was made last year about a re-
searcher in China, He Jiankui, who edited
the genomes of two human embryos in or-
der to try, he claimed, to make them im-
mune to infection by hiv, the virus that
causes aids. What Genomic Prediction
proposes is different. No editing is in-
volved. There is thus no risk of harming a
child by putting it through a risky experi-
mental procedure. Whether Genomic Pre-
diction’s particular technique will actually
deliver super-healthy children remains to
be seen. The principle seems plausible,
though. History may therefore look back

on this moment as the true beginning of
“designer” babies. And the tool that has
made that possible is called gwas.

gwas stands for genome-wide associa-
tion study. It is the endpoint of a historical
process that began in the mid-19th century
with Gregor Mendel, a Moravian abbot and
amateur botanist. Mendel worked out the
first set of rules of heredity. This led to the
idea of a gene. And that, when allied with
the discovery that the material of heredity
is a chemical called dna, which encodes
genetic information in the order of its com-
ponent units, known as nucleotides, led to
the idea of a gene being a particular piece of
dna that carries in its nucleotides the blue-
print of a particular protein. This protein
goes on to contribute, in combination with
environmental effects such as nutrition, to
a particular bodily or behavioural charac-
teristic, known as a phenotypic trait. 

Since the 1950s, researchers have tried
to quantify the relative contributions of
genes and the environment to such traits.
Mostly, this is in the context of disease. But
behavioural characteristics, personality
and cognitive ability have also been mat-
ters of interest. gwas expands this process
by looking not just at the effects of individ-
ual genes, but across the whole genome—
for protein-coding genes make up only
about 2% of a person’s dna.

Comparisons, over several generations
of a family, of the prevalence of a particular
trait yield estimates of its heritability—a
measure of how well individual genetic 
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differences account for variations in that
trait in a given population. A heritability of
100% indicates that any differences in a
trait between individuals in that popula-
tion are accounted for solely by genetic fac-
tors, while 0% suggests the environment
alone is responsible. The phrase “given
population” is important. Some popula-
tions may be exposed to relevant environ-
mental variables unknown to others. Con-
versely, genetic factors present in one
group (better response to oxygen scarcity
in those evolved to live at high altitude, for
example) may be absent in another.

An analysis published in 2015 of more
than 2,700 studies of heritability shows
that its average value, for all traits looked
into in those studies, is about 50%. That in-
cludes physical traits like susceptibility to
heart disease (44%) and eye disorders
(71%), and mental ones, including “higher-
level” cognitive functions (47%) such as
problem-solving and abstract thought.

Other, less obvious traits are heritable,
too. The amount of time a child spends
watching television was assumed for many
years to have a heritability close to zero. In
1990, however, a study led by Robert Plo-
min, now at King’s College, London, com-
pared the habits of adopted children with
those of their birth mothers. It found tele-
vision-watching has a heritability of about
45%. Similar surprisingly heritable traits
include a child’s tendency to be bullied at
school (more than 70%) or to be accident-
prone (51%). Even someone’s likelihood of
being religious (30-40%) or of getting di-
vorced (13%) is heritable.

In 1989 James Watson, the first head of
the Human Genome Project, summarised
the mood of many by declaring that “We
used to think our fate was in our stars. Now
we know, in large measure, our fate is in
our genes.” There was hope then that the
genome project would locate those genes.
No one was naive enough to think that
there existed, say, such a thing as a gene for
television-watching. But it was reasonable
to believe that there might be a handful of
genes which combined to encourage tele-
vision-watching indirectly. More impor-
tant, there was an expectation that the her-
itable causes of things like heart disease
might be pinned down to such genetic
handfuls. These might then be investigat-
ed as drug targets. To everyone’s frustra-
tion, though, few such genes revealed
themselves. And in most cases the contri-
butions they made to a condition’s herita-
bility were small. Where, then, was the
missing heritability?

