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It was shortly before 8am on June 30, 1908, when it happened.

S.B. Semenov, a peasant living in the Siberian town of Vanovara, about 900km north of Lake Baikal, had just sat down on his porch to 
take a break from his morning chores when the sky to the north appeared to be split in two by a bright light.

"At that time there arose, in a moment, a conflagration which gave off such heat that it was impossible to remain sitting - it almost burned 
the shirt off me," he related to Soviet mineralogist Leonid Kulik.

"And it was such a flaming wonder that I noticed it occupied a space of not less than two versts [2.1km]. But to make up for this [it] 
endured for only a very short time. I had time only to cast my eyes in that direction and see how large it was, when in a moment it 
vanished.

"After this vanishing it grew dark, and at the same time there was an explosion which threw me off the open porch.

"I came to myself and there was such a crashing sound that all the houses shook and seemed to move from their foundations. It broke the 
window panes and window frames in the houses, and in the centre of the square, near the huts, a strip of earth was torn out, and at the 
same time the so-called shore of iron on the door of the barn was broken."

Peasants and reindeer herdsmen scattered across the sparsely populated countryside near the Tunguska river reported similar things.

"Suddenly there was heard first a noise like that from the wings of a flushed bird, the noise passing from south to east towards the village 
... and along the river there came up against the current a wave like a surge," reported E.E. Sarychevn, a master tanner. "After this, 
occurred a sharp clap [and] there appeared a luminous mass, of a spherical form, in dimensions about half that of the moon, with a bluish 
tinge, which flew swiftly [south east]."

For hundreds of kilometres around, reports spread of people and animals being knocked down by the strength of the thunder and 
shockwaves that accompanied this strange object.

In London, more than 6,000km away, people reported being able to read the newspaper in their drawing rooms well after midnight by the 
light reflected from all the dust of the explosion.

Save for those in the immediate vicinity, the rest of the world remained clueless as to what had occurred.

The Times of London, on July 4, 1908, remembering the after-effects of the Krakatoa explosion of 1883, put the evening glows down to 
fine dust particles being carried westwards.

"No volcanic outburst of abnormal violence has been reported lately; there have, however, been some moderate outbursts in the Pacific 
during the spring, and it is possible that the dust may have reached us from these, or from some unreported eruption in some little known 
part of the world," it read.

Tomorrow marks the 100th anniversary of what has been dubbed the "Tunguska event" . But so remote was that place that it would be 
almost 20 years before the scale of the incident would become known.

Kulik led an expedition to the epicentre of the blast in 1927. He was astounded by what he found.

"At present the entire marshy woods inside and outside of the crater [a term he used to describe the natural bowl formed by several river 
valleys converging in the area] is practically destroyed, being altogether blown to the ground, where it lies in generally parallel rows of 
trunks stripped of branches and bark ... pointing away from the direction of the centre of the fall," he wrote.

"The whole former vegetation ... carries the characteristic traces of a uniform and continuous burning not resembling the effects of an 
ordinary forest fire."

The destruction, involving more than 80 million trees, extended over more than 2,000 sq km - almost twice the area of Hong Kong. The 
force of the explosion has been estimated at the equivalent of a 10-15 megatonne nuclear device - about 1,000 times the energy of the 
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atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima.

Despite digging around in the swampy earth on his first visit and on several later expeditions, Kulik was never able to locate any trace of 
what caused the destruction.

The lack of any hard evidence of what happened has led to all manner of speculation over the intervening 80 years.

Theories about an errant lump of antimatter or a mini black hole have come and gone. The idea of a stray comet, made up mainly of ice - 
explaining the lack of residue - held sway for many years before gradually losing support.

Now there are really only two main theories: space rocks and the explosion of a ship full of space aliens.

The idea of an alien nuclear holocaust occurring above Siberia has not caught on with the scientific mainstream, which prefers the space 
rock hypothesis and claims to have found evidence to back that up.

"Basically we know what happened," says David Morrison, director of Nasa's Lunar Science Institute. "The Earth collided with a small 
stony object which entered the atmosphere at cosmic velocity and disintegrated explosively ... at an altitude of 5-10km, just as 
calculations indicate such a solid body should do."

Dr Morrison says the main remaining uncertainties about the event concern the size and composition of the object. Most estimates put it 
at somewhere between 30 and 60 metres in diameter.

An Italian scientific team recently announced the discovery of minute fragments it believed were parts of the rock that hurtled in that day. 
"Of course, there is much that we would like to understand better, and in particular the retrieval of additional material from the impactor 
would be of great scientific interest."

The real concern is calculating the size of the body, because size is a determinant of how many rocks of equivalent size there are floating 
around in space, and therefore of the risk of running into another one.

Clark Chapman, of the Southwest Research Institute in Boulder, Colorado, has written extensively about the risk of collisions with so 
called near-Earth asteroids. "It reminds us of the scale of cosmic impact that might happen in the foreseeable future," he says.

In a paper earlier this year, Dr Chapman warned that uncertainty about the size of the Tunguska object meant it was difficult to design a 
response to an imminent threat. "What should be the response of national and international emergency management officials to a 
prediction that a 35-metre [asteroid] will strike a populated country? Following current interpretations, we would simply tell people near 
ground zero to stay inside and not look directly at the high-altitude explosion.

"But if objects of that size could cause Tunguska-like damage, we might not only evacuate people for 100km surrounding ground zero but 
we would certainly consider a space mission to move or blow up the threat."

A hundred years on, Dr Morrison sums up the importance of Tunguska thus: "It is of great historical significance as the only destructive 
cosmic impact on Earth to be witnessed and studied. It is a wake-up call as to the hazards of cosmic impacts."

Blast from the past

The 1908 blast over Tunguska in Siberia was equivalent to a 15-megaton nuclear bomb. It is believed a meteor or comet exploded in mid-
air, producing a shock wave that knocked people off their feet and broke windows hundreds of kilometres away

Tunguska in numbers

Compared to the Hiroshima bomb, the blast was 1,000 times stronger

Number of trees felled: 80m

Experts believe such events occur every: 300 years

On the Richter scale, it is estimated the quake from the blast would have measured: 5.0

Source: BBC

Caption: This 1953 photo shows trees strewn across the Siberian countryside 45 years after what might have been a space rock crashed 
into the Earth in the so-called Tunguska event. Photo: AP
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