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Aside from frequent dubious claims of finding
mysterious alien carcasses, and shaky video or
photographic footage of 'UFOs', up until four years
ago there was little if any solid evidence for the
existence of life outside of Earth - extra-terrestrial
life.

Almost certainly a hoax. There has not
been a single unambiguously

scientifically verified UFO sighting or
alien in history. Photo unattributed.

That came to an end in 1984, a small rock from
Mars, ALH 84001 was discovered in Antarctica.
This rock is about 4.5 billion years old, and left Mars
16 million years ago after being blasted off by a
meteor impact (this was determined through
examination of their chemical composition and
carbon dating). In 1994, it was determined that it
had come from Mars. After studying it for around a
year, scientists realized that they had discovered
evidence suggesting there was life on Mars. They
spent a further year checking and analyzing their
results, and then on August 7th 1996, they
announced this to the press. Immediately, every
newspaper, TV and radio station news programme
began to broadcast the news that 'life on Mars' had
been discovered.

The next day, the scientific community quickly
attacked their findings, and the media followed.

The two scientists in charge of the investigation of
ALH 84001, Everett Gibson and David McKay, had
stressed that what they had found was merely a
sequence of clues, that taken as a whole, that
seemed to point to the presence of life on Mars.
They admitted that there was no conclusive
evidence of life.

Much of the contention over this meteorite was
down to the interpretation of its structure and
composition. For example, McKay and Gibson
argued that the globules of carbonates, organic
molecules, were formed by life. Others disagreed,
saying they could have been formed by very high
temperatures caused by the meteor impact. There
were structures that looked like microfossils about
20 to 100 nanometers long - which could have been
from Antarctica, from Mars, or bits of clay. McKay
interpreted them to be from Mars - unfortunately,
others disagreed.

The term 'ALH 84001' means that this was
the first meteorite to be discovered in the

Allan Hills region of Antarctica in 1984.
Courtesy NASA.
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On the left are pictured carbonate globules from the meteorite. Shown on the right is one of the
strange worm-like fossils measuring only a few dozen nanometres long (around a millionth of a
centimeter). Courtesy NASA.

Also of note in ALH 84001 were PAHs or Polycyclic
Aromatic Hydrocarbons. They can form during the
decomposition of bacteria, but they can also form in
many other ways. In fact, we have an article
covering the existence of PAHs in the interstellar
medium and carbonaceous chondrite meteorite
which, as far as we know, do not contain life.

In March of 1998, the issue of life on Mars was
brought up again at the Lunar and Planetary
Science Conference in Houston. There, McKay and
Gibson had formed responses to every single piece
of criticism from other scientists. In an interview,
Gibson said that he felt even more confident that
there was life on Mars than he did before. The
meteorite ALH 84001 represents the strongest
piece of evidence for life off Earth, and yet the
consensus in the scientific community is that it far
from proves the existence of life on Mars.

So the search for life goes on.

But what does this mean to us? So what if life
exists, or existed, on Mars, or anywhere in space?

If there was life on Mars, the next planet to us in
the solar system, it stands to reason that life
probably has formed elsewhere - after all, what are
the chances of the only other life in the universe
forming on the planet next door? It tells us life is
widespread throughout the universe. And as
scientists discover more and more extra-solar
planets, and as it becomes clear that a large
percentage of stars have solar systems and planets,
it means life is everywhere. Some of that life will be
intelligent. The social and religious consequences of
discovering intelligent extra-terrestrial life would be
enormous.

Yet, like many scientific discoveries, the most
important reason for looking for life outside Earth is
simple curiousity.