Hiding in plain sight
With hindsight, the answer was obvious.
The number of variants that play a role in
disease risk is far higher than Mendel-
blinded researchers had imagined. Though
human beings are genetically more than

99.9% alike, they have 6bn genetic letters
in their genomes. This is where the snps
are hidden, for a diversity of less than 0.1%
still leaves room for millions of them. And
when snps’ contributions are combined,
their effects can be significant. For height,
for example, the number of relevant snps is
reckoned to be about 100,000—each add-
ing or subtracting, on average, 0.14mm to
or from a person’s adult stature. Further-
more, most of these snps are in parts of the
genome that do not encode proteins at all.
Rather, they regulate the activities of other
genes and often have no obvious connec-
tion to the trait in question. 

To be fair, it was mainly human geneti-
cists who were captivated by the simple
Mendelian model of single genes with big
effects. According to Peter Visscher of the
University of Queensland, Australia, many
plant and animal scientists knew of traits’
genetic complexity long before the Human
Genome Project started. But they were
more interested in breeding better crops or
livestock than in understanding the biolo-
gy behind such complexity. 

Dr Visscher was one of the first to realise
that human studies would need to recruit
more participants and screen for many
thousands more snps if they were to cap-
ture in full the genetic components of most
traits. In 2007 he and his colleagues used
models to show that for a condition with a
prevalence of 10% in the general popula-
tion, approximately 10,000 volunteers are
required to identify the snps marking the
5% of those at highest risk of developing
that condition. Earlier studies, often with
just a few hundred participants, had sim-
ply not been powerful enough to see what
was going on. And thus was gwas born.

Ideally, a gwas would obtain a full se-
quence of the genome of every participat-
ing individual. However, even though the
cost of such sequences has fallen dramati-
cally since the completion of the genome
project, to about $1,000 a shot, this would
still be prohibitively expensive. Instead,
researchers use devices called snp arrays.
These detect hundreds of thousands of the

most common snps for a price of $50 or so.
A combination of snp arrays, larger

samples of volunteers and better comput-
ing methods means it is now possible to
find millions of variants that contribute to
a trait. An individual’s score from these
variants, known as his polygenic score, can
then be calculated by adding up their con-
tributions to give, for example, his risk of
developing a particular disease in later life.

We have the technology
Another advance has been a change in the
way volunteers are recruited. Institutions
called biobanks have come into existence.
These hold both tissue samples from, and a
range of medical and other data about,
large numbers of people who have agreed
to make those data available to researchers
who meet the criteria employed by the
bank in question. 

Among the largest of these repositories
is the uk Biobank, in Britain. This has
500,000 depositors. One study that drew
on it, published in 2018 by Sekar Kathiresan
of the Massachusetts General Hospital in
Boston and his colleagues, worked out
polygenic risk scores for five diseases, in-
cluding coronary heart disease and type 2
diabetes. By totting up scores from over 6m
genetic variants, they were able to eluci-
date snp patterns that identify those who
are at a threefold higher risk or worse than
the general British population of develop-
ing one of these diseases. For heart disease,
8% of the population are at such risk. For
type 2 diabetes, 3.5%.

Nasim Mavaddat of the University of
Cambridge and her colleagues have simi-
larly calculated polygenic risk scores for
breast cancer. These showed that a British
woman’s average ten-year risk of develop-
ing breast cancer at the age of 47 (the earli-
est that England’s National Health Service
begins screening for the disease) is 2.6%.
The study also found that the 19% of wom-
en who had the highest risk scores reached
this level of risk by the age of 40. Converse-
ly, the 10% at lowest risk did not cross the
threshold until they were 80.

Using these and similar studies, it is
possible to draw up lifetime risk profiles
for various medical conditions. A British
firm called Genomics has done that for 16
diseases (see chart for examples). This will
help screening programmes to triage who
they screen, by offering their services earli-
er to those at high risk of developing a con-
dition early in their lives. It will also permit
the dispensing of risk-appropriate advice
about diet and exercise to those who need it
most, and the early offering to those who
might benefit from them of things like sta-
tins and antihypertensive drugs. In light of
all this England’s National Health Service
announced in July that 5m healthy Britons
would be offered free gene tests.

A third study that drew on the uk Bio-
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2 bank is rather different. It was published in
October and demonstrated the power of
gwas to reach beyond non-medical mat-
ters. It examined patterns of internal mi-
gration in Britain, and showed that there
has been an outward migration from for-
mer coalmining areas of people with snp
patterns associated with high educational
attainment—precisely the sorts of individ-
uals economically deprived places can
least afford to lose.

