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This book is well worth reading, be-
cause the author, who has a back-

ground in planetary science, is an advo-
cate of manned exploration of the Solar 
System, and Mars in particular.

Brandenburg shows how the space 
science community has been split, since 
the Mars probes began in the 1970s, be-
tween those who believe that Mars was 
once Earthlike, and may still contain life, 
and those who believe that Mars is 
Moon-like, and never had life. Before 
the time of unmanned probes of Mars, in 
the 19th Century, the prevailing outlook 
concerning Mars was that it possibly 
harbored advanced life, or at least, veg-
etation.

The author presents us not only with 
some history of Mars, but with some star-
tling aspects of conditions on Mars at the 
present time. As some readers of 21st 
Century may already know, Mars shows 
evidence of emitting methane gas. This is 
a crucial indicator of life processes oc-
curring right now.

It is revealed in Life and Death of Mars 
that this methane is not a trace, but hun-
dreds of tons per year—a fact that the 
pessimists would not like to be well 
known!

Another crucial point: Mars is known 
as the red planet, not a reference to the 
planet’s political preference, but the fact 
that its entire surface is covered with var-
ious oxides of iron. A stupendous amount 
of oxygen would be required to reduce 
the surface iron to this oxide; ergo, oxy-
gen was very prevalent on Mars in its 
past. As far as we know, oxygen is a result 
of life processes, such as plants metabo-
lizing carbon dioxide and emiting oxy-
gen as a waste product.

Another indicator: Large deposits of 
hematite, a form of iron oxide, have been 
detected by Mars orbiters, and also by 
the two rovers on the Mars surface. On 

Earth, iron oxide is produced in oceans 
with the aid of bacteria and simple plants. 
Oceans of water were once on Mars, and 
water may still be there, most probably 
frozen. Most of the northern hemisphere 
of Mars seems to have been ocean ba-
sin.

Brandenburg’s chapter on meteorites, 
states that dozens of specimens of mete-
orites have been found on the glaciers of 
Antarctica, particularly near the Japanese 
scientific base. Some of these are be-
lieved to have come from Mars, and they 
show a unique oxygen isotope analysis, 
in agreement with rock samples exam-
ined by the Mars rovers.

The Life and Death of Mars is well il-
lustrated with black and white and color 
plates. One such plate is labeled “Sunset 
on Mars, please note blue skies”—a jab 
at some NASA color photos which show 
bilious red skies, either a mistake or an 
effort to discourage colonization.

This is a book, at last, which shows the 
scientific optimism essential for our fu-
ture exploration of this planet and be-
yond. I highly recommend it.
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