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Chapter 3: Signs of Life on Mars 

Do Martian Trees Exist? 

In this chapter, we won’t be discussing the search for 
microbes and microscopic life forms on Mars, because 
there is plenty of information on that subject elsewhere. 
The purpose of this book is to focus on what NASA is 
not searching for, and to that end, we will now take a 
look at some evidence for plant life. 

 

SM18. Earth/Mars comparison: lake formations 

If we take a look again at the comparison images on our 
chart (SM18), you will see that two of the Earth lakes 
clearly show an abundance of forest growth surrounding 
them. But what is it that surrounds these possible Mar-
tian lakes? We would presume of course that it is some-
thing geological - rocky terrain, polar defrosting fea-



Chapter 3: Signs of Life on Mars 
 
 

113 
 

tures, etc. - but is it? If these lakes are water - and we 
must guardedly maintain the position of ‘if’- it would 
surely be a possibility that they could be nourishing 
Martian vegetation on their shores? 

This happens on the Earth around water and so, logi-
cally, it could be happening on Mars, too. Accepting the 
extreme hypothesis that some of these ‘lakes’ are in-
deed bodies of Martian liquid water, then these lakes 
would need to be replenished by a water source, and as 
there is absolutely no rainfall on Mars (although it does 
snow!) the lakes would have to be fed by aquifer’s, melt-
ing ice, or water-saturated salts through deliquescence. 

With extensive water ice embedded in the Martian soil 
pretty much across the entire planet and plenty of salt 
to lower its freezing point, it could be surmised that if 
any plant managed to take root and draw upon subsur-
face water, as well as from the lakes themselves, then 
vegetation and organisms might just be able to survive 
and perhaps even proliferate in these locations. 

Notwithstanding the severe ultraviolet radiation, the 
predominantly freezing temperatures, the extremely 
dry and overwhelming carbon dioxide atmosphere, 
could Martian plant life have evolved to adapt? 

As one planetary scientist declared to me, “Once life has 
started, it would be hard to eradicate entirely.” Would it 
be possible therefore that at the time when Mars’ lakes 
and rivers were not frozen but flowed freely for millions 
of years, such vegetation as would have hugged the 
shoreline and fed from those waters may still survive 
today in some form, because it had evolved and 
adapted to the harsh conditions of present-day Mars? 

 Could tough, hardy plants be flourishing now on 
the Martian surface today? 
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 Could the knobbly terrain surrounding the surely 
frozen lakes possibly be a tough variety of scrub 
and bush? 

As we saw before with the Martian water question, the 
NASA images of the Martian surface can be both reveal-
ing and deceiving. We will, therefore, proceed with an 
open-minded but cautious air, as we now consider what 
evidence might exist for vegetation and trees on Mars.  

 

SM20. Trees on Mars? NASA description: “De-frosting 
South Polar terrain” (6km) – MOC/MGS 

Region: South Polar, Oct 1999; Image courtesy: NASA/JPL/MSSS 

This is a section of a much longer image strip taken by 
the Mars Global Surveyor Orbiter and released to the 
world in October 2000 (SM20). If you haven’t seen this 
image before - and many will have done - you would be 
justified in letting out a gasp of surprise, for indeed this 
looks amazing! 

This picture has since become popularised as proof that 
trees and forests exist on Mars and it’s very easy to see 
why. I too was taken aback and excited when I first saw 
this image some years ago. 

Let’s take a closer look at these stunning formations… 
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SM20.1 Trees on Mars? (1.63km) 

 Now, the resolution of this picture, unfortunately, won’t 
let us squeeze much more detail out of it, but close ex-
amination of this photo will at least show what appear 
to be unmistakable tree-like branches spreading out-
wards from a central core in a very recognisable terres-
trial pattern. I think the similarity in this image to living, 
growing trees is overwhelming. And here’s something 
fascinating: the size of these things . . . the largest forma-
tion in this picture is about half a mile across! 