Educational attainment also demon-
strates how heritability varies with envi-
ronment. In Norway, for example, herita-
bility of educational attainment increased
after the second world war as access to edu-
cation widened. Since all children now had
more or less the same opportunities at
school, environmental variation was large-
ly ironed out and the effects of genetic dif-
ferences consequently exaggerated.

Both of these examples foreshadow
how the sort of genetics made possible by
gwas can have political consequences. The
implication of the internal-migration
study is that the geographically left-behind
are dimmer, on average, than the leavers.
The implication of the Norwegian study
might likewise be seen by some as suggest-
ing that those who have done well at school
and thus snagged the best (and best-paid)
jobs are part of a genetic elite that deserves
its success, rather than being the lucky
winners of a genetic lottery.

And that is just within a country. Start
comparing people from different parts of
the world and you enter a real minefield.
Because most of the genetic data now avail-
able come from populations of European
ancestry, their predictive power is poorer
for people from elsewhere. Alicia Martin of
the Broad Institute in Massachusetts and
her colleagues scored West Africans for
height based on snps drawn from studies
on European or European-derived popula-
tions. The scores predicted that West Afri-
cans should be shorter than Europeans. Ac-
tually, they are not.

As more people of non-European ances-
try are sequenced, these problems may
abate. But if group-based differences
emerge or persist in the face of better data,
that would be cause for concern. Differ-
ences between groups in things like height
are rarely cause for prejudice beyond a joc-
ular level. For something like educational
attainment, by contrast, there is a risk that
politically motivated groups would try to
exploit any differences found to support
dubious theories of racial superiority. 

To some historians, this looks horribly
familiar. They fear that the old spectre of
eugenics risks rising in a new guise. As Na-
thaniel Comfort of Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity, in Baltimore, observes, “The iq test
was invented in order to identify students
who needed extra help in school. But with-
in about a decade, it was being used as a

tool to weed out the so-called ‘feeblemind-
ed’, not just from school but from the gene
pool.” Such fears of genetic stratification
would become particularly acute if poly-
genic scores were applied to embryos for
the purpose of selecting which to implant
during ivf—as Genomic Prediction is just
about to do.

Brave new world
Genomic Prediction and a second firm,
MyOme (which is not yet accepting cus-
tomers), claim to be able to build up an ac-
curate picture of an embryo’s genome. That
is tricky because the sequencing has to be
carried out using the tiny quantities of dna
in a few cells taken from that embryo. A se-
quence so obtained would normally be full
of errors. The two companies say they can
deal with this by comparing embryonic se-
quences with those of the biological par-
ents. All of the dna in the embryo has come
from one or other parent, so blocks of em-
bryonic dna can be matched to well-estab-
lished sequences from their parental pro-
genitors and an accurate embryonic
sequence established. That makes working
out the embryo’s snp pattern possible.

Genomic Prediction thus says it is able
to offer couples undergoing ivf a polygenic
risk score for each embryo for a variety of
diseases including type 1 diabetes, type 2
diabetes, breast cancer, testicular cancer,
prostate cancer, basal-cell carcinoma, ma-
lignant melanoma, heart attack, atrial fi-
brillation, coronary artery disease, hyper-
tension and high cholesterol. At the
moment it does not offer scores for non-
medical traits like height or educational at-
tainment. But there is nothing to prevent it
from doing so should it so wish.

Even for medically relevant scores,
however, some worry about this approach.
One concern is pleiotropy—the phenome-
non of the same piece of dna influencing
several apparently unrelated traits. Choos-

ing an embryo with a low risk of heart dis-
ease might accidentally give it, say, a higher
chance of developing epilepsy. Single-
mindedly maximising scores for positive
traits like intelligence or height may there-
fore increase the risk of genetic disorders.

