By Mike Woods/Toledo Blade

Anaheim, Calif.

Forget afi those tanciful Hollywood
notions about the bizarre appear-
ance of extraterrestrial beings.

E.T., it he or she exists, actually
may look much like an ordinary hu-
man being.

That is the conclusion of an interna-
tonal authority on the origins of life

who has reported the first scientific
evidence that life may be fundamen-
tally suimilar throughout the universe.

“When we do land on a planet some

STAR AND TRIBUNE, Minneapolis, MN - Sept. 25, 1986 CR: R. Panlener

Aliens probably look a lot like us earthlings, scientist says

where, some day, don’t be surprised
if somebody walks up to shake your
hand,’’ Dr. Cyril Ponnamperuma
sad.

Ponnamperuma is director of the
University of Maryland's Laboratory
of Chemical Evolution The lab has
pioneered research on how life
might have originated from sponta-
necus chemical reactions among
chemicals that existed on earth bil-
hons of years ago

The Maryland group previously es-
tablished that the key components
of all biological molecules — amino
acids and bases that make up the

genetic materials DNA and RNA —
could have formed spontaneously in
the earth’s primacrdial atmosphere.

Ponnamperuma and his associates
reported their latest findings at the

192nd national meeting of the Ameri-

can Chemical Society, being held in
Anaheim recently.

They have evidence that the so-
called genetic code, which deter-
mines the chemical composition and
appearance of all living things, did
not appear by chance — as some
scientists have argued. This literal
code of lite consists of 64 *‘co-
dons,”’ which are groups of three

chemicals called nucleotides. Each
codon tells the cell to use a specific
amino acud in the construction of a
protein, spelling out exactly what
kind of protein will be produced.

The ultimate result is a complete
organism that turns out to be an oak
tree rather than a maple, for exam-
ple, or a person with black hair
rather than blond.

Ponnamperuma and his associates
used a sophisticated series of ex-
periments to establish that the cod-
ing process Is not arbitrary. Rather,
there seems to be an intrinsic, man-
datory relationship between each

codon and amino acid.

“In eftect, there is a natural tenden-
cy, like that of water to run downhill,
for the genetic code to spell out
words the same way every time,"’
Ponnamperuma said. ‘'t is demand-
ed by the chemistry of these com-
pounds. With the same chemical ele-
ments believed to exist throughout
the universe, there is a strong likeli-
hood that the genetic code can spell
out proteins only in the way known
on earth.”

He thus argues for the existence of
a basic chemical similarity in living
things throughout the universe.

Chemical similarity, he believes,
means physical smmilarity that would
make extraterrestrial beings remark-
ably like human beings.

Likewise, Ponnamperuma said there
may be such compelling evolutionary
advantages to a body format like
that of humans — two legs, two
arms, two eyes about 5 feet above
ground level — that it may be a truly
universal format.
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