
cone cells in her retina, instead of the usual three. This 
allows her to see a whole range of ‘invisible’ colours 
that other people can’t distinguish – an ability shared 
with only 1% of the world’s population. Scientists 
hope that research into this condition may lead to a 
major breakthrough in understanding how the brain 
processes colours, which might help us to understand 
colour-blindness, which affects around 8% of men and 
1 in 200 women.

Concetta Antico is not alone in possessing a sensory 
‘superpower’. Joy Milne, from Perth in Scotland, is a 
‘super smeller’ – someone with a heightened sense 
of smell which allows her to detect odours that other 
people can’t. Joy has been working with researchers on 
a test which would allow doctors to detect Parkinson’s 
disease early on. It all came about when she noticed 
an unusual smell on her husband, a Parkinson’s disease 
sufferer, which she knew couldn’t have had anything to 
do with his personal hygiene. Years later at a patients’ 
support group, Joy picked up the same smell on other 
Parkinson’s sufferers. With Joy’s help, researchers have 
been able to identify specific compounds on the skin 
of people who suffer from Parkinson’s disease.

The new field of study into human DNA has provided 
an understanding of rare sensory conditions and their 
causes, which we could never have known about 
without it. Now, thanks to people like Joy and Jo, 
scientists and researchers might be about to make 
some fascinating discoveries.

Phrasal verbs
make out (line 38) – see, hear or understand 

something with difficulty

come about (line 62) – happen

pick up (line 66) – notice a smell or sound
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When American Ashlyn 
Blocker was six 
months old, her 
parents observed a 
nasty inflammation 
in her left eye. 
Ashlyn had always 
been a quiet 
baby – she almost 
never cried – but 
this looked like it 
might be painful so 
they took her to a doctor. After tests, Ashlyn’s very 
rare condition came to light – she could not feel any 
pain. Early death is common among children with the 
condition and if Ashlyn, now 19, had had appendicitis 
as a child, doctors would not have been able to 
identify the problem.

Another person who feels no pain is Jo Cameron, a 
retired teacher from Scotland, who didn’t discover 
she was different until she was 65 when she had to 
have an operation on her hands because of arthritis. 
After this kind of operation, patients usually need 
strong pain killers, but doctors were astonished to 
find that Jo felt little or no discomfort. Researchers 
at University College London analysed samples of 
Jo’s DNA and found that she had a genetic mutation 
that reduces her pain sensation. The researchers now 
hope to be able to learn more about this mutation in 
order to develop more effective pain treatments.

Genetic studies like this are 
becoming more and more 
widespread as scientists 
attempt to unlock the mysteries 
of our DNA. The human eye 
can normally make out around 
one million different colours 
but a genetic mutation enables 
the Australian-born artist 
Concetta Antico to see one 
hundred times that number. 
Scientists studying Antico’s 
case believe she must have 
been born with four types of 
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There’s still so much within medical science that we don’t understand. But, with the help of 
some people with rare sensory conditions, scientists have made some important discoveries.

by Concetta Antico
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