Stephen Hsu of Michigan State Univer-
sity, one of Genomic Prediction’s founders,
acknowledges the theoretical risk of this,
but argues that serious pleiotropic effects
are unlikely. “If you looked at a bunch of
kids with iqs of, say, 160 or 170,” he says, “I
doubt you’d find much seriously wrong
with them. They’d just be a bunch of geeks.”
Dr Hsu, who in 2014 predicted that repro-
ductive technologies would soon be used
to select for more intelligent offspring, es-
timates that an iq gain of between 10 and 15
points would be possible if couples were
allowed to choose between ten embryos.
He also thinks that further gains would
probably accumulate if people selected in
this way went on to select their own off-
spring on the basis of intelligence.

This is plausible. Before 2008, when the
first snp chips for cattle became available,
the annual milk yield of dairy cows in
America had been increasing at about 50kg
per year. After six years of chip-based poly-
genic selection, the rate of increase had
doubled to more than 100kg per year. This
suggests the technique is powerful—in cat-
tle at least. Despite Dr Hsu’s optimism,
however, pleiotropism has reared its head
in these animals. They have become less
fertile and have weaker immune systems. 

In the end, then, it is generally a good
idea to remember that human beings have
already been optimised by a powerful
agent called natural selection. Trade-offs
between different pieces of physiology,
even in domestic animals, will have been
forged in the crucible of evolution and will
generally be optimal, or close to it. Genetic
tinkering may sometimes improve things.
But by no means always. 7
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The stairs rise elegantly, twisting to-
wards the heavens. At the top is the

small room where Emperor Menelik II
prayed for God’s blessing as he dramatical-
ly enlarged Ethiopia’s territory in the last
decades of the 19th century. The watchtow-
er, as this wing of the palace is known, was
also a perfect vantage point for surveying
his subjects on the open plain beneath its
windows. It was here that Menelik founded
Addis Ababa, the Ethiopian capital, in 1886.
The grand palace he built on a hilltop be-
came the heart of each regime that suc-
ceeded his, through wars and revolutions. 

Now it is to be a symbol for a new era.
Last month, after winning the Nobel peace
prize, Abiy Ahmed, Ethiopia’s prime minis-
ter, opened the old palace to the public for
the first time since the aftermath of the rev-
olution that overthrew Emperor Haile Se-
lassie in 1974. At a cost of $170m (paid by the
United Arab Emirates, a close ally), it is by
far the country’s glitziest museum. As well

as the palace itself, the site has state-of-
the-art galleries that narrate Ethiopian his-
tory; a botanical garden; a pavilion with ex-
hibits on the country’s nine regions; and
two black-maned Abyssinian lions dozing
in a den. “In all Ethiopian history, wherever
there is a palace there must be a lion,” ex-
plains Abebaw Ayelaw, the curator. 

Unity Park, as the attraction is known,
has already received more than 17,000 visi-
tors. “Let God bless you,” gushes a middle-
aged woman to Tamrat Haile, the muse-
um’s overall boss, as she emerges from an
ornately decorated banquet hall. Inside is a

waxwork model of Menelik sitting on his
original throne; some visitors prostrate
themselves in deference. The passions ex-
cited by the museum testify to the power of
Ethiopia’s past both to inspire and divide.
For the country’s current rulers, recon-
figuring its heritage is a means to confer le-
gitimacy and foster national unity, at a
time when both are in question.

Abiy has put the renovation and cele-
bration of historical sites at the centre of
his politics. “Our job is to shake the dust off
Ethiopia,” he maintained in a documentary
about Unity Park broadcast on state televi-
sion in September. Nearby Jubilee Palace,
built by Haile Selassie in the 1950s, is also
being rehabilitated (with French funds)
and will eventually open to the public. An-
other new museum in Addis Ababa will
commemorate Menelik’s defeat of the in-
vading Italians in 1896; at least four more
royal palaces in smaller towns are to be-
come museums, too. Two ancient Chris-
tian sites, in the highland towns of Axum
and Lalibela, are undergoing restoration.

Unity Park emphasises ordered pro-
gress over violent rupture. On a wall out-
side the palace hang portraits of every Ethi-
opian leader from Menelik to Abiy’s
predecessor, Hailemariam Desalegn. A gal-
lery inside the classical-style throne hall,
where there is a waxwork of Haile Selassie
(pictured), outlines the contributions of 
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each to the country’s development. Mene-
lik’s successor, Lij Iyasu, is noted for his
role in establishing the first police force.
Mengistu Haile Mariam, the bloodstained
dictator of the 1970s and 1980s, is praised
for defending Ethiopia from the invading
Somalis—though an excellent exhibition
in the palace’s basement, dedicated to
those who were imprisoned there during
the revolution Mengistu led, helps balance
the picture of him.