If these are indeed living, growing plants, then they 
must be drawing on extensive subsurface water and nu-
trient supplies to be able to grow to such immense pro-
portions, as we don’t see any surface evidence of water 
in the vicinity. And we are talking about a whole forest 
of these things, too. 
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Upon viewing the above images, even the great sci-fi 
author, science writer, and futurist, Arthur C. Clarke, was 
moved to comment. He said in a radio broadcast in 
2001: 47 

"I'm quite serious when I say have a really good look at 
these new Mars images. Something is actually moving and 
changing with the seasons, that suggests at least, vegeta-
tion." 

He said that these particular formations looked to him 
something like “Banyan trees”. 

NASA scientists explain them as some kind of bizarre 
geology; a cyclic freezing and defrosting phenomenon. 
Such an explanation would, of course, bear the hallmark 
of the scientific consensus view reflecting the limita-
tions for Mars as a habitat for life, and under such re-
striction, a geological explanation will always take 
precedence over a ‘life’ explanation. However, in this 
case, I believe they are probably right. 

We have seen some truly bizarre forms on Mars that al-
most defy scientific explanation, as many present-day 
Martian environmental conditions are beyond our 
Earthly experience. And too, some of the actual images 
returned by the Mars Global Surveyor orbiting camera 
are not all they seem to be either. 

Apart from optical and interpretative issues, such as ‘in-
version’ (where a surface feature that is actually cut into 
the ground can be visually mistaken for a feature that 
seems to be raised above the ground), there are a few 
images I’ve seen that simply do not look right. They are 
over or under-processed or something, and on occa-
sion, it is enough to make me wary and cautious of what 
I’m really looking at. 

But this image of potential life is so important that I feel 
we need to dig deeper. You see there is just something 
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that bothers me about this image of ‘Martian trees’. It 
seems just too good to be true. And here’s why: 

 

SM21. “Martian Spiders” – HiRISE/MRO 
Region:  South Polar, Jan 2011 

Image credit: NASA/JPL-Caltech/University of Arizona 

 Above is an image of what is termed “Araneiform ter-
rain”: spider-like formations that are a widespread fea-
ture in the south polar landscape of Mars during the 
springtime (SM21). 

 

18. Spring begins in the Martian South Polar icecap: 
 jets of CO2 gas laden with sand, burst out from 
underneath the surface to shoot up into the sky 

Image credit: Arizona State University/Ron Miller 

The current explanation for these begins with the action 
of sunlight that warms the surface below a layer of car-
bon dioxide ice that has formed during the winter. The 
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ice then turns to gas, which, as it expands and is now 
under pressure, looks for a weak point - a crack from 
which to escape - which it does so, bursting out onto 
the surface as geysers, carving channels and spewing 
dust. The carbon dioxide gas then freezes and settles 
back into the cracks again to form this bizarre pattern. 

I found this next image while searching for another pic-
ture of the ‘giant trees’, so as to verify the nature of the 
branch-like structure (SM22). This one was taken by the 
HiRISE camera onboard Mars Odyssey (which is capable 
of much more detail than Mars Global Surveyor) and 
shows terrain which looks remarkably similar to the im-
age of our ‘forest of trees’. In fact, I wonder if this area 
was specifically targeted so as to settle the question. 

 

SM22. “Starburst Spiders” (2.8km) – HiRISE/MRO 
 Region: South Polar, Feb 2009 

Image credit: NASA/JPL-Caltech/University of Arizona 

The radial, branch-like pattern reveals itself clearly here, 
and when we compare it with our ‘trees’ image again I 
think what is clarified is the illusion of ‘dark shadows 
beneath the branches’. The lesser detailed MGS image 
gives the impression of huge trees and branches casting 
shadows beneath them, but a careful look at this image 
will show that the dark patches are not at all consistent 
with shadows formed by the direction of sunlight but 
much more closely match the nature of the dark 
patches in the HiRISE image, which are formed by dust  
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- End of Sample – 

 
2017 Revised Edition: 350 pages, 166 Black/White images 

(Kindle version includes 66 images in colour) 
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