Finally, a Serious Search for Intelligent Beings in Space

By Eugene F. Mallove

IN 1900, THE FRENCH Academy of Sci-
ences offered a prize of 100,000 francs to

the first person establishing communication

with a world other than Mars. So certain was

the existence of Martians that communicat-
with them seemed too easy to deserve a

 Scientists’ view of the prospects for con-
tacting extraterrestrials has matured enor-
mously since that era of perceived Martian
canals and presumed Martians. We are now
nearly certain that there are no other techno-
logically advanced civilizations in our solar
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the clock. Sponsored by the Planetary Soci-
ety, a private, non-profit organization, it is
the most systematic and exhaustive cosmic
search yet. Paul Horowitz, a professor of
physics at Harvard University who has
emerged as a leader in SETI, is chiefly re-
sponsible for the technology behind the proj-
ect, which accomplishes more in one minute
than the first receiver constructed specifically
for SETI in 1960 could have done in 1,000
years,

Meanwhile, the National Aeronautics and
Space Administration, after years of neglect,
is moving ahead with the largest SETI pro-

- gram ever. NASA’s budget includes $1.5 mil-

lion a year for a long-term effort. Researchers
at NASA’s Ames Research Laboratory, the
Jet Propulsion Laboratory and Stanford Uni-
versity are currently building the next gener-
ation of signal analyzers and other instru-
ments required for the search. Some listening
for alien signals will be done as the equip-
ment is tested, but the major searches may
not begin until 1988.

SETI researchers base their conviction that
other civilizations exist on several factors
First is the idea that many if not most stars
are circled by planets. This idea received an
important boost late last year. Scientists
using the Infrared Astronomical Satellite
(IRAS) detected what seems to be a plane-
tary system forming around Vega, one of_tho
brightest stars in the alw._hmted 26‘hght
years (about 150 trillion miles) from Barth.
This discovery provided the first direct evi-
dence that solid objects of substantial size
exist around a star other than our sun.

See SPACE, Page D2
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Starshlps to Reach

- Galactic Brethren

a single civilization set out to colonize the gal-
axy, even at the snail’s pace of primitive in-
terstellar craft, the entire whirlpool of stars
could be inhabited in a small fraction of the

galactic lifetime.

Others have imagined self-replicating “Von
Neumann machines” flung into space by
aliens. These artificially intell
stellar resources to duplicate them-
with a mission to explore ever-
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new areas but have restricted their efforts
direction and extent. Advanced cultures
. might even find that, with the contentment
" of no longer seek new physical fron-
s, researchers hope, of course, that
cultures have not become so introverted
they have forgotten to offer greetings to
a radio astronomer at Harvard
y, has ventured that we earthlings
cosmic “z00,” not to be violated
responsible advanced cultures, for what-
ever unknown reason. We might be living in

igent probes

neutron stars whose existence had been pre-
dicted by physicists. But at least for a while,

Bell and Hewish referred to their signals as.

“LGM-1," for Little Green Men.
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The mile-long “interstellar ramjet” envisioned by Robert Bussard would collect hydrogen in deep space
Jor its fusion engine.