The current prime minister, who took
office in 2018 and promises Ethiopia’s first
free election next May, presents all this as a
break with the past. “Previously, when a
government changed it would remove all
the marks of its predecessor,” comments
Abebaw, the curator. When Mengistu’s
communist junta, known as the Derg,
seized power in 1974, imperial statues were
torn down. Some were dumped in the gar-
den of the National Museum, where they
still lie; others were destroyed. Elias Won-
dimu, a publisher who has opened a shop
in Unity Park, remembers buying coffee
beans wrapped in pages torn from history
books. Shiferaw Bekele, a historian, recalls
bonfires of books that included Haile Se-
lassie’s autobiography. The revolutionary
fervour was so intense that even the royal
lions were killed.

The empire’s new clothes
When the Derg itself was overthrown in
1991, the incoming Ethiopian People’s Rev-
olutionary Democratic Front (eprdf) fol-
lowed suit. Unsurprisingly, a statue of Le-
nin was toppled. But imperial heritage was
also in the firing line. “There was a very or-
ganised, systematic attempt to destroy the
image of Menelik,” says Shiferaw. A contro-
versy about the fate of his statue in Addis
Ababa triggered large protests in its de-
fence. The monument survived, but re-
mains a source of tension.

The decision to turn Menelik’s palace
into a museum is even more contentious.
Several bigwigs from Abiy’s ethnic group,
the Oromo, snubbed the inauguration and
instead visited a memorial to Oromo vic-
tims of the emperor’s military campaigns.
His armies committed mass atrocities,
they say, so he should not be celebrated. 

At the bottom of this heritage drive is a
highly charged question: is Ethiopia an old
nation or the product of a rapacious mod-
ern empire? It is a well-worn but neuralgic
dispute. In the past 18 months alone hun-
dreds of Ethiopians have been killed and
millions uprooted by ethnic conflicts that
often draw on historical grievances, real or
exaggerated. “The problem is, we don’t
have a consensus on the fundamentals of
our history,” notes Mulugeta Gebrehiwot,
author of a book on the eprdf. 

Abiy tends to stress nationhood, with
its sense of gradual consolidation, rather
than the frictions of empire; according to

the museum, Ethiopia is a nation with an-
cient roots. But that, too, puts the prime
minister at odds with those in his party
who decry past imperial conquests. Some
think he has been precipitous in opening
Unity Park. “There needs to be a political
consensus,” says Mohammed Girma, a reli-
gious scholar. “It’s a good idea but he
should’ve consulted his Oromo constitu-
ency rather than rushing to build it.” 

The museum’s overseers are unmoved

by the criticisms. “We have to respect what
happened in the past,” argues Abebaw. “We
cannot always be at odds with it.” Tamrat,
the director, is gathering exhibits for the
rooms that remain empty. Many Ethiopian
artefacts have been looted; others are still
in private hands. Though some individuals
have begun donating items, Tamrat says,
others are cautious. After all, family homes
can be safer than museums in a place
where history is a battlefield. 7

To most people shaped by the cold
war—and today’s icy relations—Russia

and America may seem always to have been
sworn enemies. When the Soviet Union
collapsed in 1991 America celebrated vic-
tory. When Vladimir Putin set out to avenge
history and make Russia great again, he
whipped up anti-American hysteria and
scorned Washington’s overreach. For his
part, Donald Trump—who thinks America
has in the past been a soft touch—in effect
concurred with Mr Putin’s criticism, pledg-
ing to put narrow American interests first.

In recounting America’s biggest ever
humanitarian effort—to save millions of
lives in the nascent Soviet state a century
ago—“The Russian Job” by Douglas Smith
repudiates the modern mythologies of
both countries, and their leaders’ twisted
histories. Already ravaged by wars and rev-
olution, in 1920-22 Russia was hit by
droughts and faced one of Europe’s worst
ever famines. It was partly self-induced:
terrorised by the Red Army and threatened
with requisitions and executions, Russian
peasants drastically reduced the land un-

der cultivation, sowing the minimum re-
quired for their own survival. 

