
m m e s  Tackles the Riddle of Life 
Researchers eagerly await the opening of the Astrobiology Institute at NASA's Am- Research Center - .  

ambitious agenda includes-creating a new field of science 

MOUNTAIN VIEW, CALIFORNIA-Three Cosmic imperative? But a stream of appmntly unrelated find- 
years ago, NASA's Ames Research Center For years, NASA has funded research in exo- ings has earnedthe heidtzewvsp~t. Dkotr- 
here was preparing to jettison large pieces of biology-the study of potential life on other eries of life in extreme environments on 
its scientific program after being ordered to plane-and paid for missions like Viking, Earthauch as in hot vents deep in the 
narrow its mission and meet strict budget which sampled martian soil for signs of mi- ocean and on basaltic rock hundreds of 
ceilings. A last-minute from scien- crobial life. Its work complemented the port- meters below the surface-are challenging 
rists won i t  a reprieve, however, and has led folio of agencies such as the National Sei- traditional notions about life's adaptability. 
to the birth of a new scientific discipline: ence Foundation (NSE), which backed re- And geologists have uncovered fossils as old 
the study of how lifk as37 billion years, an unmistakable sign that 

% & developed extremely rapidly after Eaah 
, waled At the same time, a NASA space- 

discoveries in recent 
years will provide a rich papoff both for Ames 
and for humanity's understanding of its place 
in the cosmos. 

'There's been an explosion of discoveries 
.that are really reinvigorating our quest 
for understanding life," NASA space sci- 
ence chief Wes Hun- to-old an audience 

is a great adventure." Indeed, rec 
ings of ancient terrestrial fossils, 

tective blanket. 

bang to elephant ecology," says Ken Neal- emergence. "It's a term lmking for a defini- to gut the scienm program. But scientists rrt 
son, a former University of Wisconsin tion," sniffs one NASA biologist about the th-ter made a last-ditch bid for rhe jobof 
microbiologist who was recently hired by concept of assobiology. Indeed, Ames re- coozdiaacing NASA's fledgling &rt to un- 
NASA% Jet &opulsi& Laboratory (JPL) in searchers working on the mpic in the 1970s derstand life in she universe, Their argu- 
Pasadena, California. "It's up to us to define rejeeted &e word "because it sounded a bit ments pcevailed, transforming the center 
it." But skeptics worry about that fuzziness too close to as~~~logy," recalls the SET1 into a lab with the dual missions of informa- 
and fear that the institute could become Institute's JahnBilJingham, a former chief of tion technology and astrobiology. 
mired in bureaucracy. life seiace M Ames. Thenew institute will focus attention on 
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