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Newfound Bacteria Fueled by Radiation

By Davio Brown

last winter established that large

Washington Post Staff Writer phylum as unusually ancient — it  near the Psc:ﬁcNmthwest Naﬁmall.nbma—
was the first branch after the com- They also dated the water by tory in Richland, Wash., who was
They are the microbes from hell, mon ancestor of all bacteria, which  measuring the amount of helium in not on the team.
or at least from hell's Zip code, emerged about 3.5 billion years ago it. Helium is produced by radioac- The research was principally
A team of scientists hasfound bac-  according to the fossil record. tive decay, and thus is evidence of done by Li-Hung Lin, a former grad-
teria living nearly two miles below A chief obstacle in research on  how long the water had been un- uate student of Onstott’s who is now
ground, dining on sulfur in a world microbial commu- Tt appears to be a mix on the faculty of National Taiwan
of steaming water and radioactive nities is proving that what people ture of water that came from the sur- ke
rock. A single cell may live a century find was not carried in by them, their  face as recently as 3 million years He descended three times to the
before it gets up the energy to di-  equipment or the drilling apparatus mingled with water already of the tunnel where the fissure
vide. The organisms have been there This team — which included there from 2.5 billion years ago. was hit to get samples. It was 1.7
for millions of years. They will prob- ican, , German and “They did a nice job of constrain- iles underground, and the temper-
ably survive as long as the South African scientists — showed ' ing and characterizing the environ- ature of the rock was 125 degrees
does, drawing energy from the sty that none of the microbes they found ment of that system,” said James K. 3
gian world around them.
The microbes, found in water
spilhnggotﬁtu{aﬁsmg{awhﬁf 5
mine in 2003, are not en-
tirely new, the researchers report in “Martian environment, urmm

today’s issue of Science. They are
similar to ones found in other ex-
treme environments and among the
seribed.

What is unusual is that their un-
derground home
ents traceable to photosynthesis, the

sunlight-harnessing process that fu-
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“For some reason it is advanta-
geous to grow slow rather than fast
in this environment,” said Lisa M.
Pratt, a geologist and astrobiologist
atlnd:amUmwratty wha is one the
authors of the Science paper.

’Plﬂnsop]nmlb' that is very in-

g, because on the surface itis

phyl
strain dominates, and there are a
few others.
_ The dominant bacterium does ot
| et have a scientific name. Some of
the researchers have almost finished
reading its entire genome, which
will allow them to figure out how
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gmtntmlthewlhtelmktusul—
fide, a process known as reduction.
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findings
even without volcanoes to warm the .
Scientist Duane P. Moser stands nearly two miles below the Earth's surface,
in the South African mine where the bacteria were discovered. i