Acutely aware that food meant power,
Vladimir Lenin abandoned War Commu-
nism in favour of a new economic policy
that replaced requisition with taxes and
made some concession to capitalism. But it
was too late. By the end of 1921, the vast ter-
ritory along the Volga succumbed to starva-
tion and cannibalism.

Having come to power on the promise
to provide bread and end war, the Bolshe-
viks confronted the prospect of being
swept away by hunger. Unable to feed their
own people, the leaders of the proletarian
revolution turned to the West for help.
Maxim Gorky, a Bolshevik writer who had
once demonised American capitalism, ap-
pealed to “all honest European and Ameri-
can people” to “give bread and medicine”.

The appeal struck a chord with Herbert 
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2 Hoover, founding chief of the American
Relief Administration (ara). The future
president responded not out of sympathy
for the “murderous tyranny” of the Bolshe-
vik regime, but from faith in America’s
mission—and ability—to improve the
world. If children were starving, America
was obliged to ease their suffering. “We
must make some distinction between the
Russian people and the group who have
seized the government,” Hoover argued.

The ara’s insistence on complete au-
tonomy made the Soviet government sus-
picious, as did its pledge to help without re-
gard to “race, creed or social status”. After
all, the regime had liquidated entire classes
of citizens and nationalised not only priv-
ate property but human life. Still, given a
choice between losing face or losing the
country, the Bolsheviks conceded the ara’s
conditions—while putting the operation
under surveillance by the secret police.

Mr Smith’s book is not a political his-
tory, however. It is principally a recon-
struction of the lives of those ara men,
many from military backgrounds, who
over two and a half years in effect took over
the functions of civil government in Rus-
sia, feeding some 10m people. In the Volga
region, where residents were driven by
hunger to boil and eat human flesh, the
ara organised kitchens and transport, dis-
tributed food and rebuilt hospitals.

The misery they encountered in Russia
strained their nerves to the point of break-
down and despair, but also imbued their
careers with meaning. “It is only by being
of service that one can be happy,” an ara of-
ficer wrote. “The help given by the Ameri-
cans can never be forgotten, and the story
of their glorious exploit will be told
by grandfathers to their grandchildren,”
grateful Russians told them.

Yet the duplicity and paranoia of the So-
viet government haunted the ara’s opera-
tion to the very end. While publicly Bolshe-
vik leaders showered the Americans with
praise and thanks, the secret police in-
structed local officials: “Under no circum-
stances are there to be any large displays or
expressions of gratitude made in the name
of the people.” No sooner was the Russian
job done than the authorities began to ex-
punge all memory of America’s help.

The edition of the Great Soviet Encyclo-
pedia of 1950 described the ara as a front
“for spying and wrecking activities and for
supporting counter-revolutionary ele-
ments”. Modern Russian textbooks barely
mention the episode. But it is not just Rus-
sia that needs to be reminded of this
story—so does America, which derived
much of its 20th-century greatness from
its values rather than military power. As
Gorky told Hoover: “The generosity of the
American people resuscitates the dream of
fraternity among people at a time when hu-
manity needs charity and compassion.” 7

“The rich are different from you and
me, we all know that even if some

of the people in Palm Beach don’t,” the
writer Nora Ephron said of the town in
south Florida where society is the local
industry. In “Palm Beach, Mar-a-Lago
and the Rise of America’s Xanadu”, Les
Standiford, author of a book about An-
drew Carnegie and Henry Clay Frick,
traces the history of a sandbar lifted from
swamp and scrub to gilded glory by the
Florida East Coast Railway line. 

Lapped by the Atlantic to the east and
Lake Worth to the west, Palm Beach has
been home to an epic cast of characters.
Henry Flagler, who laid the railway at the
turn of the 20th century, also built a
string of majestic hotels—including the
Ponce de Leon in St Augustine and the
Royal Poinciana and the Breakers in Palm
Beach itself. Marjorie Merriweather Post,
a cereal heiress and philanthropist, built
the 115-room Mar-a-Lago (dismissed by a
local as “early Bastardian Spanish”) and
took four husbands. The architect Addi-
son Mizner set the town’s Mediterra-
nean-Moorish tone (“Ali Baba Comes to
Florida,” judges Mr Standiford). Among
the newest arrivals are iguanas inadver-
tently introduced from South America.

