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Exti neti ons

Nearly every species of plant or animal that the earth has ever seen 
is now extinct. Today's creatures, ourselves included, represent but a tiny 
fraction of those that have lived on Earth since it became the abode of 
living things some three and a half billion years ago. The Earth was born, 
most scientists believe, in more or less its present form and shape, perhaps 
four and a half billion years ago, when it condensed from a gaseous nebula, 
along with the sun, the other planets, the comets, asteroids and other solar 
system objects.

During its first billion years the Earth was probably lifeless. But 
quickly, in geologic terms, things changed. Some scientists, stirred by the 
recent discovery of abundant life at the hot vents at the bottom of the sea, 
believe it started there, in the absence of light or oxygen. Astronomer, Fred 
Hoy Ie and ma thema t i c i an co iIeague, Chandra Wi ckramasi nghe, suggest w i th 
fervor that when it became suitable to sustain life, the Earth was "seeded" 
with randomly drifting germs of living matter from space! Nobel laureate, 
Francis Crick, a leader of modern molecular biology, suggests but does not 
strongly insist, that colonizing bacteria were sent here in a spaceship from 
an advanced civilization elsewhere in the Universe— which is, after all, more 
than twice as old as the Earth and the solar system.

Most experts on the origins of life take more conservative views, and 
e1 ass Hoy Ie’s theory and Cri ck’s fane i fuI suggesti on as havi ng mer i t 
comparable to that of the pronouncement of Irish Archbishop of Armagh, James 
Ussher, who announced in 1654, on biblical evidence, that the creation 
occurred at 9:00 AH (presumably local time) on October 26th of the year- 
4004 B.C. However the origin of life on Earth is still shrouded in profound 
mys tery.

Less enigmatic are the major episodes of extinction of old species 
and the pro Iiferation of new ones during the most recent one-fifth of the 
earth's history . If we ignore what are probably many billions of older life 
forms now extinct, and look solely at the higher plants and animals of this 
more recent past, we are still confronted with the fact that over four- 
billion species of plants and animals are estimated to have lived during this 
time. Vet today only a few million species remain. All the rest are extinct.

A fine article about this appears in a recent issue of "Science" 
authored by David Raup of the University of Chicago. Five mass biological 
extinctions appear to have occurred within the last 600,000 years. In 
add i t i on, graduaI ex t i nc t i ons have a I so pi ayed an i mportant roIe in changes 
of the mix of species on Earth.

Great attention has been given to the extinction at the end of the 
Cretaceous era some 60 million years ago, because of the recent theory by my 
good friend Luis Alvarez and his associates, one of whom is his son.in their 
view, a large asteroid impacted the earth, and threw up a blanketing cloud of 
dust that drastically cooied the climate, and wiped out the dinosaurs and 
much marine life. Their theory is still strongly supported, though there are 
also evidences that there was also a long period of some hundreds of 
thousands of years when a gradual extinction also proceeded. Following this
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mass extinction, however, was an explosive proliferation of new species.

One of the big questions waiting to be resolved, however, is whether 
the extinctions constructively favor evolution., in the Darwinian sense., 
leading to origin of new and improved species, or whether they are random, 
and simply wipe out species that are susceptible to whatever type of sudden 
environmental stress occurs.

One fact worthy of reflection is that biological species, once they 
appear on the scene, last for a very short time geologically speaking. The 
average is about 10 million years. What will follow mankind on the scene? So 
far we have spent three million years of our quota at the most. If strong 
ionizing radiation were the next compelling environmental stress to pervade 
the earth for a long period, it would favor the insects and plants, and kill 
most mammals, ourselves included.

Vet 10 million years is a long future in human historical terms. We 
still have left 3500 times as long a time span of our allotment as we have 
used up since the birth of Christ.

Perhaps this is long enough for us to solve problems of terrorism, 
national debts, and war. Perhaps we can learn to live well enough with others 
of our own species to enjoy the remaining span of time accredited to us by 
Nature as our normal a I location. Perhaps in this span we can reach the 
he i gh ts o f a t tai nmen t i nherent i n the human i n te11ec t— cI ear Iy the greates t 
creation of biological synthesis so far in Earth's existence.