Palm Beach, Mr Standiford observes
in a book that will appeal to nose-
pressed-against-the-glass readers,
helped redefine class in America. Once
upon a time, status was predicated on
lineage and ancestors who had arrived
on the Mayflower. That was before celeb-

rity “became the new imprimatur of
consequence”. Newport, Rhode Island?
Stale upper crust. Saratoga Springs? That
crème de la crème had curdled. For social
cachet without the prerequisite of pedi-
gree, up-and-coming Americans looked
to Palm Beach, which has welcomed the
Duke and Duchess of Windsor, King
Hussein of Jordan and the pornographer
Larry Flynt. 

It was also where, in 2005, Melania
Knauss, a model, married reality-show
host, future president and latter-day lord
of Mar-a-Lago Donald Trump, with Elton
John and Hillary and Bill Clinton among
the big names and net worths in atten-
dance. Buying Mar-a-Lago and its fur-
nishings for $8m in 1985 was Mr Trump’s
ticket to Palm Beach—now his perma-
nent residence after he and New York fell
out of love. Post had bequeathed the
property to the National Park Service in
1973, for use as a winter White House, but
in 1981 Congress returned it to the Post
Foundation as too expensive to main-
tain. It was put on the market and Mr
Trump snapped it up. 

Now it is a private club, with a portrait
of Post on a wall in the former library,
across from a younger version of the
current proprietor in tennis gear. The
announcement, when the club opened,
that Prince Charles and Lady Diana had
bought memberships was “rubbish”, said
Buckingham Palace; but Mr Trump was
undeterred. “Even people who hate me
are joining the club,” he crowed. The
initiation fee is now said to be $200,000.
One day, probably, rising seas will sink
Palm Beach and leave behind a level, if
soggy, playing field.

The lap of luxury
Lives of the rich and famous

Palm Beach, Mar-a-Lago and the Rise of
America’s Xanadu. By Les Standiford.
Atlantic Monthly Press; 288 pages; $27
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Emmanuel carrère is known for the
way he bends and breaks genres. His es-

says and books pick through the minds of
murderers, con-men, Russian revolution-
aries, artists, power-brokers, addicts and
the downtrodden; even his own friends,
family and lovers. He started as a novelist
in his 20s and 30s, and now, at 61, is the
most celebrated writer of high-end nonfic-
tion in France. What distinguishes his
prose is not its lyricism—as John Lambert’s
translation conveys, it is simple and
spare—but his intrusive, philosophical
first-person voice. Mr Carrère is a character
in his narratives and portraits, always there
reminding you that it’s him, Emmanuel,
writing the words that you are reading.

In this collection of his essays, an inter-
view with Catherine Deneuve, an actor,
turns into the story, “How I Completely
Botched My Interview with Catherine De-
neuve”; a column for an Italian magazine
revolves around Mr Carrère’s fraught corre-
spondence with his editor; and a report on
a crime is rendered as a personal letter to
the mother of the killer. The author is
everywhere. At first, this relentless self-re-
flection seems solipsistic and overdone—a
kind of post-modern posturing—but the
ultimate effects are subtler and deeper.
Readers learn far more about Ms Deneuve,
her cunning and restraint, than other writ-
ers might relay, and all this happens while
Mr Carrère is detailing his own nervous-
ness and the supposed failure of the en-
counter. At bottom, he has two exceptional,
but rather traditional, writerly gifts: psy-
chological acuity and narrative tautness.
And he has learned how to dress those
skills in clever conceits.

Mr Carrère’s trademark style crystal-
lised while he was working on his book
“The Adversary” (2000). It was intended as
an account of Jean-Claude Romand, a
French murderer who in 1993 killed his
wife, children, parents and dog, and at-
tempted to kill himself, after almost two
decades of pretending to be a researcher at
the World Health Organisation. Inspired by
Truman Capote’s “In Cold Blood”, Mr Car-
rère tried, and failed, to write the book for
six years; then, a few days after abandoning
the project, he sat down and penned a sim-
ple report for himself, summarising the
work he had done. It began: “On the Satur-
day morning of January 9th 1993, while

Jean-Claude Romand was killing his wife
and children, I was with mine in a parent-
teacher meeting at the school attended by
Gabriel, our eldest son.” After a few pages,
Mr Carrère realised that he was writing the
very book that had eluded him for years. It
was simply a matter of “saying yes to the
first person”.

This accidental style has since become a
sort of credo. It is mendacious, Mr Carrère
suggests, for authors to pretend that they
exist above or outside a rigorously crafted
piece of writing, as Capote did for instance.
“I don’t think you can put yourself in other
people’s positions. Nor should you,” he has
argued. “All you can do is occupy your own,
as fully as possible, and say that you are try-
ing to imagine what it’s like to be someone
else, but say it’s you who’s imagining it, and
that’s all.”

It is hard to tell whether this is philo-
sophical high-mindedness or faux naive-
ty—because the core of Mr Carrère’s talent
is precisely that he brings readers into
sympathetic contact with others, powerful
and powerless, insiders and outsiders. His
own textual persona is less flesh-and-
blood than an ethereal, emotionally dis-
tant presence. His “I” becomes a transpa-
rency, a way of portraying others—whether
it be a bereaved parent or President Em-
manuel Macron—through himself. It is a
masterful illusion. The more words Mr
Carrère expends on his own life, the farther
away he seems, and the closer the reader
gets to the lives of others. 7

French literature

I, me and they

97,196 Words. By Emmanuel Carrère.
Translated by John Lambert. Farrar, Straus &
Giroux; 294 pages; $28. Jonathan Cape; £18.99

This month marks the 200th anniversa-
ry of the birth of George Eliot—author

of one of the greatest novels of the Victor-
ian or any age, “Middlemarch”, a social
panorama set in a provincial English town
in the years before the Reform Act of 1832
and the transformative arrival of the rail-
way. “One of the few English novels written
for grown-up people,” according to Virgin-
ia Woolf, “Middlemarch” was probably
based on Coventry, where Eliot—real name
Marian Evans—had partly grown up. 

She reluctantly revealed her true identi-
ty after the publication of her first novel,
“Adam Bede”, in 1859, and was almost as
well known for her scandalous private life
as for her books. A respected scholar and
the first female supremo of the Westminster
Review, she lived openly with a married

man, George Henry Lewes; her writing sup-
ported not only their household but that of
his wife, Agnes, their children and Agnes’s
by another man. Less than two years after
Lewes’s death in 1878, the author caused
more outrage by marrying John Walter
Cross, a family friend 20 years her junior,
who in a fit of mania attempted suicide on
their honeymoon in Venice. In December
1880, seven months after their wedding—
and just after her 61st birthday—she died.

“In Love with George Eliot”, Kathy
O’Shaughnessy’s sensitive, impeccably re-
searched and deeply pleasurable debut
novel, charts Eliot’s development as a writ-
er and growing celebrity, her sincere happi-
ness with Lewes, terrible grief at his death
and unexpected joy at her new (and finally
respectable) married status. As the best
historical novels do, it absorbs the reader
to such an extent that, even if they know
the outline of the story, each page is a reve-
lation. Quoting from original letters and
other documents, it shimmers with the re-
fracted light of another age; the account of
a modern-day love triangle between three
Eliot experts, which Ms O’Shaughnessy in-
tercuts with chapters on the novelist and
her circle, enhances the main picture. 

Eliot’s own unconventional looks, life-
style and opinions are rendered compel-
lingly. To many—including some well-
drawn, fervent female acolytes—her com-
bination of sincerity, neediness, ambition
and sympathy were alluring. These quali-
ties found a natural outlet in her writing.
“It seems to me we can never give up long-
ing and wishing while we are thoroughly
alive,” remarks a character in “The Mill on
the Floss”. In her own novel, Ms O’Shaugh-
nessy brings this mix of intensity and play-
fulness winningly to life. 7

The story of a storyteller

Portrait of an artist

In Love with George Eliot. By Kathy
O’Shaughnessy. Scribe; 400 pages; £16.99 

Scandalous brilliance


